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Duration
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1. Student  

Handout
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AP® English Literature and Composition Student Handout

Analyzing Characterization

Practice Activity: “The Scarlet” Letter Excerpt
Prompt: In this excerpt from “The Scarlet Letter,” written in 1850 by Nathaniel Hawthorne, Hester Prynne is exiting a jail 

with her three-month-old daughter who was born out of wedlock as the townsfolk watch. Read the passage carefully. Then, in 

a well-written essay, analyze how Hawthorne uses literary elements and techniques to reveal the character of Hester.

ANNOTATIONS
Write or type in this area.

“The door of the jail being flung open from within, 
there appeared, in the first place, like a black shadow 
emerging into sunshine, the grim and grisly presence 

of the town-beadle, with a sword by his side, and his 

staff of office in his hand. This personage prefigured 
and represented in his aspect the whole dismal severity 

of the Puritanic code of law, which it was his business 

to administer in its final and closest application to the 
offender. Stretching forth the official staff in his left 
hand, he laid his right upon the shoulder of a young 

woman, whom he thus drew forward; until, on the 

threshold of the prison-door, she repelled him, by 

an action marked with natural dignity and force of 

character, and stepped into the open air, as if by her 

own free will. She bore in her arms a child, a baby of 

some three months old, who winked and turned aside 

its little face from the too vivid light of day; because its 

existence, heretofore, had brought it acquainted only 

with the gray twilight of a dungeon, or other darksome 

apartment of the prison.

When the young woman—the mother of this 

child—stood fully revealed before the crowd, it seemed 

to be her first impulse to clasp the infant closely to 
her bosom; not so much by an impulse of motherly 

affection, as that she might thereby conceal a certain 

token, which was wrought or fastened into her dress. In 

a moment, however, wisely judging that one token of 

her shame would but poorly serve to hide another, she 

took the baby on her arm, and, with a burning blush, 

and yet a haughty smile, and a glance that would not 

be abashed, looked around at her towns-people and 

neighbors. On the breast of her gown, in fine red cloth, 
surrounded with an elaborate embroidery and fantastic 

flourishes of gold-thread, appeared the letter A. It was 
so artistically done, and with so much fertility and 

gorgeous luxuriance of fancy, that it had all the effect 

of a last and fitting decoration to the apparel which 
she wore; and which was of a splendor in accordance 

with the taste of the age, but greatly beyond what was 

allowed by the sumptuary regulations of the colony.
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2. Study  
Guide
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NOTES
Write or type in this area.

AP® English Literature and Composition Study Guide

Analyzing Characterization

WHAT IS CHARACTERIZATION?
:KHQ�ZULWHUV�FUDIW�VWRULHV��WKH\�RIWHQ�EHJLQ�ZLWK�D�VSHFLȴF�
character in mind. They know who this person is. They have 
an idea of what this person looks like, what he believes, where 
he lives, and how he reacts to the world around him. What 
the writer then needs to do is place this person into a setting, 
activate a plot from the deep wells of their mind, and then 
bring the character to life. In writing life into that character, the 
author provides characterization: the way the character acts, 
thinks, speaks, and moves. Our job is to then determine why 
the author crafted a character in a certain way and how those 
FKRLFHV�DGG�PHDQLQJ�WR�WKH�WH[W�b

When Analyzing Characterization, What 
Should You Be Looking For? 
It is important to focus on HOW the character functions within 
the text and WHY the author made the choices he or she did.

 • As you read, you should focus on the specific details that 
an author decides to include. For example, if an author has a 
FKDUDFWHU�ELWH�KHU�QDLOV�ZKHQ�VKH�LV�VWUHVVHG��WKDW�VHQGV�R΍�D�
YDVWO\�GL΍HUHQW�LPDJH�WKDQ�LI�WKH�DXWKRU�KDV�D�FKDUDFWHU�WZLUO�
KHU�KDLU�DURXQG�KHU�ȴQJHU�ZKHQ�VKH�LV�QHUYRXV��2QH�GHWDLO�
implies that the character is mildly self-destructive, while 
the other implies that the character is innocent and child-
OLNH�b(DFK�FKRLFH�LV�VWUDWHJLF��

 • Focusing on character motives, what motivates the character 
to move forward in the story, is another way to determine 
characterization. Is the character moving forward in the plot 
because they are seeking justice, because they are trying to 
SURWHFW�D�IDPLO\�PHPEHU��EHFDXVH�WKH\�DUH�WU\LQJ�WR�ȴQG�WUXH�
love? Motivations are everywhere in literature, and it is our job, 
as readers, to look for them and determine not only what they 
DUH�bEXW�ZK\�WKH\�PDWWHU�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�ZRUN�DV�D�ZKROH�b

 • Taking note of a character’s background�FDQ�R΍HU�LQVLJKW�
into the perspective of a character. Often, the character’s 
role in society, in history, in a socio-economic sphere can 
impact the way we view our character’s actions and motives. 
A character breaking patriarchal rules in 21st-century America 
isn’t nearly as impressive as a character breaking patriarchal 
UXOHV�LQ���WK�FHQWXU\�(QJODQG�

 • As the plot of a story progresses, characters will typically 
undergo some sort of growth, or they will intentionally 
UHPDLQ�VWDJQDQW��(LWKHU�SDWK�VHQGV�D�PHVVDJH�IURP�WKH�
author to the reader. If a character refuses to learn and the 
lack of growth clearly annoys the author, chances are we are 
supposed to learn something from reading this experience. 

3. Teacher’s 
Commentary

AP® English Literature and Composition Teacher’s Commentary

Analyzing Characterization
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“The door of the jail being flung open from within, 
there appeared, in the first place, like a black shadow 
emerging into sunshine, the grim and grisly presence 
of the town-beadle, with a sword by his side, and his 
staff of office in his hand. This personage prefigured 
and represented in his aspect the whole dismal seYerity 
of the 3uritanic code of law, which it was his business 
to administer in its final and closest application to the 
offender. Stretching forth the official staff in his left 
hand, he laid his right upon the shoulder of a young 
woman, whom he thus drew forward� until, on the 
threshold of the prison-door, she repelled him, by 
an action marked with natural dignity and force of 
character, and stepped into the open air, as if by her 
own free will. She bore in her arms a child, a baby of 
some three months old, who winked and turned aside 
its little face from the too YiYid light of day� because its 
e[istence, heretofore, had brought it acTuainted only 
with the gray twilight of a dungeon, or other darksome 
apartment of the prison.

:hen the young woman²the mother of this 
child²stood fully reYealed before the crowd, it seemed 
to be her first impulse to clasp the infant closely to 
her bosom� not so much by an impulse of motherly 
affection, as that she might thereby conceal a certain 
token, which was wrought or fastened into her dress. In 
a moment, howeYer, wisely judging that one token of 
her shame would but poorly serYe to hide another, she 
took the baby on her arm, and, with a burning blush, 
and yet a haughty smile, and a glance that would not 
be abashed, looked around at her towns-people and 
neighbors. On the breast of her gown, in fine red cloth, 
surrounded with an elaborate embroidery and fantastic 
flourishes of gold-thread, appeared the letter A. It was 
so artistically done, and with so much fertility and 
gorgeous lu[uriance of fancy, that it had all the effect 
of a last and fitting decoration to the apparel which 
she wore� and which was of a splendor in accordance 
with the taste of the age, but greatly beyond what was 
allowed by the sumptuary regulations of the colony.
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1.A

1.R

1.I

2

3  Hawthorne is explicitly referencing the Puritanic code 
because he is establishing the character’s background, 
which VROLGLȴHV the rationale for Hester being in jail 
with her three-month old daughter and wearing the 
red “A” on her dress. Hawthorne ensures his audiences 
do not miss that this is a religious law that carries a 
punishment worthy of being jailed.

1.A  The beadle placed his hand on Hester’s shoulder to 
lead her out of the jail, and while we don’t know what 
WKH� VSHFLȴF� DFWLRQ� ZDV�� ZH� NQRZ� WKDW� VKH� UHPRYHG�
KLV� KDQG�� 6KH� FRXOG� KDYH� EUXVKHG� LW� DVLGH� ZLWK� KHU�
RZQ� KDQG�� VKH� FRXOG� KDYH� VKUXJJHG� LW� R΍� ZLWK� KHU�
shoulder, but this tiny detail, this “repelling” motion, 
shows audiences her true nature. She is not one to 
be led anywhere. She will face her consequences, and 
her accusers, on her own terms, highlighting her bold 
nature.

1.R  Hester’s initial reaction to the crowd is to hold her baby 
FORVH��QRW�WR�SURWHFW�WKH�FKLOG��EXW�WR�FRYHU�WKH�Ȋ$ȋ�VKH�
is forced to wear. This goes against how most mothers 
would be expected to react when exposing their baby 
to the harsh criticism of the Puritanical world. This 
reaction is so contrary to what one would expect from 
a mother that Hawthorne is calling to question, in this 
TXLFN�PRWLRQ��+HVWHUȇV�VHOȴVK�QDWXUH�ZRUNLQJ�DJDLQVW�
KHU�PRWKHUO\�GHYRWLRQ�

1.I  We do not get a lot of Hester’s inner thoughts here, 
but we do see her thinking rationally at this moment. 
Hawthorne demonstrates Hester’s logical nature and 
her resigned attitude when she realizes that the baby 
is as much a symbol of shame as the “A” she wears and 
she shifts the baby’s position. 

2  We see that Hester has not only embroidered a letter 
“A” to wear, as her punishment dictates, but she 
GHFRUDWHV� LW� LQ� ȊIDQWDVWLF� ȵRXULVKHVȋ� DQG� ȊHODERUDWH�
HPEURLGHU\�ȋ� +HU� PRWLYH� EHKLQG� WKLV� DFWLRQ� ZH�
can only speculate at this point in the excerpt, but 
based on her repelling of the beadle’s hand and her 
“haughty smile” from a few lines earlier, it is clear that 
Hawthorne intends to portray Hester as a rebellious 
IRUFH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�3XULWDQLFDO�VRFLHW\�DQG�KHU�PRWLYDWLRQ�
was to make the townsfolk irritated or angry. 

Practice Activity: “The Scarlet” Letter Excerpt
Prompt: In this e[cerpt from “The Scarlet /etter,´ written in ���� by 1athaniel +awthorne, +ester 3rynne is e[iting a jail 
with her three-month-old daughter who was born out of wedlock as the townsfolk watch. 5ead the passage carefully. Then, in 
a well-written essay, analy]e how +awthorne uses literary elements and techniTues to reYeal the character of +ester.

CommentaryExcerpt

Objectives of Lesson 
 • To explain how a character functions in a text

 • To determine why an author crafts a character in 
�D�VSHFLȴF�ZD\

 • To analyze how authorial choices add meaning to a text

College Board Objectives from the 2019–20 
CED

 • CHR1: Explain the function of character.
 • CHR 1.A: ΖGHQWLI\�DQG�GHVFULEH�ZKDW�VSHFLȴF�WH[WXDO�GHWDLOV�
reveal about a character, that character’s perspective, and 
that character’s motives. 

 • CHR 1.D: Describe how textual details reveal nuances and 
complexities in characters’ relationships with one another. 

Student Activities
 • Apply Study Guide Strategies to analyze and annotate the 
excerpt from “The Scarlet Letter.” 

How to Use This Lesson 
This lesson is designed to give students an opportunity to 
XQGHUVWDQG�FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ��ȴQG�LW�LQ�D�SDVVDJH��DQG�DQDO\]H�LW�
using active verbs. It provides students with the tools to discuss 
the author’s purpose (see the side box), and it provides a study 
guide for students that will help them determine what to look 
for when analyzing characterization. The annotation practice 
with the Student Handout can happen in class or be sent home 
for homework. If digital learning is taking place, students can 
annotate on the Student Handout PDF with a Google Extension 
like Kami. 

 ● Students need to be able to 
focus on the author’s purpose 
as they analyze characterization. 
Basically, the author had 
intention when he or she wrote 
a character in a specific way. 
In each annotation, encourage 
students to use active verbs to 
describe what is happening in 
the section or phrase they are 
looking at, how the author is 
making it happen, and why the 
author chose to write it in this 
way. It helps to show students 
a sample and then offer them 
some verbs to pull from. 

 ● Sample: In sentence one of the 
excerpt, Hester is led out of the 
jail by a religious leader with a 
“black shadow” and a “grim and 
grisly presence,” highlighting 
Hawthorne’s obvious distaste 
for the regiment of power at the 
time this text takes place. 

 ● Some verbs students might 
include while discussing the 
author’s purpose: 

 ○ Highlights
 ○ Emphasizes
 ○ Utilizes
 ○ Demonstrates
 ○ Juxtaposes
 ○ Observes
 ○ Concedes
 ○ Emphasizes
 ○ Minimizes
 ○ Supports
 ○ Accentuates 



AP® English Literature and Composition Lesson Plan
Analyzing Characterization

© Marco Learning, LLC. All Rights Reserved. Advanced Placement® and AP® are trademarks 
registered by the College Board, which is not affiliated with, and does not endorse, this product. Visit www.marcolearning.com for additional resources.

2

Spending time walking students through the Characterization 
Study Guide is the best place to begin. Ensure that students 
understand what is in the study guide, and have them read the 
sample analysis at the end of the study guide, as those annotations 
model what they will be asked to do in the lesson. 
Next, walk students through the prompt at the top of the Student 
+DQGRXW�� DQG� UHDG� WKH� ȴUVW� VHQWHQFH� RI� WKH� H[FHUSW� WRJHWKHU��
Then, show them the sample analysis in the side box on this lesson 
plan. It helps if you write the sample sentence and the verbs on 
the board and have students expand the verb list with words they 
R΍HU�WKHPVHOYHV��7KHVH�ZRUGV�DUH� MXVW�D� MXPSLQJ�R΍�SRLQW�� WKH�
more they add words, the more ownership they will feel. 
Next, have students number the methods of characterization 
�IURP�WKH�&KDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ�6WXG\�*XLGH��WKDW�WKH\�ȴQG�LQ�WKH�WH[W�
as they read. The numbering system I use is:

1. 6pecific 'etails�6election oI 'etail� Once they identify a 
relevant detail that builds character, we narrow it down so 
students look for elements of the PAIRS acronym from the 
VWXG\�JXLGH��Ζ�HQFRXUDJH�WKHP�WR�ȴQG�RQH�GHWDLO�IRU�HDFK�
part of PAIRS. So an annotation would be labeled “1.P,” 
then they would follow with their analysis.

2. &haracter 0otives� It is fun to point out not only the 
motives of the main character, Hester, but also of the 
beadle and the townsfolk. 

3. &haracter’s %ackground� Hester’s role as a woman in the 
Puritan setting is certainly a relevant piece of background 
information to note. 

4. &haracter *rowth �or lack thereoI�� It will be interesting 
to see what the students think about Hester sitting in the 
MDLO�IRU�WKUHH�PRQWKV�ZLWK�KHU�EDE\�ZDLWLQJ�DQG�SODQQLQJ�
for this moment. We may not know what she was like 
EHIRUH�WKLV�PRPHQW��EXW�ZH�FDQ�VHH�KHU�FRQȴGHQFH�JURZ�
as she walks into the crowd. 

5. &haracter )oils� The students will have an easy time 
contrasting Hester with both the beadle and the townsfolk 
in their annotations. 

Students will read the excerpt and annotate the text with what the 
author is doing to enhance characterization. For each annotation, 
they will analyze what the author is doing, how the author is doing 
it, and why it is important to the author’s intent. Be certain that 
students underline or highlight the verbs that explain the author’s 
purpose (it will make it easier to grade later, and it gets students 
in the habit of intentionally putting them into their analysis).  
In the teacher’s commentary, you will be given one example for 
HDFK�RI�WKH�DQQRWDWLRQ�W\SHV�DERYH��6WXGHQWV�PD\�PDUN�GL΍HUHQW�
parts of the text for the same element, so encourage their 
exploration of the text.

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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As an optional follow-up in the next class session, students could 
work in small groups to share their annotations and compare 
ZKHUH� WKH\� IRXQG� HYLGHQFH� RI� WKH� GL΍HUHQW� HOHPHQWV�� 7KH\�
could then take a fresh copy of the excerpt and create a master-
annotation list as a whole class. 

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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AP® English Literature and Composition Student Handout

Analyzing Characterization

Practice Activity: “The Scarlet Letter” Excerpt
Prompt: In this excerpt from “The Scarlet Letter,” written in 1850 by Nathaniel Hawthorne, Hester Prynne is exiting a jail in 

view of the townsfolk, holding her three-month-old daughter who was born out of wedlock. Read the passage carefully. Then, 

in a well-written essay, analyze how Hawthorne uses literary elements and techniques to reveal the character of Hester.

ANNOTATIONS
Write or type in this area.

“The door of the jail being flung open from within, 
there appeared, in the first place, like a black shadow 
emerging into sunshine, the grim and grisly presence 

of the town-beadle, with a sword by his side, and his 

staff of office in his hand. This personage prefigured 
and represented in his aspect the whole dismal severity 

of the Puritanic code of law, which it was his business 

to administer in its final and closest application to the 
offender. Stretching forth the official staff in his left 
hand, he laid his right upon the shoulder of a young 

woman, whom he thus drew forward; until, on the 

threshold of the prison-door, she repelled him, by 

an action marked with natural dignity and force of 

character, and stepped into the open air, as if by her 

own free will. She bore in her arms a child, a baby of 

some three months old, who winked and turned aside 

its little face from the too vivid light of day; because its 

existence, heretofore, had brought it acquainted only 

with the gray twilight of a dungeon, or other darksome 

apartment of the prison.

When the young woman—the mother of this 

child—stood fully revealed before the crowd, it seemed 

to be her first impulse to clasp the infant closely to 
her bosom; not so much by an impulse of motherly 

affection, as that she might thereby conceal a certain 

token, which was wrought or fastened into her dress. In 

a moment, however, wisely judging that one token of 

her shame would but poorly serve to hide another, she 

took the baby on her arm, and, with a burning blush, 

and yet a haughty smile, and a glance that would not 

be abashed, looked around at her towns-people and 

neighbors. On the breast of her gown, in fine red cloth, 
surrounded with an elaborate embroidery and fantastic 

flourishes of gold-thread, appeared the letter A. It was 
so artistically done, and with so much fertility and 

gorgeous luxuriance of fancy, that it had all the effect 

of a last and fitting decoration to the apparel which 
she wore; and which was of a splendor in accordance 

with the taste of the age, but greatly beyond what was 

allowed by the sumptuary regulations of the colony.
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The young woman was tall, with a figure of perfect 
elegance on a large scale. She had dark and abundant 

hair, so glossy that it threw off the sunshine with a 

gleam, and a face which, besides being beautiful from 

regularity of feature and richness of complexion, 

had the impressiveness belonging to a marked brow 

and deep black eyes. She was lady-like, too, after 

the manner of the feminine gentility of those days; 

characterized by a certain state and dignity, rather than 

by the delicate, evanescent, and indescribable grace, 

which is now recognized as its indication. And never 
had Hester Prynne appeared more lady-like, in the 

antique interpretation of the term, than as she issued 

from the prison. Those who had before known her, 

and had expected to behold her dimmed and obscured 

by a disastrous cloud, were astonished, and even 

startled, to perceive how her beauty shone out, and 

made a halo of the misfortune and ignominy in which 

she was enveloped. It may be true, that, to a sensitive 

observer, there was something exquisitely painful in 

it. Her attire, which, indeed, she had wrought for the 

occasion, in prison, and had modelled much after her 

own fancy, seemed to express the attitude of her spirit, 

the desperate recklessness of her mood, by its wild 

and picturesque peculiarity. But the point which drew 

all eyes, and, as it were, transfigured the wearer,—so 
that both men and women, who had been familiarly 

acquainted with Hester Prynne, were now impressed as 

if they beheld her for the first time,—was that Scarlet 
Letter, so fantastically embroidered and illuminated 

upon her bosom. It had the effect of a spell, taking 

her out of the ordinary relations with humanity, and 

enclosing her in a sphere by herself.

45

50

55

60

65

70

ANNOTATIONS
Write or type in this area.
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NOTES
Write or type in this area.

AP® English Literature and Composition Study Guide

Analyzing Characterization

WHAT IS CHARACTERIZATION?
:KHQ�ZULWHUV�FUDIW�VWRULHV��WKH\�RIWHQ�EHJLQ�ZLWK�D�VSHFLȴF�
character in mind. They know who this person is. They have 
an idea of what this person looks like, what he believes, where 
he lives, and how he reacts to the world around him. What 
the writer then needs to do is place this person into a setting, 
activate a plot from the deep wells of their mind, and then 
bring the character to life. In writing life into that character, the 
author provides characterization: the way the character acts, 
thinks, speaks, and moves. Our job is to then determine why 
the author crafted a character in a certain way and how those 
FKRLFHV�DGG�PHDQLQJ�WR�WKH�WH[W�b

When Analyzing Characterization, What 
Should You Be Looking For? 
It is important to focus on HOW the character functions within 
the text and WHY the author made the choices he or she did.

 • As you read, you should focus on the specific details that 
an author decides to include. For example, if an author has a 
FKDUDFWHU�ELWH�KHU�QDLOV�ZKHQ�VKH�LV�VWUHVVHG��WKDW�VHQGV�R΍�D�
YDVWO\�GL΍HUHQW�LPDJH�WKDQ�LI�WKH�DXWKRU�KDV�D�FKDUDFWHU�WZLUO�
KHU�KDLU�DURXQG�KHU�ȴQJHU�ZKHQ�VKH�LV�QHUYRXV��2QH�GHWDLO�
implies that the character is mildly self-destructive, while 
the other implies that the character is innocent and child-
OLNH�b(DFK�FKRLFH�LV�VWUDWHJLF��

 • Focusing on character motives, what motivates the character 
to move forward in the story, is another way to determine 
characterization. Is the character moving forward in the plot 
because they are seeking justice, because they are trying to 
SURWHFW�D�IDPLO\�PHPEHU��EHFDXVH�WKH\�DUH�WU\LQJ�WR�ȴQG�WUXH�
love? Motivations are everywhere in literature, and it is our job, 
as readers, to look for them and determine not only what they 
DUH�bEXW�ZK\�WKH\�PDWWHU�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�WKH�ZRUN�DV�D�ZKROH�b

 • Taking note of a character’s background�FDQ�R΍HU�LQVLJKW�
into the perspective of a character. Often, the character’s 
role in society, in history, in a socio-economic sphere can 
impact the way we view our character’s actions and motives. 
A character breaking patriarchal rules in 21st-century America 
isn’t nearly as impressive as a character breaking patriarchal 
UXOHV�LQ���WK�FHQWXU\�(QJODQG�

 • As the plot of a story progresses, characters will typically 
undergo some sort of growth, or they will intentionally 
UHPDLQ�VWDJQDQW��(LWKHU�SDWK�VHQGV�D�PHVVDJH�IURP�WKH�
author to the reader. If a character refuses to learn and the 
lack of growth clearly annoys the author, chances are we are 
supposed to learn something from reading this experience. 
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Write or type in this area.
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The lesson that we are supposed to learn may directly relate 
WR�WKH�PHDQLQJ�RI�WKH�ZRUN�DV�D�ZKROH�b

 • As we read, we should watch for character foils—characters 
who operate side by side in a text yet have opposing 
characteristics. These usually appear in literature in order to 
KLJKOLJKW�WKH�GL΍HULQJ�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�WZR�FKDUDFWHUV�DQG�
to put one character’s traits in a positive light. In Romeo and 
JulieW��IRU�H[DPSOH��5RPHR�DQG�0HUFXWLR�ERWK�KDYH�GL΍HULQJ�
opinions on love, honor, and revenge. The impetuous 
nature of Mercutio allows the readers of the play to focus on 
Romeo’s more thoughtful nature regarding Tybalt (prior to 
Mercutio’s murder, of course). With this in mind, we then have 
to determine what Shakespeare wanted us to learn. Why is 
this foil necessary, and what do their opposing reactions and 
motivations reveal? What lessons should we learn?

Helpful Hints
When analyzing for characterization, it is helpful to know that 
DXWKRUV�ZLOO�UHYHDO�D�FKDUDFWHU�WR�WKH�UHDGHU�LQ�RQH�RI�WZR�ZD\V�b

1. Direct Characterization: This is where the author 
VSHFLȴFDOO\�VWDWHV�D�FKDUDFWHUȇV�DWWULEXWHV�IRU�XV�b

2. Indirect Characterization: This is where the author 
expects us to do a little detective work. Looking at each of 
the elements in the following PAIRS acronym can help as 
we analyze a text for characterization. We should always 
pay attention to the following and then determine WHY 
these elements are important and WHAT the author is 
trying to tell us through these various sections of detail:

P: Physical Description: Pay attention to the 
appearance and dress of a character. Perhaps that 
can reveal what they value: think professionalism over 
comfort.
A: Actions: Pay attention to the way a character acts, 
especially when nobody is watching. Just like real people, 
RXU�FKDUDFWHUV�ZLOO�KDYH�VWUHQJWKV�DQG�ȵDZV��DQG�WKHVH�
are the moments where we learn so much about our 
characters and the deeper meanings in a text.bb
I: Inner thoughts: Just like actions, the inner thoughts 
of a character can show what the character is really 
thinking about a subject, a person, or a situation.b
R: Reactions: Analyzing how a character reacts to 
setbacks and failures can often teach us more than 
watching how a character responds to success. It is 
important to note how your characters behave in 
reaction to a stressful scenario.
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S: Speech: Analyzing the way one character speaks to 
another can reveal a lot about their character, especially 
LI�WKH�SHUVRQ�EHLQJ�DGGUHVVHG�FRPHV�IURP�D�GL΍HUHQW�
ethnic or socio-economic background. That is where we 
learn about power dynamics and meaning of the work as 
D�ZKROH�b$OVR��ZKHQ�RQH�FKDUDFWHU�WDONV�DERXW�DQRWKHU�
character, this is a great chance to learn more about 
both the speaker and the subject of the dialogue. 

Sample Analysis
ΖQ�WKH�RSHQLQJ�OLQHV�RI�Ȋ:XWKHULQJ�+HLJKWVȋ�E\�(PLO\�%URQWH��
the narrator Lockwood rides up to the house of his new 
ODQGORUG�DQG�PHHWV�KLP�IRU�WKH�ȴUVW�WLPH��7KLV�LV�WKH�LQLWLDO�
PHHWLQJ�RI�WKH�WZR�PHQ�b

1  Here we learn more about our narrator, 
Lockwood, through his own description of 
+HDWKFOL΍��%URQWH�KLJKOLJKWV Lockwood’s naïve 
nature as he describes his grumpy landlord 
who breaks social norms and refuses to shake 
his hand. Yet, Lockwood still admits to his 
“heart warming” as he UHȵHFWV�RQ�WKH�PHHWLQJ, 
which makes Lockwood seem rather foolish. 

2 � %URQWH� HQVXUHV� WKDW� /RFNZRRG� ERWK� QRWLFHV�
and mentions�WKH�EODFNQHVV�RI�+HDWKFOL΍ȇV�H\HV��
which, if we believe the eyes are the windows 
to the soul, tells us more than we need to know 
DERXW�+HDWKFOL΍�DQG�KLV�GDUN�VRXO��7KLV�DFWV�DV�
foreshadowing for later in the text when we 
OHDUQ� WKDW�� LQGHHG��+HDWKFOL΍� LV�KDXQWHG�E\�D�
darkness that he cannot overcome. 

3 � %URQWH�LQWHQWLRQDOO\�FORVHV�+HDWKFOL΍�R΍��HYHQ�
to the act of a civil handshake, portraying his 
R΍�SXWWLQJ� PDQQHULVPV� DQG� HVWDEOLVKLQJ� KLV�
isolated nature, and she does it right from the 
onset of the novel. This not only establishes 
+HDWKFOL΍ȇV�FKDUDFWHU��LW�DOVR�PDNHV�/RFNZRRG�
look naive for having his “heart warmed” by 
such a rude gesture. 

He little imagined how my heart warmed towards 
him when I beheld his black eyes withdraw so 
suspiciously under their brows, as I rode up, and 
when his fingers sheltered themselves, with a jealous 
resolution, still further in his waistcoat as I announced 
my name. 

1

2

3

Passage Analysis

NOTES
Write or type in this area.
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“The door of the jail being flung open from within, 
there appeared, in the first place, like a black shadow 
emerging into sunshine, the grim and grisly presence 
of the town-beadle, with a sword by his side, and his 
staff of office in his hand. This personage prefigured 
and represented in his aspect the whole dismal severity 
of the Puritanic code of law, which it was his business 
to administer in its final and closest application to the 
offender. Stretching forth the official staff in his left 
hand, he laid his right upon the shoulder of a young 
woman, whom he thus drew forward; until, on the 
threshold of the prison-door, she repelled him, by 
an action marked with natural dignity and force of 
character, and stepped into the open air, as if by her 
own free will. She bore in her arms a child, a baby of 
some three months old, who winked and turned aside 
its little face from the too vivid light of day; because its 
existence, heretofore, had brought it acquainted only 
with the gray twilight of a dungeon, or other darksome 
apartment of the prison.

When the young woman—the mother of this 
child—stood fully revealed before the crowd, it seemed 
to be her first impulse to clasp the infant closely to 
her bosom; not so much by an impulse of motherly 
affection, as that she might thereby conceal a certain 
token, which was wrought or fastened into her dress. In 
a moment, however, wisely judging that one token of 
her shame would but poorly serve to hide another, she 
took the baby on her arm, and, with a burning blush, 
and yet a haughty smile, and a glance that would not 
be abashed, looked around at her towns-people and 
neighbors. On the breast of her gown, in fine red cloth, 
surrounded with an elaborate embroidery and fantastic 
flourishes of gold-thread, appeared the letter A. It was 
so artistically done, and with so much fertility and 
gorgeous luxuriance of fancy, that it had all the effect 
of a last and fitting decoration to the apparel which 
she wore; and which was of a splendor in accordance 
with the taste of the age, but greatly beyond what was 
allowed by the sumptuary regulations of the colony.

Line
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1.A

1.R

1.I

2

3  Hawthorne is explicitly referencing the Puritanic code 
because he is establishing the character’s background, 
which VROLGLȴHV the rationale for Hester being in jail 
with her three-month old daughter and wearing the 
red “A” on her dress. Hawthorne ensures his audiences 
do not miss that this is a religious law that carries a 
punishment worthy of being jailed.

1.A  The beadle placed his hand on Hester’s shoulder to 
lead her out of the jail, and while we don’t know what 
WKH� VSHFLȴF� DFWLRQ� ZDV�� ZH� NQRZ� WKDW� VKH� UHPRYHG�
KLV� KDQG�� 6KH� FRXOG� KDYH� EUXVKHG� LW� DVLGH� ZLWK� KHU�
RZQ� KDQG�� VKH� FRXOG� KDYH� VKUXJJHG� LW� R΍� ZLWK� KHU�
shoulder, but this tiny detail, this “repelling” motion, 
shows audiences her true nature. She is not one to 
be led anywhere. She will face her consequences, and 
her accusers, on her own terms, highlighting her bold 
nature.

1.R  Hester’s initial reaction to the crowd is to hold her baby 
FORVH��QRW�WR�SURWHFW�WKH�FKLOG��EXW�WR�FRYHU�WKH�Ȋ$ȋ�VKH�
is forced to wear. This goes against how most mothers 
would be expected to react when exposing their baby 
to the harsh criticism of the Puritanical world. This 
reaction is so contrary to what one would expect from 
a mother that Hawthorne is calling to question, in this 
TXLFN�PRWLRQ��+HVWHUȇV�VHOȴVK�QDWXUH�ZRUNLQJ�DJDLQVW�
KHU�PRWKHUO\�GHYRWLRQ�

1.I  We do not get a lot of Hester’s inner thoughts here, 
but we do see her thinking rationally at this moment. 
Hawthorne demonstrates Hester’s logical nature and 
her resigned attitude when she realizes that the baby 
is as much a symbol of shame as the “A” she wears and 
she shifts the baby’s position. 

2  We see that Hester has not only embroidered a letter 
“A” to wear, as her punishment dictates, but she 
GHFRUDWHV� LW� LQ� ȊIDQWDVWLF� ȵRXULVKHVȋ� DQG� ȊHODERUDWH�
HPEURLGHU\�ȋ� +HU� PRWLYH� EHKLQG� WKLV� DFWLRQ� ZH�
can only speculate at this point in the excerpt, but 
based on her repelling of the beadle’s hand and her 
“haughty smile” from a few lines earlier, it is clear that 
Hawthorne intends to portray Hester as a rebellious 
IRUFH�ZLWKLQ�WKH�3XULWDQLFDO�VRFLHW\�DQG�KHU�PRWLYDWLRQ�
was to make the townsfolk irritated or angry. 

Practice Activity: “The Scarlet Letter” Excerpt
Prompt: In this excerpt from “The Scarlet Letter,” written in 1850 by Nathaniel Hawthorne, Hester Prynne is exiting a jail in 
view of the townsfolk, holding her three-month-old daughter who was born out of wedlock. Read the passage carefully. Then, 
in a well-written essay, analyze how Hawthorne uses literary elements and techniques to reveal the character of Hester.

CommentaryExcerpt
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1.P  This physical description of Hester as tall and elegant 
contrasts her with the beadle from earlier in the 
passage with his grim and grisly presence.

5  Within this same section of physical description we 
OHDUQ� WKDW� +HVWHUȇV� KDLU�� WKH� XQLYHUVDO� V\PERO� IRU�
EHDXW\�DQG�VH[XDOLW\��LV�ȊVR�JORVV\�WKDW�LW�WKUHZ�R΍�WKH�
VXQVKLQH�ZLWK�D�JOHDP�ȋ�+HVWHUȇV�IHUWLOLW\��KHU�YLEUDQF\��
and her appeal foil the “black shadow” that is used 
to describe the town-beadle, marking Hawthorne’s 
HOHYDWLRQ�RI�+HVWHU� DERYH� WKH� UHOLJLRXV� ȴJXUH� LQ� WKLV�
Puritanical town. 

4  This is the only glimpse that we get into Hester’s past, 
and it is through the lens of the people who knew 
her before her imprisonment and the birth of her 
daughter. They had expected her to emerge “dimmed 
and obscured,” but her emergence from jail as a bold, 
beautiful woman emphasizes the growth that Hester 
underwent in jail, thus highlighting Hawthorne’s 
attempt to turn Hester into an empowered female 
character in a society where empowered women were 
not welcome.  

The young woman was tall, with a figure of perfect 
elegance on a large scale. She had dark and abundant 
hair, so glossy that it threw off the sunshine with a 
gleam, and a face which, besides being beautiful from 
regularity of feature and richness of complexion, 
had the impressiveness belonging to a marked brow 
and deep black eyes. She was lady-like, too, after 
the manner of the feminine gentility of those days; 
characterized by a certain state and dignity, rather than 
by the delicate, evanescent, and indescribable grace, 
which is now recognized as its indication. And never 
had Hester Prynne appeared more lady-like, in the 
antique interpretation of the term, than as she issued 
from the prison. Those who had before known her, 
and had expected to behold her dimmed and obscured 
by a disastrous cloud, were astonished, and even 
startled, to perceive how her beauty shone out, and 
made a halo of the misfortune and ignominy in which 
she was enveloped. It may be true, that, to a sensitive 
observer, there was something exquisitely painful in 
it. Her attire, which, indeed, she had wrought for the 
occasion, in prison, and had modelled much after her 
own fancy, seemed to express the attitude of her spirit, 
the desperate recklessness of her mood, by its wild 
and picturesque peculiarity. But the point which drew 
all eyes, and, as it were, transfigured the wearer,—so 
that both men and women, who had been familiarly 
acquainted with Hester Prynne, were now impressed as 
if they beheld her for the first time,—was that Scarlet 
Letter, so fantastically embroidered and illuminated 
upon her bosom. It had the effect of a spell, taking 
her out of the ordinary relations with humanity, and 
enclosing her in a sphere by herself.
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