
Respond to the following questions on a separate sheet of paper. 

Please write in complete sentences. 

 

“Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment” – Nathaniel Hawthorne 

 

1. What is an allegory?  

2. What is the narrator’s opinion of the four guests? What is the specific quotation that reveals this 

attitude? 

3. What relationship did the four guests have in their youth? What aspect of this relationship can be 

seen as an example of foreshadowing later events in the story? 

4. What warning does the doctor give his guests?  

5. What “magic powers” does the water in the vase seem to have? 

6. The narrator is unclear about the reflection of the four guests is real or an illusion. What do you 

think and why? 

7. What do the guests learn at the end of the story? 

8. How do you define an experiment? Does this qualify as an experiment in your opinion? Why or 

why not? 

9. Identify two examples (using direct quotations) of each of the following characteristics of 

romantic fiction: 

a. Interest in the past (hint: Ponce de Leon, question #3 above, Dr. H’s “ex”) 

b. Supernatural elements 

c. Human nature (what human weaknesses/foibles are criticized in the story?) 

d. Nature (specifically, the “sublime” or “mysteriously or darkly beautiful”) 

10. In viewing the story as an allegory, what abstract qualities (i.e. greed, jealousy) does each of the 

following characters represent? 

a. Mr. Medbourne = 

b. Col. Killigrew = 

c. Mr. Gascoigne = 

d. Widow Wycherly = 

11. What lesson or lessons do you think Nathanial Hawthorne intended this story to teach? In other  

words, what is the MORAL of the story? 

 

 

 

 



 

“Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment” --Vocabulary Exercise 

 

Complete the sentence similar to the story’s construction filling in one of the words from the list.  

These words were used similarly by Hawthorne in the story, and they appear in order of occurrence in 

the story.   

 
mendicant festooned verge    arrayed       visage       ponderous 

brazen  veracious peevish  imbibe  effervescent diffused 

cordial  dotage  suffusion deferential buxom  simpering 

venerable complaisant tremulous quaffing effaced  coquetry 

dolefully 

  

1.  Mr. Medbourne had lost all his money in gambling pursuits and was now reduced to being a begger or 

_________________________. 

 

2.  The room was decorately draped with chains, or __________________ with  cobwebs, the silvery trails 

gleaming in the lamplight. 

 

3.  “Are we old again, already? sighed Widow Wycherly _______________, full of grief. 

 

4.  The lavish attention or _____________by  Nature on these people was evident, but they fell into a state of 

senile decay or _____________(same word as the first blank). 

 

5.  Widow Wycherly gave a _________________or  fretful, toss of her head, indicating her moody, ill-tempered 

and obstinate ways. 

 

6.  The rose lay on the table, acting as if it wasn’t going to _____________, or absorb, (let in moisture) the 

potion.  (notice that this word also suggests “to receive into the mind and retain, ie. moral principles”  ---

something these people never do as they are full of vices  (and they never learn from their mistakes in life).  

 

7.  There was a healthy ________________, a filling or spreading of light, on their cheeks,  instead of the ashen 

corpse-like coloring they had before.  

 

8.  The old people believed that the drink possessed heartwarming, or ______________qualities which tend to 

rejuvenate or revive a person, or cheer him up. 

It’s much like drinking a ______________,  (same word) which is a liqueur that warms up the chest with its 

stimulating alcoholic properties.  

 

9.  They were ___________, or drinking deeply, a third draught of the magical liquid, and even the old Doctor 

was looking pretty respectable----like Father Time. 

 

10.  The old men were inflamed to madness by the old/young widow’s ______________, or flirting ways. 

 

11.  There was Widow Wycherly, smiling in a silly manner or ________________ and courtesying to herself in 

the mirror-----(she’s so vain). 

 

12.  The ________________, or obliging doctor was already filling up their glasses again before they even had 

to ask, wanting to please them and consent to their wishes.  

 

13.  Youth, like the middle part of one’s life, had _________________, or eliminated (made indistinct) the 

characteristics of middle life for them, as if a surface is worn away like a coin’s is, over time.  



 

14.  The widow was looking at her hair in the mirror, wondering whether that once snow-white hair would be 

changed so she could throw the _________________ cap out the window, the cap that had been respected due to 

its age and good deeds, recognized for its sanctity, and perhaps even having a sacred tone to it. 

 

15.  The men’s eyes were continually roving over to the widow’s _____________or  full-blossomed, well-

endowed figure (some may even call this healthily plump).  Notice that this word ______________(same word) 

also suggests the lack of resistance, and the flexible obedience to something---hmmm---do you think the widow 

was “easy”?) 

 

16.  The four glasses, with their bubbling water, resembled the delicate, shaken,  trembling action, or 

___________________ glitter of diamonds.  

 

17.  Mr. Gascoigne’s voice boomed with patriotism, then got quietly reverent, in a 

_____________________tone, as if it were honoring someone greatly respected----what a fake and a phoney he 

is!   

 

18.  The _________________gas, which is bubbling and hissing as gas escapes the little bubbles inside the 

liquid, is much like our soda products tonight, with carbonation doing its thing.   

 

19.  As the liquor ______________________, or scattered, spread out, a pleasant perfume, the old people 

thought it was a magical liquor just by its qualities. 

 

20.  The ________________ head of Hippocrates, literally made of brass, but marked by contemptuous boldness 

which is also being __________(same word), seemed to mock them all. 

 

21.  As the chambermaid lifted the _____________________, or very heavy, weighty and clumsy (also lifeless) 

black book, the skeleton rattled in the closet and the woman in the portrait, Sylvia Ward, seemed to step out of 

her own painting. The word (same one) _____________derives from the word “ponder”, which means to 

wonder about and think---so although the volume is lifeless (good word for this story), it also is thought-

provoking, holding the weight of conflict and heavy matters in its binding.  

 

22.  In the Doctor’s looking glass (mirror), it was thought that the spirits of all his patients lived there, with its 

_______________, or border.  This word also suggests a sinking towards the horizon, as well as to be in a 

condition of change.  This word also suggests a rod or staff or symbol of authority, as a stick or a wand------

strange, isn’t it, how these multiple meanings all seem to fit the story’s message? 

 

23.  Sylvia Ward, in the portrait, was __________________, or dressed (arranged, adorned) in faded 

magnificence of silk brocade clothing. 

 

24.  Her ______________, or face, was as faded as her dress.  This word, literally, comes from the Latin root 

vis, which means “to see” as well as the French root “face”---- 

 

25.  The narrator says the story might be traced back to his ______________, or truthful/honest self, but if the 

story sounds made up, or disturbing, then the narrator has to admit that he is a cheap story-teller, or fiction-

monger. 


