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About the Book

A vivid reimagining of the woman who inspired Hester Prynne, the tragic heroine of Nathaniel Hawthorne's THE 

SCARLET LETTER, and a journey into the enduring legacy of New England's witchcraft trials.

Isobel Gamble is a young seamstress carrying generations of secrets when she sets sail from Scotland in the early 1800s 

with her husband, Edward. An apothecary who has fallen under the spell of opium, his pile of debts have forced them to 

flee Edinburgh for a fresh start in the New World. But only days after they've arrived in Salem, Edward abruptly joins a 

departing ship as a medic --- leaving Isobel penniless and alone in a strange country, forced to make her way by any 

means possible.

When she meets a young Nathaniel Hawthorne, the two are instantly drawn to each other: he is a man haunted by his 

ancestors, who sent innocent women to the gallows --- while she is an unusually gifted needleworker, troubled by her 

own strange talents. As the weeks pass and Edward's safe return grows increasingly unlikely, Nathaniel and Isobel grow 

closer and closer. Together, they are a muse and a dark storyteller; the enchanter and the enchanted. But which is which?

In this sensuous and hypnotizing tale, a young immigrant woman grapples with our country's complicated past, and 

learns that America's ideas of freedom and liberty often fall short of their promise. Interwoven with Isobel and 

Nathaniel's story is a vivid interrogation of who gets to be a "real" American in the first half of the 19th century, a 

depiction of the early days of the Underground Railroad in New England, and atmospheric interstitials that capture the 

long history of "unusual" women being accused of witchcraft.

Meticulously researched yet evocatively imagined, Laurie Lico Albanese's HESTER is a timeless tale of art, ambition 

and desire that examines the roots of female creative power and the men who try to shut it down.
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Discussion Guide

1. At the beginning of the novel, we are told about the unique phenomenon of synesthesia, which plays a major role in 

HESTER. In what ways does Isobel?s synesthesia serve to propel the narrative forward?

2. Early in the novel, on page 5, Isobel?s Auntie Aileen says, ?To clothe a woman is to hide her failings and frailties.? 

Throughout the novel, Isobel helps to clothe many women, including herself. Does Isobel take the same view toward 

clothing as her aunt, or is her approach more nuanced?

3. Examine the various positions and choices that women in the novel are given and have to overcome. What journey did 

each of these women take, and who do you think ultimately overcame the most?

4. Isobel?s embroidery is an essential part of who she is and allows her to express her internal creative process in

a way the world values. Do you have a creative outlet or form of creative expression that is important to you?

5. On page 190, Isobel tells Nat, ?Women want to read love stories to know if a man is good, if love is true, who

and what can be trusted.? Discuss the different men in Isobel?s life. In what ways is the truth of this statement revealed 

through HESTER?

6. Discuss the significance of Isobel?s colors. What do you think it means that she has lost them at certain points in her 

life and gained them back? Why do you think she is unable to see colors with certain people?

7. On page 252, Isobel asks herself whether Nat is a cruel man or a weak man. By the end of the novel, what is your 

opinion on Nat?s cruelty or weakness? Is it possible for someone to be both?

8. HESTER is a novel that imagines the inspiration for Hester Prynne, the heroine of THE SCARLET LETTER. If you 

have read THE SCARLET LETTER, does Isobel?s story resemble how you might have imagined this woman?s life?

9. Scottish myths and elements of the magical world run throughout the novel. How does Isobel?s belief in magic and 

the spirit world change throughout the novel? What do you believe is real or possible?

10. Consider Isobel Gowdie and her legacy, as well as the legacy of the other women in Isobel?s family, including

her daughter. Which of the women in the family do you think were the most influential? What do you think Isobel and 

Margaret?s legacy will be?

11. On page 313, Isobel says, ?Like Nat himself, the book was a truth within a lie, and a lie within a truth.? Consider 

Nat?s personal journey and his relationship with Isobel. In what ways is this statement true?

12. How did the end of the novel make you feel? What do you think comes next for Isobel and Margaret in their 

relationship and their story?
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