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The Scarlet Letter Date Of
Publication

A Monument in American Letters:
Unpacking The Scarlet Letter Date
of Publication

Few  novels  have  cast  as  long  a  shadow  over
American literature as Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The
Scarlet Letter. Its tale of sin, guilt, and redemption
in Puritan New England remains a staple of high
school curricula, academic discourse, and popular
culture. Yet, for all the analysis of its themes and
characters,  a  seemingly  simple  fact  often goes
unexamined: the exact The Scarlet Letter date
of  publication.  Knowing  when  this  novel  first
appeared is not merely a trivia point; it is a key
that unlocks the historical,  cultural,  and literary
context  that  shaped  Hawthorne’s  masterpiece.
The  publication  of  this  novel  in  1850  was  a
watershed  moment,  and  understanding  the
precise date and the circumstances surrounding it
enriches our appreciation of the work itself.



The Official Date: March 16, 1850

The generally accepted The Scarlet Letter date
of publication is March 16, 1850. The novel was
first  published  by  the  Boston  firm  Ticknor,  Reed,
and  Fields.  However,  like  many  19th-century
publications, the reality is slightly more nuanced.
Advance  copies  were  likely  circulated  in  late
February or early March, and the official copyright
date was entered as 1850. Still, March 16 is the
date most  bibliographers  and literary historians
cite as the day the book was made available to
the public. It marked the arrival of Hawthorne’s
first  commercially  successful  novel  after  years  of
struggling as a writer, and it instantly became a
cause célèbre.

The  choice  of  Ticknor,  Reed,  and  Fields  was
significant.  This  publisher,  which  later  became
known as Houghton Mifflin, was at the forefront of
American  publishing.  They  had  already  issued
Hawthorne’s earlier collection Mosses from an Old
Manse (1846), and their willingness to take a risk
on  a  full-length  romance—especially  one  with
such a controversial subject—demonstrated their
faith  in  Hawthorne’s  talent.  The  book  was
published in an initial print run of 2,500 copies, a
respectable number for the period, and it sold out
within a week. A second edition was rushed to
press  almost  immediately.  The  The  Scarlet
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Letter  date  of  publication  thus  marks  the
beginning of  a  remarkable sales trajectory that
would cement Hawthorne’s reputation.

Historical Context: America on the
Eve of Change

Pre-Civil War Tensions

Understanding the The Scarlet Letter date of
publication  requires  placing it  squarely  in  the
volatile  year  of  1850.  The  United  States  was
teeter ing  on  the  br ink  of  c iv i l  war.  The
Compromise of 1850, a series of laws designed to
appease both slave and free states,  was being
fiercely  debated  in  Congress.  The  Fugitive  Slave
Act,  a  particularly  brutal  component  of  that
compromise,  would  be  signed  into  law  in
September 1850—just months after Hawthorne’s
novel  hit  shelves.  This  national  anxiety  over
morality, law, and personal conscience permeates
the atmosphere of The Scarlet Letter. The novel’s
exploration of a community that enforces a rigid
moral code and punishes transgression resonates
deeply  with  the  moral  absolut ism  that
characterized  the  abolitionist  and  pro-slavery
debates.



The Women’s Rights Movement

1850  was  also  a  pivotal  year  for  the  early
women’s  rights  movement.  The  first  National
Women’s  Rights  Convention  was  held  in
Worcester, Massachusetts, in October 1850, just
seven  months  after  the  novel ’s  debut.
Hawthorne’s portrayal of Hester Prynne—a woman
who  defies  societal  condemnation,  lives  with
dignity,  and  raises  her  daughter  alone—was
radical for its time. The The Scarlet Letter date
of  publication  places  the  novel  at  the  very
beginning of a decade that would see the Seneca
Falls Convention (1848) bear fruit in a sustained
campaign  for  female  suffrage.  Hester’s  silent
rebellion  and  her  refusal  to  name  her  lover
resonated  with  women  who  were  beginning  to
question patriarchal authority.

Transcendentalism and Its
Discontents

The literary landscape of 1850 was dominated by
the  Transcendentalist  movement,  led  by  Ralph
Waldo  Emerson  and  Henry  David  Thoreau.
Hawthorne,  though friendly with these thinkers,
was more skeptical of their optimism. His novel
presents a darker vision of human nature—one in
which sin is inescapable and community judgment
is  relentless.  The The Scarlet Letter date of
publication  thus  marks  a  counterpoint  to  the
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Emersonian belief in self-reliance and the inherent
goodness  of  the  individual.  Hawthorne  insisted
that  the  past—and  especially  the  Puritan
past—still held a powerful grip on the American
psyche.

Hawthorne’s Creative Journey to
Publication

From Salem to the Custom House

Hawthorne  wrote  the  novel  during  a  period  of
personal and professional upheaval. In 1849, he
was fired from his job as a surveyor at the Salem
Custom  House—a  political  dismissal  that  he
portrays with biting satire in “The Custom-House”
introductory sketch. This humiliation freed him to
focus on writing, but it also embittered him. The
The Scarlet Letter date of publication came
just over a year after that dismissal. Hawthorne
channeled his frustration into the novel, creating a
story about the crushing weight of public opinion
and the hypocrisy of official morality. The Custom
House  sketch  also  provided  the  fictional  framing
device:  that  Hawthorne  had  found  the  scarlet
letter and a manuscript among old records, giving
the story an air of authenticity.



The Intensive Writing Process

Hawthorne originally intended The Scarlet Letter
to be a short story within a larger collection. His
publisher,  James  T.  Fields,  encouraged  him  to
expand it into a full-length romance. Hawthorne
wrote the bulk of the book in a burst of creative
energy  during  the  winter  of  1849–1850,  often
writing  by  candlelight  in  a  small  study.  The
pressure  was  immense,  but  the  result  was  a
tightly  constructed  novel  of  remarkable
psychological  depth.  The  The  Scarlet  Letter
date of publication represents the culmination
of  this  intense  labor—a  work  that  Hawthorne
himself  later  called  “positively  a  hell-fired  story,”
yet one that he knew was his best.

Initial Reception: Scandal and
Success

Upon  its  release,  the  novel  provoked  strong
reactions.  Some  critics  were  appalled  by
Hawthorne’s  decision  to  center  the  story  on  a
woman  taken  in  adultery.  The  The  Scarlet
Letter  date  of  publication  is  often  cited  in
reviews of the time, with newspapers noting the
book’s rapid sales as well as its moral ambiguity.
One reviewer for The Christian Examiner called it
a “psychological romance” that dwelled too much
on  sin.  Others  praised  its  artistry.  The  public,
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however, was fascinated. Readers were drawn to
Hester’s  strength  and  the  brooding  mystery  of
Arthur Dimmesdale’s guilt.  The novel became a
bestseller, going through multiple editions within
the first year.

Controversy Over Morality

The most intense debate centered on whether the
novel  condoned  adultery.  Hawthorne  famously
refused to label Hester’s actions as right or wrong,
instead  exploring  the  consequences.  This
ambiguity was unsettling to many 1850 readers.
The  The Scarlet  Letter  date of  publication
places  the  novel  at  a  moment  when American
culture  was  deeply  conflicted  about  sexuality,
religion,  and  the  role  of  women.  Hawthorne’s
refusal to provide a simple moral judgment was
both daring and influential. It helped pave the way
for  the  psychological  realism  that  would  define
later  American  fiction.

The Year 1850 and Its Literary
Landscape

To fully appreciate the The Scarlet Letter date
of publication, it is useful to consider what else
was being read in 1850. That same year saw the
publication of:



David Copperfield by Charles Dickens (in
serial form in England, though book
publication in the US came shortly after)
The Prelude by William Wordsworth
(published posthumously)
Representative Men by Ralph Waldo
Emerson
The Princess by Alfred Lord Tennyson

Hawthorne’s novel stood apart from these works
because it dealt explicitly with American history
and a distinctly American form of guilt. The The
Scarlet Letter date of publication thus marks
the arrival  of  a truly native American literature
that was no longer derivative of European models.
Hawthorne  was  a  contemporary  of  Herman
Melville,  who  dedicated  Moby-Dick  (1851)  to
Hawthorne  the  following  year.  The  two  writers
admired each other’s work, and Melville famously
wrote a glowing review of The Scarlet Letter  in
which he called Hawthorne a genius.

Later Editions and the Evolution of
the Text

Early Reprints

Because  of  the  novel’s  immediate  success,
subsequent editions followed quickly. The second
edition, published in April 1850, contained minor
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corrections  from  Hawthorne.  A  third  edition
appeared in 1851. The The Scarlet Letter date
of  publication  remains  constant  for  the  first
edition,  but  later  printings  often  included
illustrations by artists such as George H. Boughton
and came with new introductions by later critics.
By the end of the 19th century,  the novel had
become  a  standard  text  in  American  schools,
albeit often bowdlerized or taught in a way that
downplayed its subversive elements.

Modern Scholarly Editions

Today, scholars rely on the Centenary Edition of
Hawthorne’s  works,  published  by  Ohio  State
University Press in 1962. That edition restores the
text to Hawthorne’s final intentions, using the first
edition as its base but incorporating revisions he
made for  the second edition.  The The Scarlet
Letter  date  of  publication  (1850)  is  always
noted  on  the  title  page  of  scholarly  editions,
serving  as  a  reminder  of  the  novel’s  historical
moment.  Many modern paperback editions also
include  a  preface  discussing  the  date  and  its
significance.

Why the Date Matters for Readers



Today

Contextual Interpretation

Knowing  the  The  Scarlet  Letter  date  of
publication helps modern readers interpret the
novel’s themes with greater nuance. For instance,
the  novel’s  critique  of  religious  hypocrisy  was
directed  at  the  dominant  Protestant  culture  of
Hawthorne’s  own  time,  not  just  the  historical
Puritans. The year 1850 was filled with revivalism
and  moral  crusades,  including  the  temperance
movement  and the  Sabbath  reform movement.
Hawthorne’s  story  of  a  community  that  uses a
woman’s  sin  to  define  its  own  righteousness
speaks  directly  to  these  contemporary  issues.

Gender and Silence

Hester’s  silence  about  her  lover’s  identity  has
been the subject of  feminist  criticism since the
mid-20th century. The The Scarlet Letter date
of  publication  in  1850—two  years  after  the
Seneca  Falls  Convention—suggests  that
Hawthorne was tapping into  a  growing cultural
awareness  of  women’s  oppression.  While
Hawthorne was no feminist in the modern sense,
his novel gave voice to a woman’s experience in a
way  that  was  unprecedented  in  American
literature. Modern readers can trace the lineage of
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Hester’s defiance to the heroines of Edith Wharton
or Toni Morrison.

The Enduring Legacy of a
Publication Date

In literary history, few dates carry as much weight
as the The Scarlet Letter date of publication.
It  marks  the  birth  of  the  American novel  as  a
serious art form. It stands at the intersection of a
turbulent  political  era  and  a  rich  literary
movement.  The  novel’s  exploration  of  sin,
identity, and community continues to resonate in
the 21st century, and its publication date anchors
us in a time when America was still struggling to
define its moral character.

When we study The Scarlet Letter, we are not just
reading a story about Hester Prynne and Arthur
Dimmesdale;  we are reading a story about the
United States in 1850—a nation haunted by its
own  history,  uneasy  about  its  future,  and
uncertain  about  the  boundaries  of  individual
freedom  and  social


