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Adultery. A woman publicly shamed. A tormented minister 

ravaged with guilt. A vengeful physician bent on perverse 

justice. A tragic indiscretion becomes a symbol of repentance 

and dignity, secrecy and sin, redemption and triumph. 

This fast-paced manga brings 17th-century puritanical 

Massachusetts to life in one of the most provocative, widely 

read stories in American literature.
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The Scarlet Letter and 
the Graphic Novel

by Adam Sexton

No American story demands to be read and reread, told and
retold, like Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. Indeed,
this 1850 novel has been adapted recently for the stage (in a pair
of plays by contemporary American playwright Suzan-Lori
Parks as well as two recent musicals) and the screen (in a movie
version starring Demi Moore, Gary Oldman, and Robert
Duvall). Novels have alluded to it—the title of Jhumpa Lahiri’s
2008 novel Unaccustomed Earth quotes The Scarlet Letter’s intro-
duction—and some have retold Hawthorne’s story altogether.
In fact, contemporary author John Updike has written three
full-length novels that set the story in the present day, each of
them conveying the action from the perspective of one of The
Scarlet Letter’s main characters. The Scarlet Letter itself is one of
the most-assigned books by high school and college English
departments. What accounts for the story’s hold on the
American imagination, over a century and a half after it was
written?

For one thing, the riveting premise of Hawthorne’s story is
hard to beat: In Puritan Boston in 1642, a young woman named
Hester Prynne has given birth to a child called Pearl, whose
father is unknown, since Hester’s husband is believed to have
died at sea before she became pregnant. As Hester stands on the
town scaffold, sentenced forever to wear on her chest a scarlet
“A” as punishment for her crime of adultery, she recognizes her
husband in the crowd.  Calling himself Roger Chillingworth, he
visits Hester in jail. An older, crippled man and a physician,
Chillingworth demands to know the father of the baby. Hester
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will not tell. Chillingworth compels Hester to promise she will
never reveal his own identity, and he resolves to discover who
his wife’s lover was. Suspecting it to be the saintly-looking cler-
gyman Arthur Dimmesdale, Chillingworth moves in with him to
try to extract a confession.

Notice that everything depends upon three very different
and undeniably unforgettable characters: beautiful Hester,
heroic in her refusal to “out” her child’s father; the fragile
Dimmesdale, clearly wracked by inner turmoil of one kind or
another; and Chillingworth, all but driven mad by his quest to
extract a confession from the suspected lover of his wife. Finally
there’s little Pearl, who has yet to be socialized by the commu-
nity and therefore guilelessly confronts these characters and
others, especially with respect to their hypocrisy. 

Great characters when judged by the standards of realism
(Pearl, for instance, is one of the most believable children in all
of literature), they also function as archetypes: universal figures
as recognizable today as they must have been in Hawthorne’s
time. Who hasn’t observed a hypocritical member of the clergy,
or someone so intent upon crushing another that he destroys
himself? Who hasn’t known a strong woman, as unbendingly
devoted to her own dignity as to the welfare of her only child?

In fact, Hester Prynne’s remarkable fortitude is one of the
aspects of The Scarlet Letter that make it especially suitable for
adaptation as a manga, or Japanese-style graphic novel. Unlike
American comic books, manga are read by as many girls and
women as boys and men. Consequently, many manga feature
female characters who are clever, brave, and strong. (One
example familiar to many American readers: the protagonist of
Quentin Tarantino’s film Kill Bill, played by Uma Thurman, was
based on the title character of a Japanese manga called Lady
Snow Blood.) Hester stands up to her husband, the town elders,
her entire community (including its children)—and she does so
alone. Though she doesn’t wield a samurai sword in the manner
of Lady Snow Blood, Hester’s needle proves as powerful a
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weapon, providing her over time with a place in that community
and redemption in the eyes of its members. Like any proper
manga heroine, Hester Prynne prevails—she triumphs.

Another thing that makes The Scarlet Letter particularly
manga-ready is its particular genre: the book is a gothic romance.
Nathaniel Hawthorne was writing about a time that was more
remote from him than Hawthorne’s own day is from us. In fact,
thanks to 20th-century developments in archaeology, we proba-
bly know more about daily life in Puritan Massachusetts than
Hawthorne did. Rather than being hampered by this lack of
knowledge, though, the writer used it to his advantage, creating
a fictional version of 17th-century Boston more storylike than
the real thing. The best single example of this is the governor’s
mansion in The Scarlet Letter; Hawthorne surely knew that the
actual house was not covered in glittering glass and stocked
with suits of armor. He liked the whimsical effect, though, and
thus included these historical inaccuracies in his book, which is,
after all, fictional. There is a long history in the manga form of
whimsy, fantasy, and outright magic, and The Scarlet Letter fits
right into it.

Finally, The Scarlet Letter is cinematic—though of course
motion pictures had not been invented when Hawthorne wrote
the book. It’s like a movie. Think of the major scenes by which
the story’s action moves forward:

• The storyteller’s discovery, beneath the roof of the Salem
Custom House, of the Scarlet Letter itself, and the docu-
ment that explains its significance.

• Hester’s emergence from the prison and ascension to the
scaffold—from which she spies in the crowd her husband,
whom she had thought dead. 

• The second scene on the scaffold, which unites
Dimmesdale, Hester, and Pearl there—beneath a special-
effects-style comet in the shape of a letter A—perhaps the
most cinematic scene in the entire book. 

3
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There is also the very movie-like meeting in the woods
between Hester and Dimmesdale, as Pearl, surrounded by a
group of tame forest creatures worthy of Walt Disney, looks on.
And without spoiling anything, it can be said that the dramatic
tension and cathartic drama of the book’s final scene is pure
Hollywood.

As motion pictures and graphic novels resemble one
another closely, it follows that The Scarlet Letter and manga are
something like a perfect fit. 
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Adultery. A woman publicly shamed. A tormented minister 

ravaged with guilt. A vengeful physician bent on perverse 

justice. A tragic indiscretion becomes a symbol of repentance 

and dignity, secrecy and sin, redemption and triumph. 

This fast-paced manga brings 17th-century puritanical 

Massachusetts to life in one of the most provocative, widely 

read stories in American literature.
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the scarlet letter
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