CHAPTER  TWO

THE  CONCEPT  OF  EVIL  IN  “THE  MINISTER’S  BLACK  VEIL”


Romanticism is a literary epoch in which the being and source of evil is removed from the exterior of a human being and placed inside man. This tendency seems to be present also in Hawthorne’s work  who declared that

         
   human nature can be more truly represented in the wishes of its heart than in its 

         
   actions, since such a portrayal has ‘more of good and more of evil in it; more    

         
   redeeming points of the bad and more errors of the virtuous; higher upsoarings, and

         
   baser degradations of the soul; in short, a more perplexing amalgamation of vice and

         
    virtue than we witness in the outward world’ (Matthiessen 337).

 Hawthorne’s concept of good and evil, connected with his tragic view of life, may be accounted for by his relation to the Puritan tradition and his attitude is supported by his observations of the character of man in literature, in history and in reality. There is no doubt that people believe themselves guilty; hence, for Hawthorne, a novelist, the guilt exists. In their minds the point of reference may be a divine law or a law of the universe, but in the author’s mind and in the reader’s mind also, the point of reference are laws and beliefs as they exist in a community and are accepted by the people, including also the characters (Turner 54). Characters in this author’s  works often  speak of sin and when they do they mean sin against divine law. When they believe they have sinned,  they suffer the consequences, namely the feeling of guilt which, however, exists sometimes only in their own minds. 


The Reverend Mr. Hooper is an example of such a character. He suffers boycott and alienation, in spite of the fact that there is no blame that can be put on him. As the main hero of  “The Minister’s Black Veil”, a story subtitled “A Parable”, this  blameless minister for no apparent reason dons a black veil and wears it throughout his lifetime, despite many pleas to cast it off (Fogle 33). Since the time the veil is put on by Hooper it remains ever present in his life: 

  
That mysterious emblem was never once withdrawn. It shook with his measured
breath as he gave out the psalm; it threw its obscurity between him and the holy page,


as he read the Scriptures; and while he prayed, the veil lay heavily on his uplifted


countenance (Hawthorne The Minister’s 938).

Now reverend Hooper seems to be treated as unusual figure by his parishioners and also by people from  neighbourhood. They are astonished and amazed at first:


“But what has good Parson Hooper got upon his face?”

or:


“Are you sure it is our parson?”


“I can’t really feel as if good Mr. Hooper’s face was behind that piece of crape”,


“I don’t really like it”,

and even:


“Our parson has gone mad!” (Hawthorne The Minister’s 937 – all these quotations).

The fact of donning the black veil results in the effect of isolation on the minister from human society, which starts just after the time he has put the veil on his face. Even in the church, during the mass he is still observed. During his sermon the minister speaks about a secret sin which is hidden deeply in human soul, and this is an additional reason that his parishioners start to be perturbed by his appearance and want him to take the veil off. Fogle (34) is convinced that the self-imposed martyrdom of Hooper must correspond with some deep necessity of his nature; he who isolates himself in the outward fact must already have performed the deed in spirit. He adds that the act of donning the veil has in it something of caprice; it is entirely out of proportion to any obvious necessity or benefit.

The minister loses confidence of his congregation and of society: he greets the children, the young, and the old but he meets only strange looks. People who live without prejudice regard him as an eccentric person who puts on a veil on a whim. But for a multitude he is an object of dread and curiosity. The reverend can even scandalize them. He is a priest, almost a holy person. Putting the veil on is regarded as setting a bad example to his parishioners whose will is weak and prone to evil. Hooper is very sorry when children escape after noticing him. But people are afraid because they believe  “(…) that ghost and fiend consorted with him there” (Hawthorne The Minister’s  944). The minister can be treated as a person of double nature – half good and half evil. As a priest Mr. Hooper is believed to be more a person of spirit than a person of matter, body. But by his parishioners his black veil is associated with the evil. 

Because of the veil Hooper is enveloped by an apparition of a mysterious sin or                                                                                                                                                  sorrow – it is a kind of cloud which deprives him of such human feelings as sympathy, love and hatred. In the final scene Hawthorne speaks about the dying minister:

All through life that piece of crape had hung between him and the world: it had separated him from cheerful brotherhood and woman’s love, and kept him in that saddest of all prisons, his own heart; and still it lay upon his face, as if to deepen the gloom of his darksome chamber, and shade him from the sunshine of eternity (945).

Donning the veil seems to be the main reason of changes in relationship between Hooper and his fiancee, Elizabeth. Putting the veil on he forfeits the chance of human love and marriage. He casts away a gift of priceless value in order to satisfy an obsession. She wonders what is the reason of donning the black veil and she asks him to take it away but he replies:


(…) I am bound to wear it ever, both in light and darkness, in solitude and before the


gaze of multitudes, and as with strangers, so with my familiar friends. No mortal eye


will see it withdrawn. This dismal shade must separate me from the world: even you,


Elizabeth, can never come behind it (942).

Pressed by Elizabeth for the sake of his holy office in order to avoid whispers and scandal, he says that “if I hide my face for sorrow, there is cause enough, (…); and if I cover it for secret

sin, what mortal might not do the same?” ( 943). Elizabeth at first feels sorrow, then terror. The minister asks her not to leave him and be patient because this veil must be between them only on the earth, because “it is not for eternity” (943). When he rejects her request about lifting the veil but once for her, she leaves him. However, her love is constant and at his deathbed she is still by his side. The minister’s behaviour seems to be strange: he does not accept her offer of help and does not want to explain to her the reasons of his decisions, while she, as each loving person, is concerned about Hooper’s welfare. As Fogle (35) says, we can take Elizabeth as exemplifying the normal and well-ordered human being and Mr. Hooper as the abnormal, who has lost the power of seeing life as a whole. Fogle adds that the “calm energy” of her character, her “direct simplicity”, contrast with the “gentle, but unconquerable obstinacy” of the minister, whom her good counsel fails to persuade (35).


The above passage corresponds with Ricoeur’s claim that above all evil breaks the relations among people (69). In Hawthorne’s stories the worst evil for an individual is falling from “a magnetic chain of mankind” because in that way a man is sentenced to lead a lonely life (Sachs 168; Budrecki 18 – 37). “The magnetic chain” can be understood as human solidarity, as a form of communion. The consequences of shattering this magnetic chain are rather psychological than psychical -  Mr. Hooper is not understood either by his parishioners or Elizabeth. 


The minister has not disclosed his secret until the death hour when as Father Hooper says:

What, but the mystery which it obscurely typifies, has made this piece of crape so awful? When the friend shows his inmost heart to his friend; the lover to his best-beloved; when man does not vainly shrink from the eye of his Creator, loathsomely treasuring up the secret of his sin; then deem me a monster, for the symbol beneath which I have lived, and die! I look around me, and lo! on every visage a black veil! (Hawthorne The Minister’s 946 – 947).

Mr. Hooper is convinced that people’s face is a kind of mask which covers the real character of each human being; the veil is probably a warning that each man hides the truth. Watching people’s faces we are not able to estimate their nature, it can be done only on the basis of their deeds. Hawthorne seems to claim that in the future people’s lives will be estimated according to their deeds rather than appearance and such demonstration as that of  Mr. Hooper will no longer be necessary.   

  Worth mentioning is the fact that Hawthorne uses  the veil as a symbol probably in order to put emphasis on this emblem  to gain an effective form of this story as well as for the economy of presentation. Budrecki (30) claims that “a curtain”, “mask” and    “a veil” are frequently used by Hawthorne to play a symbolic role -  to signify the secrecy of human heart and soul. According to Christian tradition (Forstner 451 – 454), a veil put on somebody’s head means that this person is sacrificed to God and a church.  

           It is clear that not only the parishioners but also Mr. Hooper is deeply influenced by the power of the veil and its blackness. His way of thinking has changed since the time he put the veil on – now, the whole visible world is gloomy, even during the mass and the church service, he looks through a kind of grey or black filter which partly  transformes or even covers the outer world because of the veil. The minister usually “walked continually (…), groping darkly within his own soul, or gazing through a medium that saddened the whole world” (Hawthorne The Minister’s 944). The veil can be considered as a kind of a curtain upon Hooper’s understanding: the veil’s shade hides from the eyes behind it as much as it discloses and as it casts its shadow over the bright and distinct colours of the material world – the vision of the world darkens.   

The veil has not been regarded as mysterious by all the readers. For instance, E. A. Poe (Lang 92) was convinced that Hawthorne’s insinuations make it completely clear where to look for the sin: in the sexual sphere. Poe  connected Hooper’s veil with the young lady who is buried the same day the minister first appears with the veil: 

The clergyman stepped into the room where the corpse was laid, and bent over the coffin (…). As he stooped, the veil hung straight down from his forehead, so that, if her eye-lids had not been closed for ever, the dead maiden might have seen his face. Could Mr. Hooper be fearful of her glance, that he so hastily caught back the black veil?  (Hawthorne The Minister’s   939 –940).

Poe (93)  notices that if the clergyman loved her, he loved her without her knowledge and, what is worse, as he was engaged to marry Elizabeth, this love was sinful.                        
Worth mentioning is the fact that the veil makes Mr. Hooper a very efficient clergyman who can bring sinners to the light which is denied to him. At the same time, his converts regard the minister with dread, not with love or joy, even though they owe their redemption to him (Fogle 38). The darkness of the veil helps him to understand the darkness of human feelings and the narrator claims that “dying sinners cried aloud for Mr. Hooper, and would not yield their breath till he appeared; though ever, as he stooped to whisper consolation, they shuddered at the veiled face so near their own (Hawthorne The Minister’s  944)”.


Hawthorne summarizes the twofold influence of the veil on Hooper’s life in a climactic ambiguity which embodies its dualism in a series of antitheses (Fogle 38): 

In this manner Mr. Hooper spent a long life, irreproachable in outward act, yet shrouded in dismal suspicions; kind and loving, though unloved, and dimly feared;  a man apart from men, shunned in their health and joy, but ever summonded to their aid in mortal anguish  (Hawthorne The Minister’s  945). 

This dubiety persists in the final scene at the deathbed and the reader can notice that the meaning of this story may be considered according to Hawthorne’s own psychology:      

In the first place, these discrepancies represent the faculties of Hawthone’s own psychology, the heart and the head. His heart, his imagination, the inherited bent of his Puritan ancestry – all his instincts, in short – bind him in sympathy with the possessed minister, who broods over the vague and bottomless abyss of Evil. But his head, his intellect, is with the calm and steady-minded Elizabeth, who is unable to look upon the minister’s vow as other than a sad but groundless whim (Fogle 39 – 40).                         

  Trying to observe the invisible face of Mr. Hooper  his parishioners want to see it, as it used to be, in order to calm themselves  down but it is impossible. They are frightened by the veil and they do not understand what happened. This situation seems to be strange and unusual for them. The parishioners are overwhelmed by this change and they are not able to get used to it. They are not and they do not want to be aware that man’s face does not show the truth about human feelings and his attitude towards the world. The real nature of man,  according to Hawthorne, is shown by  the face with the veil on because in that way a man can be judged according to his deeds only -  not to his appearance. The minister is the person who has discovered this truth and wants to live according to this basic principle. But it does not make him a happy man because his life is lonely and isolated. Even after his death when Mr. Hooper  with his veil was laid in the coffin, people are still afraid of him. They realize that he was the good priest “(…) but awful is still the thought, that it mouldered beneath the black veil!” (Hawthorne The Minister’s 947).    
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