The Minister’s Black Veil – A Parable
By Nathaniel Hawthorne

Directed Reading Questions

Parable:  A parable is a short tale that teaches a moral.  They often come from religious scriptures, such as the Bible, which contains the parables of Jesus.  The meaning of a parable is often ambiguous and elusive.  Pay careful attention to the story’s details to determine the meaning of this extended parable.

· In Puritan times church was held in a building called the meetinghouse, which had high, boxed pews and seating around the walls.  Up a small flight of stairs and dominating the pews was the minister’s pulpit, where he stood to preach.

1. Drawing Inferences:  What is the mood in Milford?  How do the villagers feel about going to service?

2. Symbolism:  The black veil is the central symbol of the story.  To determine its significance, ask yourself these two questions as you read:  “How does the veil affect the congregation’s view of Mr. Hooper?  How does it affect his view of the world?

3. The wearing of the veil can signify either mourning or shame.  Given this, why might the veil make the congregation so uncomfortable?

4. Why might Mr. Hooper have put on the black veil?

5. How does Mr. Hooper define “secret sin?”
6. Why does the congregation tremble at the minister’s words about secret sin?

7. Why might the veil lend power to Mr. Hooper’s sermon?

8. How does Mr. Hooper behave toward his congregation after the sermon?

9. How does the congregation behave toward him?

10. Irony:  What is Hawthorne’s attitude toward Old Squire Saunder’s behavior?

11. Drawing Inferences:  How would you explain the supposed movement of the corpse in the scene described on page 242 at the top of the second column?

12. Symbolism:  What does the snatching away of the veil symbolize?

13. Drawing Inferences:  What does the narrator mean when he says, “For the Earth, too, had on her Black Veil”?

14. Drawing Inferences:  Why doesn’t anyone ask Mr. Hooper directly why he wears the veil?

15. Drawing Inferences:  The deputation defers the matter of the veil to the synod not because it is “too weighty” but because they see Hooper’s veil as a “symbol of a fearful secret between him and them.”  What do you think this secret might really be, based on the story so far?

16. Interpreting:  Why does Elizabeth say Hooper should remove the veil?
17. Drawing Inferences:  How does Elizabeth feel in the scene described on page 245, first half of the second column?  How does Mr. Hooper feel?

18. Making judgments:  Is Mr. Hooper right to say “Never”?

19. Is Elizabeth right to say “Then, farewell”?

20. Symbolism:  How does the black veil affect Mr. Hooper’s relationship with the villagers?

21. Drawing inferences:  Why do people come to deeply respect Mr. Hooper as a clergyman?

22. Symbolism:  In what sense can the human heart be a prison?

23. Symbolism:  Why does Mr. Hooper claim to see a black veil on every human face?  What is he saying in this final argument (p. 248, column 2)?
24. Evaluating:  Is Mr. Hooper a sympathetic or unsympathetic character, and how does Elizabeth’s character help to define his character?

25. Discuss Hawthorne’s purpose.  Is he examining the destructive effect of guilt for some dark deed?  The destructive effect of public hypocrisy (or the need for such hypocrisy0?  The “veils” people hide behind?  All of these?  Something else?  Does Hawthorne succeed in his purpose?  Use the space below to explain your detailed response.

