The Minister’s Black Veil Outline
I. Author

A. Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804 – 1864)

1. Sometimes referred to as an anti-Transcendentalist.

a. Hawthorne found it impossible to adopt an optimistic world view.

b. Believed that evil was a force in the world.

c. His fiction expresses a gloomy vision of human affairs.

2. Inherited Guilt

a. Descended from a prominent Puritan family.

b. One ancestor was a Puritan judge who played a key role in the Salem witchcraft trials.

c. Another ancestor was a judge known for his persecution of Quakers.

i. Both Hawthorne’s character and his focus as a writer were shaped by a sense of inherited guilt.

ii. Hawthorne was haunted by intolerance and cruelty of ancestors.

II. Setting

A. 1600’s

B. Typical Puritan village in New England 

1. Milford, Connecticut

2. Action takes place mainly in Church and Graveyard

III. Parable

A. Short, concise tale

B. Expresses moral or religious message

1. Black veil – symbol of secret sin

IV. Point of View

A. Third person omniscient (all-knowing)

1. unknown narrator

2. describes events of story in the third person

3. Narrator knows more about the characters than they might know themselves.

4. Supplies readers with sense of characters thoughts and feelings.

V. Structure

A. Divisible into five parts

1. Part One - Reaction of Hooper’s congregation to his appearance in the black veil and to sermon he delivers.

2. Second Part – recounts the events and describes the atmosphere of the funeral and wedding later that day.

3. Third Part – presents two attempts to elicit an explanation of the veil from Hooper.

4. The Fourth Part – summarizes Hooper’s isolation and suffering as he lives out his life and approaches death.

5. The Fifth Part – the deathbed scene – Hooper finally touches on the significance of the black veil as a symbol of “secret sin.”

VI. Symbols/Symbolism

A. Symbol – an object that is understood to represent some concrete and tangible object while simultaneously representing one or more abstract ideas.

1. Black veil

a. Black piece of crape (cloth)

b. Instills sense of horror and fear in townspeople

c. Abstract idea of death, mourning

d. Represents the hidden secrets of the soul.

VII. Figurative Language

A. Uses common terms to metaphorically express and idea in familiar terms.

B. “For the earth, too, had on her black veil.”

1. Hooper wears a literal veil on his face.

2. The earth, in the shades of night, wears a figurative black veil.

C. “Your words are a mystery too…Take the veil away from them at least.”

1. Elizabeth asks Hooper metaphorically to remove the metaphoric language that hides the literal meaning of his words.

VIII. Themes

A. Alienation and loneliness

1. The veil isolates Hooper from the companionship of others

2. denies him the happiness of marriage with Elizabeth

3. People cross the street to avoid him.

4. Children quit playing and run away at his approach.

B. Doubt and Ambiguity

1. Exists for characters in the story and readers as well.

2. As Hooper lies dying, he accuses all men of veiling themselves from God and other men.

3. Readers might question why Hooper insists on wearing veil after he is dead and gone to his eternal judgment.

C. Guilt and Innocence

1. Hooper has worn the black veil of “secret sin” visibly on his face while others wear that black veil on their souls.

2. Hooper implies that the black veil represents a shared human weakness in the inescapable tendency to commit and hide sin.

a. In Christianity, this shared tendency is called Original Sin – an imprint of guilt inherited from Adam and Eve

b. No one is born innocent of Original Sin

c. No one escapes the mark of guilt which Hooper’s veil represents.

D. Moral Corruption and Sin

1. Hooper’s continued wearing of the veil is a morally corrupting influence on Hooper himself since it leads him to the sin of excessive human pride.

2. The veil isolates him from the religious community to whom he should minister with affection and concern.

3. Hooper takes great pride in having discovered the dark secrets of the soul and in parading that discovery in front of his parishioners.

4. Ironically, the black veil, which was initially meant to represent secret sin, comes to represent Hooper’s own sin of pride

a. It conceals the very thing it was meant to expose.

