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dissertation three lite ary ~orks ~nd twp films, 

a11 of deal with the problems of reporting ~ experience, incorpo~te 

various as ects of an empirical epistemology: sp cifica!ly, that Herman Me 

• 
ville's Mob -Dick and Michaela~gelo Antonioni's Th Passenger make use of J 

, 
\ Locke's An ~ Concernlng Human Understanding; \hat James Agee's Let Us \ 
\ \ - 1 

'\ Praise. Famou~ ~en ma~es use bf the early thoug~t of\ 1. A. Richards; and tha 

\ 'William Burrou~hs 1 ~ Lunch and Jean-Luc Godard I~, Alphavi11e make use of-
1 

\ 1 ~ \ 

both phases of Ludwig Wittgenstein's philosophy. Ea h wotk deals with the 
1 \ ' .... 

that the faculty ~f observation or attention finds of itself 

the ~orld, and that, narfissistic attachment to what it takes to be that ref 
, . \ 

tian is at adds with the salutary project of criticizin empirically un~ound 
.... 

precanceptions, and with compiling an uncommitted: final y voyeuristic; report. 
, 

Chapter l summarizes those aspects of Locke's Essay and 

and Wittgenstein which are relevant to thé literary and 

cludes with an analysis of ,The Pqssenger as an allegory 

brlnging lt to bear on the limlta~ions of description. 

"i 
thought of Richards 

\ 
and con-

and as 

II sets up,. in 

terms of The Scarlet Letter, the romantic pattern in the context of which voyeur-

ism is opposed to the symbolic mode of redemption, and shows thB:t, 'Melville' s 

textS\ especially Moby-Dick, critïc'Ize that pattern Jrom an empiri~al point of 

view. Chaptef III demo'nstrates the incorporation, of a J,tichax;dsi,an epistemology 

into, Famous Men and.other works by Agee. Chapter IV is'an analysis of Naked 
'f'" 

~ ~nd other ~orks by Bu~rough~, as influenced by Wittgenstein. And' Chapter ," 
f.'r~ 

, g' 

V discusses Godard's use of Wittgenstein in Alphaville • 
. ' 
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• RÉsUMÉ 

soutient que troisiouJr~ges 1ittprailes et deux,fi1~s, 
d~s dif1icu tés de rapporter une ~périence, 1 

diverses d', ne épistémologie empiriq~: précisément, 
1 ~ 

qu Moby-Dick de Herman Melville e~ The Passenger de Micnaelange10 Antonioni 

u l1iseI!t An Essay Concerning Human Under'standing de John Locke; que Let .!Lê. 
. 

ow ~P~r~a~i.;;.s.;;.e Famous Men de James Agee utilise la toute première pensées de 
- ----- ~ 

I.A. Richards; et que Naked Lunch de William Burroughs et Alphaville de 

" Jean-Luc 90dard utilisent, les deux phas~~~d~la philosophie de Ludwig 
'/ 1 1 1 • , 

Wittgenstein. Chaque ou~rage traite le fait que la faculté d'observation 
( \ 

ou d'attèntion ne trouve pa~ de reflet de soi-même dans ce monde, et que 
1 

l'attachement narcissisee à ce qu'elle regarde comme ce reflet est en 
, D 

désaccord avec le projet salutaire de critiquer des ~pinions préconçues 
l \ 

qui sont défectueuses du point de vue empirique, 'et a~ssi avec la rédaction' 
" . 

L'-.... .t 
d'un rapport non engagé, et enfin, voyeuriste. Le p~mier chapitre résume 

. f 

ces aspects de l'Essay de Locke et de la pensée de Ri~hards et de 
~ ~ , 

Wittgenstein qui sont pertinents aux textes Idttérairés et filmiques, 
1 

. . 
termine avec un analyse du Passenger comme une allégo~ie de l'Essay, 

1 

et' 

qu '11 utilise pOt1r' démontrer les limitations de la dedcript1on. Le chapitre 

II schématise, dans les termes 'du Scarlet Letter, le moaèle romantique dans 
li 

.) 

le contexte du~ue1 le voyeurisme s'oppose à la mode symbol~jue de la 
~ /~f 

rédemption, et montre que les textes de Melville, surtout Moby-Dick, 

critiquent ce modèle d'un point du vue empirique. Le '~hapitre III démontre 
'fi , 

l'1ncprporation d'une épistémologie t:ichardsienne dans Famous Men et autres 
1 • 

ou;rages d' Agee. Le chapitre IV analyse 'Naked 1!!!!.!:hJl!t autres ouvrages de 

Burroughs en termes de l'influence de Wi/:tgenstein. Et'leJ chap:1,trê V 

discute comment Godard emploie la philosophie de Wittg~nstein dans 

Alphaville. 
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FOREWORD 

To 'describe' is both to 'write down' and to 'trace, represent, 

picture, ,.divide into parts': so that the word 'description' iS,appropriate 1 

• ',f " 
bath to p~ose and to film. Moby-Dick, Let .!!j Now Fraise Famous Men, Naked 

. , 
~, Alphaville and The Passeng~r are descriptive works, ea9h qf which 

utilizes sorne form of 'empirical' philosophy-- philosophy, that is, which 

limits itself to thè description of experience. With the e~ception of R. G. 

eterson' s (lA Pic ture ls a Fact: Wittgenstein and The Nakesl ,Lunch;" there 

h ve been no analy~es of these works as exploring the implications of an 

e pirieal stance. 

The three literary texts have been studied in various contexts. 

-Dick has most frequent~y been regarded, as in Charles Feide1so~fs Symbolism 

d Amerie~n Literature (University of Chicago Press, 1970),' as an ~ample of 
, \ 

\ 

mantic Ame~ican :~~b01ism. Of the two rec~rit epistemo10g4Fal readings, 

u1 Brodtkorb ls"Ishmae1"s White Whale (Yale University Press, 1965) is phenom-

ological/ ;argui~g that Melville opts for Kant's position that mind aetively 
. \ 

(p. 11); and while Edgar Dryden's'~lvi11e'!! Themat,ics of 

1968) emphasizes the self-ref1exivity of Moby-Dick, it argues 

is a IInovelist, ", the autho,~ of his own deStiny: who escape! f.rom 

the woJtld of "fact" int"f that' of· "fic~fOn",. ~o achieve "a victory ~f :~rt over 1 

f 

Ufe" (pp. 21-112): bath books treat\Moby-Dick as a noveL Michael J. Hoff-

man 's, "The Anti-Transcenqental1sm of MOby:",Dick," (Georgia Review, XXIII, l, 

Spring 1968), which sees Ahab's mania as a parody of Emersonian individùa1ism, 

more c108ely approximates the' appr~6ch of this dissertation, though it makrs 

no mention of empiricism. Epistemologica1 readings of Famous Men have 
1 Q .. 
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ita real1sm. Alfred T. Barson's! Way~ Seein8 (University of 

Massachu etts Press, 1972) descrlbes 1. A. chards' influence on ~gee as 

Romantic, specifically Wordsworthian, (pp. 3 -34) and analyzes Famous Hen as 
) --

~incorpo ating, Vila the Joycean model of the epiphany, ,a Thomistic rea11sm. 
l ' 

(pp. 7, 74-76, 88), William Stott's Documentary Expression ~ Thlrties 

.~' e,ric (Oxford University Press, 19~3) treats Famous Men as a documentary 
''\ • 1 

work, a class1fiéation wh~Ch Agee SP~clfiCallY rejects. Naked Lunch has 

, commouly been regarded 8S typical of \the Beat culture of the "fifties (see,' 
, 

iv 

for example, Ronald Weaton' s "William Burroughs: Hlgh Priest of Hipsterism"): 

\ 

Burroughs h1mself lias denled any association elther with the "l1terary style" 
\ 

or with the "outlooktr and "objectIves" of his friends in the Beat movement. 

(Evergreen leview, XIII, June 1967, p. 87) Critical treatme~t& of the book 

have dealt almost exclusive1y with whether or not its 1lterary merit justifies 
• • l ' 

lts obscenlty;' and t~e a~ve-mentioned Peter son article, by showing how it Is 
. 

consistentwith the Tractatus, defends Naked Lunch against charges of Incoherence 

and lack of vI~w-point. 'Peterson Is concerned with the confessional form and 

1 comparisons with'De Quincey, and uses the te~ 'symbol' ln a llterary rather 

than a Wittgenste1nian sense, so that "Junk Is ••• at last, [a] symbol of life 

itself"; focusing on the horrifying aspect of the ego-centricity portray~d 
~ \ 

in Naked -Lunch, Peterson emphasizes its satirlc rather than lts repo~tive ----,. .; . 
or descriptive elements, and points up the despaIt; and "qJeaninglessness" 

he finds' in the book more centrally than does thls dissertation. While some 

no~ice has been take~ of Godard's attention to language, there hav~ been no 
~.. l ' 

; .. ~ ~uch tr~t~nts of Alpbavl1le, or of Godard' s lelation< t~ Wittgensteih; 

TO~y- MUssman has poin~ed out that Godard'and Burrdbghs-deal similarly with 

notions of~ time and the association of ideas. (''Dual1ty, Repetition, Chance, 
- 1 i 'the Unknown~, InfinIty," Jean-Luc Godard, pp. 306-08) i Nothing of an 

'r. 
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epistemologieal nature has been written on The Passenger • 

In this disser~ation, l am placing each of the five works' in a speei-

fic context ~'y, arguing that there exists an empir.iea1 point of view that 

dominates~ Melvi)le's prose, the shadi~gs of Agee:s arguments about description 

and ~urroughs' pronunciations on the nature of re~ity, as well as the ideas .,. 

of Agee, Godard and Antonioni on the epistemologica1 ~tatus of the film image. 

These five otherwise disparate texts have in common that they ,a1;e both reports 

and self-ref1exive comments on the nature of reporting: the dissertation offers 

no historieal a~gument to otherwise tie them together, or to their respective 

philosophieal inrormants, although i't ,does cit~ evidence of\ach author' s aw4re-

ness of empirical thought, and of Agee's and BurrQughs' awareness of Moby-Di#k. 

A great deal of eross-referencing ~nd quotation of textual detail has been car-
, 

, ried~u~ in order ta demanstrate the manner, in which those texts do fit to-

~" ,and this has se1dom resulted in a 100se or discursive style of exposi-
1 

tion. The problem has been, not only to document the argument, but to clar if y 

its thorough relevance to a body of textual material~ The reader is fore-

warned that the pletpora of reference occasionally makes for a rather'convoluted 
\ 

syntax; moreover, the larger syntax of eâeh chapter must bear the weight of 
l' , . 

, ~~ ~ j 

a tendency to show rathér tnan ta tell. The mode of explicating ,the 'empirical 

position in Chapter l, for example, is to investigate in some detail the epis-
, . 

temological arguments of Locke, Richards and Wittgen~teini and in Chapter II,, 

'" the analysis of The .scarlet Letter has the force of a summary statement on 
, "i 

'literary symbols and voyeurism by virtue Qf its adequacy as ex~osi~ion. This 
\ 

method was felt to be the most efficient in a dissertation consisting of close 

readings. Not only has it seemed pteferable' ta offer detailed aècounts of the 

relevance of specifie philosoph~r8 to the'literary and ~ilmic texts, rather 

than, for example, a more genersl summary of the empirical stanèe, Dut nothing , , 

, else has 8eemed~s. inte~sting. . ' 
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And still deeper the meaning of that 
atory of Narc~ssu~, who because he 
could not grasp the tormenting. mild 
image he BSW in the foufitain, plunged 
into it and was dr9wned. But that 
same image, we ourselves see in aIl 
rivers and oceans. lt'ia the image 
of the ungraspa~le phantom of life; 
and th1s 15 the key to it aIl. 

Herman Melville. Moby-Dick 
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CHAPtER l. Three Philosophers: Let Us Now Appraise Famous Men 

This di~sertation argues that three literary works and two films, 

aIl of which deal with the prob1ems of reporting an experjence, incot-
,/ 

porate various aspects of an empi.rical epistemology;;' specifically, that 
, " 

, \, 

/ Herman Melville 1 s M~bY-Dick (1851) and Miehae1angelo )onioni 1 s Th~ 

plssenger (l972)"'make use of John Locke' s An Essay Concerning Human Under-'~ -- . , 
standing (1690); 

makes use of the 

that jflmes Agee' s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941) 
l, 

early thought of l. A. Richards; and that William 

Burroughs' 'Naked Lunch (1959) and Jean-Luc Godard's Alphavi1le (1965) 

make use of both phases of Ludwig Wittgenstein'a phi1osophy~ Evidence 

for this use is cited from the relevant commenta, where avai1ab1e, of 

each author, and from explicit intra-textua1 references; it consists 

chiefly in showing the extent to which epistemologica1 readings make 

sense of the texts in question and, more briefly, of related texts by each 

author. This preliminary chapter comprises interpretive .su~aries of thé 

epistemologies of Locke, Richards and Wittgenstein, and concludes with 

a close reading of The Passenger; each'of the succeeding four,chapters 

analyzes one' of the remaining works as éxploring t~e implications of its 

" - .... 
respective phi1osophica1 informant. While the 1nterpretâtlons" in thé pre-

........... 
sedt chapter are supported by the philosophical texts fromwhich they are 

derived, i): must be emphasized at the outaet that they do not pr~tend to' 

be def~~itive, but a~~ form~lated with a mind to their usefu1ness in 

•. specific explication. 
r 

To borrow Wittgenstein' s concept, each of the texts in qu~tion - { 
,- 1; . 

be rega~ded as agame p1ayed according to the rules of empiriciam,' 

1 ·n 
a mo,e of thought which attempts to reduce to that ôeyond which aIl e18e 

1\ -
ia, ttieory. As such, it is-employed aa a critique of metae~yaics-- both 

< ' ~--

\' 
of the Platonic, Cartesian and Kantian tradition of ionate forms,'idess 
.' \ 

q \ 

l 
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\ . 
or categories; and of the rea1iam of Aristot1e, Acquinas, the Scottish 

Common-Sense philosophers, Kant 'and the American pra~atista, the be1ief 
1 

in the existence of 'universals,' specifically den:ied by Locke,l which ~ 
t 

have som'è ,~ambiguous connection with à real, objective, -knowable, 'outer' 
........ p""'" 

world. In 'coleridge ~ Imagination (1934), Richards sets up materialism 

and idealism as "complementaryll procedures of ,thought meeting in' a "se1f-

critical process," and agrees, though he treats ea<;h as a forro of 'meta-' 
1 ); < 

physics, to write "as a '11aterialist tryi~g to interpret before you the 

2 
utterances of an extreme Idealist. 1I To, be sure, Locke, Richards and 

Wittgenstein aIl incorporaté sorne form of rea1ism into theit th~nking: 

" the formula Mon emp10yed by each i8 that we cannot know 'what' the real 

wor1d of objects 1s, but we can know 'that' it is, 'how' it behaves. And 

both Richards and Wittgenstein pick up Locke' s distinction between "real" 

and "verbal" truth, which places the propositions which encode understand­

tng in a digital, true-falsé relition to that realtty; even for the later 
~ 

Wittgenste~n. who regards the pro~osition,as one among many language-games, 

"The agreement, the harmony, of thought and reality consists in this: if 
, 

l say fa1sely that something'is redj thent,. for a11 that, it isn't red.,,3 
\ 

Tbe ques,tion, in Godard-"s ~ertl).s, :la whether words or things come firat; 
1 " 

the recognition that it i9 un~nswerable is the bàsis of the-empiricist's 
',;" ~ 

stance.' 

1 : 
According to Bertrand Russell, "almost 811 philosophera" from 

Plato to Descartes' and Leibnitz tlhad thought' that: much of our niast "a~uable 

knowledge is not derived from experience. Locke's thorough-going empiri-
" 4 ' 

cisui wes therefore a bold innovation." Locke' s definition of knowledge 
i 

~t [ 1 
'f • 

'as' "nothing ~ the perception of the connexion of and agreement, .2!.,lli-

agreement' and repugnancy of any of our ideas," (Essay IV; i,.l) limits 

r 

. ,1 

" 

."'-
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knowledge to the arrangements of the particulars of sense experience: his 

modern successors ~mphasize language as the mode of that arrangement, that 
1 1 

1 

abllity or skill; according to Wittgenstein, (PI, pp. 208-09) which makes' -- , 

having experience possible. Moreover, 'while it has been suggested that 

Lo'cke' 5 reduction: to the simples of sensation, ls a quest for certainty in 

1 5 
a' form alternaHve to Cartesian rationalism, it, is, for the purpose of " 

this discussion, better understood as a mode of criticizing vague and ~n-
1 

valid general ideas which mislead the understanding into unfounded habits 
"-

of thought: Locke insists upon a tentative and limited point of v\ew, re-

jects the notion of an invisible primary order manifested in a universe 

of analogies. Since anâlogy is invalid, the unde~~tanding, or subjective 

at tention which takes cognizance of ideas, is, Locke says, "like an eye 

whi~h whilst it makes uS see and perceive aIl other things, takes no 

notice of itself" (Essay, "Introduction" 1);, Wittgenstein, who uses the 

1 • 

"nothing in the visual field a110ws you to infér that it 
---\ ---~ame comparison--

is seen by an eye"--, describes the perceiving subject as that which alone 

could not be mentioned in a book called "The World as l found it. ,,6 The ---------
understanding,' that is, finds no reflection of itself in the world; sa 

fhat it is narcissistic when, like that of Melville' s' Ahab, it ins,ists 

upon finding that reElection, and voyeuristic'when, like Ishmael's, it 

For the conf~onts a~ineluctib~y impenetrable, u~identifiable surface. 

empiricist, as for Ishmael, habits of language and conf~gurafion can 

neither be transcende'd nor identified with, are the vain but necessary 

instruments of understanding; attention is left Jithout a myth to guar­
, \ 

1 

aptee the validity or ,contin ity of its presence, a voyeuristic tourist 

in its own reality, and is h ndled as such in the li~erature and film -to ,be discussed. Locke defin s thought as "the -condition of being awake" 
r • 1 
\ ' 

" .. 
, / .. r 

;, 
.' 
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(Essay II, i, Il); aIl of these works deal with that irreduciblyambi-

guous fact, and real:/.se the corresponding proble~s of intention, motive 

,and free will: for neithér has the onlooker chosen ta {)bserve. has he 

\ 
any excuse for his presence, nor can he guess-- nor. finally. i9 it rele-

vant-- whether the statements and gestures of others are inhabited by an 

intention in any WilY cOlllll1ensurate with its consequences. The 'ltoyeur ls 

without myths or u;ttimate contexts ta explain either what he sees or, 

~hich la the same, his presence bafore it., 
The response ta this mythless condition, in each of the fivë 

,te~ts, la ta resort to self-refle~ mod~B of description or pr~sen­
tation. Agee' s "effort," às he ca~ls it, "ta recognize the ftature 'Of 

a portion of unimaglned existence, and ta contrive techniques proper to its 

• 7 
recordlng, connnunication, analysis, and defense," la th Many ways stylis-

tically appasite to Ishmael' s attempts at description, his going ta sea 

- 8 
"'to find out by experience what whaling is ••.• ta see the warld. III and 

shares ep!.stemological co~erns with: Naked Lunch. wherein William 

Burroughs asserts: "There ls oniy one thing a wrlter can write about: 

what is in front of his senses !!!. the moment of writing .... I am a re-
, 

cording instrument •••• 1 do not presume ta impose 'story' 'plot' 'con-
, • J 

. tinuity.' •.• În sofaras 1 succeed in recordi'l18 direèt aress of psychic 
" . 9 

process l may have limlted function ..•. 1 am not an entertainer •..• " 

And Agee has in common with Jean-Luc Godard, who has sought to adapt 

the Hollywood vocabulary of stories, plots and continuities to the problem 

of recording àctua1ity, strategies an~ techniques of formulation which 

are based on the empirical position that knowieage can only proceed from 

what is directly observed. In Godard' s Pierrot le fou (1965). Marianne 

z~x. 

i . , 
, 1 
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, paraphr!1ses Pierrot' s speech: 1IHe spoke to them of man, of the seasons, 

of unexpected en~ounters, but he -wa;n,ed them never to ask 'what came first: 

words or things, or wha.t would happen to us afterwards •.•. " In an article 

i~ Cahier~ du Cinéma Godard indi~ates that "what was true for Mariann~ 

and Pierrot, ndt asking what came Urst, was not true for m~ l was 

actually asking myself that very question; in. other words, ~he'~ moment 

that. l was certain that l had filmed lHe it eluded me for 

,,10 \ 
son. 

~ " that very're.a.< 

The pursuit of "lHe," or quest for the secret source of things, 
\ 
\ 

and the forms into which that pursuit i8 forced by its ftustration, is 
• l, 

dramatized by Ahab's hunt for the white sperm whale, and for "the Uttle 

lower layer" that it symbolizes for him. '" AlI visible abjects, III he 

sa ys , '" are but as pasteboard masks. But in each event-- in the living 

act,' the undoubted deed-- there, sorne unknown but still reasoning thing 

p'uts forth the mouldings of Hs features from behind the unreasoning mask. 

If man will 'Strike, strike through the mask! How can the prisoner reach 
/ 

outside except by thrusting through the wall? To me, the white whale ia 

that wall shoved near to me." (MD!, p. 144) Every event is the product of 
? 

a conscfous, reasoning intention. Ishmael joins the search for that lower 

layer, but he never finds it. lfi him we encounter,an unre1ieved struggle 

with the medium of language: he opens Moby-Dick with an etymology of the / 

word "whale" and a lEmgthy inventory of quotations on the subject (among 

its othet;/ forms, Moby-Dick 1e" e. work of scho,larship) and provides chapters 
'Po 

~i8ting plctorial and sculptural renderings of the sperm whale, anecdotes 

~nd descripti'fe accounts. licitations of items practically or reliably 

,known to me as a whaleman," (p. 175) and detailed comput~tioqs' based on . 

the m~'surement of an extant skefton, dec1aring himself "omniscient1y 

. 
, ~ 
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exhaustive in the enterprise; not overlooking the minutest germs of his 

blood, and spinning him out ta ,the uttermost coi! ,of his bowels," (p. 378) 

a11 ta the rhythm of his reiterated despair of ever , rendering the actual , 
() 

wha1e, of maklng him live before us: "1 promise nothing complete; because 

any human thing supposed to be complete must for that very reason in-

fallibly be faulty.", (p. 118) Unl1ke Ahab, whose preoccupat.ion ia comple-, 

tion, Ishmael has no foreknowledge of the wha1e, does not know what lt 

ultimately means or essentially is, and sa is forced ta an account of the 

ambiguous and unconfigured detai1s of his experience; a slain sperm whale, 

moored to the ship ang methodically cut into, dismant1ed, anatomized and 

reduced ta sa Many tuns of clear ail reveals not a symbolic depth but an . 

ineluctab1e surface: "Dissect bint how l may, then, l but go skin-deep; 

,1 know him not and never will." (p. 318) The forms of Moby-Dick-- epic, 

romance, tragedy--,break down into episodes, accounts and words-- harpoons 

that miss the mark of actual content; like the Pequod, a floating symbol 

. of civilization, \ those forms are scut t1ed by the reality they are con-

structed ta subdue. Despaiting of content Ishmael counts and recounts 

the items of his experience-- offers that form in~o which experience has 

shaped him and which is his coming to terms\ with it. 

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men provides an illuminating bridge be-

tweèn the epistemological problems of this type of prose description and 
1 

those of film. By the time he wrote the work Agee was an experienced poet, 

fiction-writer and journalist, and according to Dwight Macdonald contem-
, \ ' 

. 11 f 

plated becoming a film-director as early as 1929 ; his later screen-

plays, his' essaya on the photography of Walker Evans and Helen Levitt and 

his distinguished body of ftlm criticism display that regard for photo-

graphy which he recorded in Famou's~: "One reason l sa deeply care for 
/ 

/ 

,,1 

H 

;~r~'t~'( 1 " , . " 
!I\\ , 

, f'I\ 

~,,~~~'(~-
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the camera 1a Just this. So far as it goes (which is, in its ~wn reaIm, 

as absolu te anyhow as the traveling distance of words or sound), and 

handled cleanly and literally in its own terms, as an ice-cold, so~e ways 

limited, sorne ways more capable, eye,' it is, like the phonograph record 

and like scientific instruments and unlike any other leverage pf art, in-

capable of recording anything but absolute, dry truth. Il (p. 234) ln 

Godard' a Le ~ SoldAt (1960), Bruno' similarly refers to the anatomiz­

~ 
ing function of the camera when he says,_ "Photography ii; truth •.. and the 

cinema is the truth twenty-four times a se,cond;" and Godard himself has 

quoted Cocteau to the effect that the moving camera 11' films death at 

work.' The persan one films is growing oider and will die. We film, 

12 
therefore, a moment when death is working." It is this anàlytic pre-

',9 l 
cision at which Agee 1 s descriptive effort is aimedj like Ishmae1, Agee 

.. self-reflexively offers himself in the process of giving form to his 

experience: 

\ 
\\" 

l wauld do Just as badly~: t,o simplify or eliminate 
myself from this picture as to simplify or invent 
character, places or atmospheres. A chain of trutha 
did actually weave itself and run through: it is 
their texture that l want to represent, not betray, 
nor pretty up into art. The one deeply exciting 
thing to me about Gudger is that he la actual, he 
la living, at thia instant. He i8 not sorne artist' s 
or journalist's or propagandist'a invention: he 18 a 
human being: and to what degree l am able it 18 my 
business to reproduce him as the human being he is; 
not just to amalgamate him into sorne invented, 
literary imitation of a hUman being. (p. 240) 

The "truth" of which he speaks, that is, ia 'a subjective, empirical, 

merely "relative" truth: "Name me one .truth within human range that la 

not relative and l will feèl a shade more apologetic of that." (p. 239) 

No matter how exhau8tiv~ his manipulation of words in the service of 

accurate representation, he is, 1ike Iahmael and Godard, ~unable te 
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render lHe. As with Burroughs, Agee' s 'limited function is the re€ord-

',-

ing of direct areas of psychic process, 'and he is unable to trans"cend 

the units-- words and images-- of that process, to strike tbroush the 
. ! 

medium of description into ~n Objectiv~: he"can "get at a 'cer-

tain form of the truth" about George Gud~er "only.!.!. l am as faH:hful 

as possible to Gudger as, l know him, to Gudger as, in his actual flesl). 

and lif e (but there again always in my mind' sand memory' seye) he ia." 

(p. 239) That such truth remaina ambiguous and uns table ia due to the 
1· 

\ 
impoasibility of its being anchored in any stable context or conception 

of an objective world beyond its forms. In a passage strikingly similar 

to that cited above from ~ Lunch, Agee-- who a1so denies "the obli­

gations of the artist or entertainer" (p. 111)-- femarks on his reatric-

tion to the data of the senses: 
1 f> 

l will be trying here to write nothing whatever 
which did not in physical actuality or in the mind 
happen or appear; and my most serious effort will be, 
not ta use these 'materials' for art, far less for 
journalism, but ~ give them ~ they ~ and ~ in !!!l 
memory and regard the y .!E!' If there i8 anything of 
value and interes't in this work it will have ta hang 
entirely on that facto T?ough l may frequently try ta 
màke use of art devices and may, at other time8, being 
at least in part an 'artist,' be incapable of avoiding 
their use, l am in this piece of work illimitably more 
interested in life than in art. (p. 242) 

The aim at an absolute and comprehensive overview· is given up in favour 

of a detailed recounting of the minutiae of experience: unable to iden­

~fY"what' t~ese minutiae are, Agee's description addresses iUelf to 
'1 

'how' they are known or represented-- ta his reader as weIl as to him-

self • .,. 

1 

lshmael takes the opportunity of the poised whale' s heads to 

a11egorize his objections to philosophical ponderings: "50 when on one 
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side you boist in Locke's head, you go over that way; but now on tbe 

other side, boist in Kant's and you come back again; but in very poor 

p1i~ht •••• Oh, ye foolish! throw a11 these thunderheads overboard, and"\. 

then you will float l1ght and ri.ght." (MD, p. 277) But just as Godard lt 

despite Pierrot's s~ry dealing with it, acknowledgea a preoccupation , 

vith the problem, ~o it remaina central for Melville, despite Ishmael' s'.' 

dis patch (wtich is to be considered in the light of his propensity f~r 
, 

self-negation, as discussed in the next chapter), from ~ to Billy Budd. 

The empiricàl method which Agee explores, anguishes over; attempts to 

transcend and finally accepts in Famous Men lt ancbwhich Burroughs wields 

with sardonic delight in Naked Lunch, can be linked on the one band to' 
> -----

the 'model of Moby Dick, which Agee regarded as, "outside of Huckleberry 

~, the most beautiful piece of writing l know in American Writing,,,13 

and to which Burroughs a11udes repeatedly, and on the other to their 

respective enthus~asm for the ideas of Richards and Wittgenstein, wh1ch 
! 

share muc~ with: those of Locke. 

Russell regards Locke as "the founder of emplricism, which ls the 

doctrine that aIl. our knowledge (with the possible exception of logic and 

matbematics) Is derived from experience." (HWP, p. 589) For Locke the • mind ia a "white paper, void of aIl characters, without any ideas," de-

\ 

riving "a11 the materia~ of reason and knowledge" solely from "EXPERIENCE," 

whether of "external s~8ible abjects" or of "the interna! operations of 

our minds." These latter are ideas of the conscious activities of "per­

ception, tltinking, doubting. believing, reasonlng, knowlng, will1ug," 

supplied to the understanding by means of "internaI sense" or "REFLECTION": 

'reflection :ta defined as "that notice which the mind takes of Its own . \ 

operations, and the manner of them, by reason whereof there come to be 
/ 

~ _____________________ "~l&~'''~~_=B=,~".~.~.d~.~.L~i~J~ ________________ " 

" 
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ideas of those operation in the understanding." (Essay II, i, 2, 4) 
l ' 

This position of 
'\ 

n -transcendent critical faculty ia central. "Having 

... ~, a:~~ perceptions," says Locke, are "the same thingj" "Conlc19us-

ness is the perception of what passes'in a man's own mind;" 

is spoken of as the. presence of ideas in consciousness (aided by "memory," 

"the storehouse qf....1deas" or, less metaphor1ca11y, the "abi1ity to revive 
, . 

them again"), whereas "the understanding" 1s what is thereby furnished 

"wi th ideas of Hs own 

appear to be different 

1. A. Richards objects 

operations," so that "mind" and "understanding" 
~ 

degrees ~straction. (II, i, 9, 19, "4; x, 2) 

ta Locke's in~onsi8tenCy on this point: it thus 

appears, he s~ys, not that the mind ia present to th~ understanding, but . 
"tHat only ~ the mind DOES, its operations are so pr_ent. And these 

operations seem to be present as ideas of reflection. But his view on 

thls Is not entire1y clear. Only ideas are present to the mind. There-

fore its operations, if present to it, must be ideas. But we would ex­

, pect these ideas to be qofq the operations rather than to be them. 1I14 

These limitations on the explanation of cognition, Locke's avowed ,refusal 

to invoke a metaphysical context, (Essay, "Introduction" 2) define the 

boundaries within which Melville and Agee operate, as is evinced by the 

lat ter' s remarks on the inexplicable "differenc,e between a conj unction of 
.,>;, 

time, place and unconscious consciousness and a conjunction of time, place 

and conscious consciousness." (LUNPFM, p. 2h) , 

Also left ambiguous by 

'Locke ls the fa~tl that "bodies produce ideas in us ••• by impulse'f-- con-

1 
cerning, woich, along with the idea of "the power of exciting' motion ~ 

thought," if "we inquire how this is done, we are equally in the dark"--
, ' 

"sorne motion" being "thence continued by our nerves and animal spirits ••• 

1 

to the brain or the seat of sensation, there to produce in our minds the 
t 
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particular ideas we have of them. Il And since the mind "stirs not one 

jot ll beyond !ts ideas, (II" xxiii, 28, 29; viii, 12) ,understànding is 

"merely passive;" the "mind," however can actively combine "several simple 

.... \ 

ideas ,into one compound one," can compare icleas and thereby obtain "aIl 

1 

ita ideas 2.f relations, Il and can abstract ideas from those which "accom-

pany ~hem in their real existence Il to form "general ideas." But sinbe 

the'mind ha s, ~o "immediate" object ,but ideas, since cknowledge consists 

"alone" in the perception of the!r agreement or disagreement, the under-

standing is power1ess to transcend the conditions of mediation. (II, i, 

25;',.xH, 1; IV, if 1) 

Knowledge can either be flac tua1 •.. which is the present view the 

mind has" of ideas as they are re1ated in the world, or "habitu~l," of 

memory: the latter Is either lIintuitive" know1edge, whereby the mind 

'''actually perceives 'the ré1ation" between remembered icleas lIimmediate1y 
1 1 

1 

by themaelves"-- such knowledge "forces itself immediate1y to be per-

ceived ll and is the source of "the certainty and evidence of a11 our ~ow-
1 

ledge"-- land thus know.s tuat black ia not white, two plus one equal to 
\ 

( 

threej or demoqstratiye knowledge, "th~t which we call reasoning, Il 

accomplished by "proofs," "the intervention of other ~." But ainee 

-!ta us:efulness, lies in rete~tion of "the memory of the gonviction, with-

'\ ' 

.2.!!! lli proofs," demonstrative knowledge, however it pr~ceeds through a 

series of intuitions, however "clear; yet it is o~ten wlth a great abate-
\ 

ment of that evident lustre and full as~ura~ce" that belonga ta intuition, 

and .so ia often the vehiele of "falsehood," (IV, i, 8, 9; H, l, J, 6) 
! . ~ 

But in ordlI to deal with our being left, as Richards says, "still shut 

up within the wal1s of our ideas," (HRP, p. 52) Locke 19vokes comon 

sense (a regard for which Russell points ta as one of his important 

( " 

1 
1 

, , 

1 
.1 

" 
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legacies-- HWP, p. 586) in the name of which to establish a third kind 

of knowledge, that of a substantial world of "corpuscles" or "p,articles 

of 
, 

matter whereof each is too subtile to be perceived, " which are the 
~ 

motive causes underlying our ideas: 
1 

while he avoids pronouncing on such 
'\ 

issues as the hypo~qe&i~~9Ig1obu1ar nature of Iight particles or on the 

"textux;e" of reflecdve material,. he "cannot ••. conceive how bodies with-
-i' 1 

out èan any ways ~ffect our senses" but' by "contact, ') as in taste and ., 

touch, or" by "impulse," as in sight, sound and odour; such knowledge, 

"going beyond bare pr?bability, and yet not reaching perfectly to either 

, of the foregoing degrees of certainty, passes under the name of know­
fil 

ledge." The common sense suspicion of substance, our abili ty to distin-

,guish between dream and reality, is supported by the argument that our 
o 

certainty of the pleasure or pain cons'equent to "the application of cer-

" tain object's to flUS ... is as g~~at as our happiness or Misery, beyond which 

we have no concernment to know or to be." (IV, ii, Il,12,14) 
\ 

The ob-

1 

servable effects that follow upon the endangering of well-being involve 

an unquestionable acknowledgement of the physica1 state of one's affa3rs, 

and thus constitute the imperfect solution (based, that is, on the common-, 

sense presupposition of causality) to Locke's problem, which, according 

to Russell, "has troubled empiricism down to the present day." (HWP, p. 
1 

591) Ishmael, too, regards the survival Imperative as the 6nly'irrefutable 
. " -f"'\:::' 

, ' 

source of knowledge concerning the contingencies upon individuai ic;lentity: 
, "",' 

when the sailor who watches for whalea from the mast-hea'd is a "sunken-
/ 

eyed young Platonist," he is apt to be 

lulled into such an oPrium-like listlessness of v1!fant, 
unconscious reverie ••• by the blending cadence ol waves 
with thoughts, that at Iast he loses his identity; takes 
the mystic ocean at his feet for' the visible image of 
that deep, blue, bottomless soul, pervading mankind,and 
nature; and every strange, half-seen, gliding, beautiful 

::"j 
) 

,', 
" 

,1 

" 
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, thing that eludes him; e(ery d"imly-discovered, uprising t fin of sbme undiscern,ihle form, se~ms to him the émbodi-' 
ment of ~hoèe e1usive thoughts that only people the soul 
by continually flitting through it. In this enchanted 
mood, thy spirit ebbs away to whence it came; becomes 
diffused through time and space; like Wickliff's 
sprinkled Pantheistic ashes, forming at last a part of 
every shore the round globe over. 

~ Tllere is no life 'in thee, now, except that rocking 
lHe imparted by a gently rolling ship; ~ by her, 
borrowed from the sea: by th.e sea, from the inscrutable 
tides of God. But whi~e drls- sleep, this dream is on ye, 
move your foot or ha1;ltt' an inch; slip your hold at a11; 
and your identity cornes back in horror. Ov~r Descartian 
vortices you hover, " 

.:V 
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but with no saving dualism: ;lfHeed it weU, ye Pantheists!" (MD, p. 140) 

There are for' Locke four "sorts" of know~edge, that of identity 

or diversity. of relation, of co-existence or ne,cessary connection, and 

of real existence: the first three are "truly nothing but relations;" 

the fourth includes our ideas ,o~1 self, God and o~her thipgs. (IV~ i, 3, 7) 

Knowledge of self is intuitive, a form of Cartesian c.,ogito ("If l doubt 

of aIl other things, that very doubt makes me perceive my own existence") 

wh~ch, is nevertheless confined to empirica1 data, to our "Experience" of 

acts of "sensation, reasoning and thinking" t{!:ti"ch',depend-- 'again, as s,uch 

pains as of hunger must convince us-- on our existence as material beings. 

Perce~ion ia not the "essence" of the soul, whatever that may be, "but 
,';: 

one o.ëits onerations"' 
{ l' " 

~ 

" 
soO: that while it is "past controversy, that we 

,0, 
J' 

have _in us som~thing that thinks" we do not know whether it i8 materia1 

or tz:anscenden,t: "We have th,? ideas of matter and thinking, l?ut possibly 

aha11 never be able to know ,whether any mere mater,ial being thinks or no," 

and 80 "must content ourselves with faith and probability." (IV, ix, 3; . s , 

II, i, 10; 'IV, iii, 6) (Melville scored, in h~s copy of Schopenhauer's 

The Worll!" ~ Will and Idea, a' comment on "the truth of Locke' s principle, 

that ~at th~nk~ may also he material. ,,15) /Whereas the "identity of the 
, ' 

/ 

______ ..J-__________ ~ ___ ~~~. ___ ~ __ . 
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same man," as of an animal, consists "in nothing but a participation of 
,1 
particles, of matter" in the same continued Ir,' by constantly "fleeting 

' .. 
succession vitally u ited to the same otganized body," and i8 tha t to 

whi~h, "the word l Is appli,ed, Il personal ident\ty, or "Selfe," is t~at 

"consciousness" which "always accompanies thinking, Il distinguishes the ~ .. 
J. ' 

self "from a11 other thinking thingà" and itlimited by memory: "'as -. 
far as thi~ consciousness can be extended backwards to any past action 

'WI' l ,; 

or thought, ,so faT reaches the identity of that person." 'Person' is 
1 

a pu~eiy utilitarian 'lforen~ic term, appropr~ing actions' and thelr 

merit; and so belongs only to intelligent agents, capable of a 1aw, and 
, Q 

happiness, and misety.1I Inclusiveness of attention however is directed 

by the concern "that, tha!; self '''!lich ls consclous should be happy," which 
, 

ls "the unavoidable concomitant of consciousness.," so that "whatever past 

actions it éànnot reconcile or appropriate to that p~esent self by con-, 

sciousness; it can be no more concerned in than if the y had never been 

done." (II, xvii, 7, 19, 11, 2~) .... éThis p,;'e-Freudian Tmodel_'of a dynaVlh .. c:i 
! • - f"t, -

,repression wh~ch counteracts, by exclusion, threats t:,/t~~_';,~o~~e~gnty ,~~, 

the albeit arbitrarily formu1ated self over circums~{q~!~! infe~s }sh,-
,. ! ~",'Ic,. ,.I~ ..... 

mael' 8 specula tfon on his cap tain' s madness: _"' r d ~tl:i"k~ the sun if it ,. 
-{ (" 

l' -e ' 
Insulted me, lit swears 'Ahab; and when he but'sts ,from his "stateroom in , 1 
mid-nightmare he exhibits the tlintensity" of the conf11et between the 

"~ .. ~ f 

subjected but unamenab1e substan:ce bf the man and the maniacal se1,f-
.. 

formulation which is his mission: ,r 
" 

• ~ I~ -

1 /~ , 

,A-

, ..... 

.f 

( 

-'. 
For, at such times, c;razy Ahab,rtQ~ ~éh~ming, u~,ppeasedly 
steadfast hunter of the whit~ ~nale; tbis ~hab \hat nad .\ 
gone to his hammock, was not the agent,that so c~sèd h~ ( 
to burst from it in horror aJain. ':he ~atter was the 
eternal, living principle of soul in him; and in, sleep, 
being for the t~e dissociated from the characteriz1ng 
mind,_ whicb at other times employed it for its outer 

, . 

~ ;' , 

'A' , .. J ... 0 .. ; • 
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vehicle or agent, it spontaneously sought escape from 
the scorching contiguity of the frantic thing, of which, 
for the time, it was, n~longer an Integral. ~ut as the 
mind does not exis t ,unless leagued with the soul, there­
fore it must have been that, in'Ahab's case, yielding 
up aIl his thotlghts and fancies to his one supreme pur-
pose; that purpose, by its own sheer inveteracy of will, 
forced itself against gods and devils into a kind of 
self-assumed, independe*t being of its own. (MD, pp. 174-75) 

Words, ~d thus identity, are not arbitrary for Ahab; unlike Ishmael 
'1 

he "' did not name himself, r" bears a name that migh't '" somehow prove 
" 

17 

prophetie,' Il and possesses a dualistie sense of the corresp"ondence between 

\ " 
mind and matter: '" ,0 Nature, and 0 soul of man! how fat; beyond a11 

utterances are your linked analogies! not the smallest atom stirs or 

lives in matter, but has its cunning d~pliqate in mind. ~" (MD, pp. 77, 

264) Sueh a knowledge of mental and physical substance transcends the 

empirical point of view delimited by Locke. In his outrage at fate, his 

inability to aceept his vulnerable physical condition and consequent in-
.. ' 1'1 

siste~ce upon returning the blow and cor~ecting the balance, he evinces 

a rigidity unknown to Ishmael, who must reJ.inquish his .p..reconceptions,. 
v" .. • ~ ~ ,f 

~which are after aIl only habits of thought: and~inally himself-- submit 
~) 

that self to the random and fragmenting deta!ls of experienee and recog-

nize the formulation of that experienee as arbitrary, incapable of an ' 
~ 

'ultimate' ,or redemptive significance. For such charac~ers as Ahab, sym-
" 1 1 ~ 

metry is primary; he has lost his and go ne mad, and his whalebone leg 

suggests the means of it's restarat'ion. . . 
KnOl-1ledge of ,the real exis,tenee of Gad, the second type of such 

- .~. 1 

knowledç~ :for Loçke, i8 denionstrati~e, put together from our int,uitions 
:\' .' ' 

,that we exist, that "nonen,tity d:m~ot'.of itself produc~ any real being" 
! 

:,,~~and.that: "incog:i:i:a~ive" matter cannot' of itself 'produce motion or impart 
.... 

cog~tation ta oth,er beings. 
\ .. f 

, 
\' " 

The argument rests on c~~s&lity, an idea 
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whieh can be present to us without our knowing the "manner" of the oper-

ation of cause and effect, and the notion of a Prime Mover, and does ~ot 

depart from that of Hobbes, who likewise works back to the "first cause 

of a11 causes," a110wing that we "may' know that, God i!J, though not .!h!! 

he 1s,,16: this 1:s as far as Locke goes. He finds no signs of a trans-

tendent order in na~ure, and cites the example of chahgelings to show 
\ 

that not even the human forro "is thé sign of a rational sou1 within, that 

is irmnorta1" (IV, viii, 16); moreover not even an Immediate divine reve-
1 

lation could "exceed, if equa1, the certainti of our intuitive knowledge," 

or contradict it. (IV, xviii, 5) The existence of God alon~ "can cer-

tainly be known further than our senses inform us" (IV, xi, 13~; nor i8 

this knowledg~ brought in ta 'explain' the observable, thereby IIto make 

"", our comprehension infinite:" manual movement, e.g." is caused by "will,--
\ 0 

a thought of my mind; my thought only changing, the right ha~d rests and 

the left hand moves •••. explain this and make it intelligible, and th en 

the next step will be ta undet:stand creation." (IV. x, 19) Locke simi-

1arly disclaims any theary of sense perception, "the certainty of our 

senses, and the idea? we receive by them" being unqualified b~ our lack 

of' knowledge of "the/ manner' wherein they are produced": 90 that kno'wledge 

of the real existence of things, the least certain of knowledges, is 

, g'ained °by observing "the actuai receiving of ideas from witl'fout"-- r~sts, 

that le,- on the four pr~positians that, sinee we den't see colours in'the 

-J smel1 roses in winter, sens~ organ...l!! do n~t.!themselv,es produce f""- ~1~ 1: 4 
dark or 

___ -- ï 
ideas; that sense perception is passive, Ince thè mind cannot avoid the 

idea, of brightnes~ if',the eyes are turped 

the senses support each other's "report" of , 

pain can accompany present as opposed to 

sun at noon; tbat 

and, again, tbat 

ideas; fot' the 
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-
"faculties" are suited not to "comprehensive knowledge" but to "the 

pre~edTatiO~ of Us in' whom they are. " (~V, xi,- 2-8) 

This handling of physicai and spiritual substance-- with 

which Berkeley and Hume respec tively clid away-- in which thE! three "rea! 

existences" are based, has, accor~,in8 to RusselL, "domina,ted practical 
, , 

physfcs until the rise of quantum theory in our own dg.y." (HWP, p" 585) 

The "substratum" which supports the "accidents" or "qualf.ties ..• capable 

of produc~ng simple ideas in us" is posited because Locke cannot imagine 
r 

,-"_ :"ho~ these simple :i.,deas can subsist 
" o! l' 

}~ tQ the explanation of the Indian 

by themsel ves ," though. he compares 

philosopner who claimed "that thè , , 

,~or1d was supported on the back of a great elephant" dn the back of a 

giant, t'ortoise', etc., until he ran out of supports, for 'substance' 

means, "in plain English, standing under or upholdin&." A material sub­

stance-- as of man, horse, gold-- cannot be classified, but on1y d~fined 

semiological1y, by listing its particular "qualities;" ideas of bodily 

and spiritual s}Jbstance break down respectively into ideas of "~ co-

hésion of solid, and consequently separable, parts, ~.! powe~ of ~­

municating motion Èl. impulse" and those of /'thlnking~ and will, or !. power 

of putting body lnt~ motion ÈX. thought, and, ~ ls consequent ta it, 

liberty. " 
-, 

However, ,sinee spirits, "viz. God," are active and matter pas-

sive, it must not be supposed that the power of matter to impel ideas in-

to our minds is active,\ any more than i8 the pow~r of a, flarq.e to melt 

wax (II, xxiii, 1-5, 17-18, 28; xxi, 2); a thing 'causes' in that, to-
,~ ~ 

use A. C. Fraser's word, it "occasions" an idea. (IV, xi, 2, b.2) There 

are "real, original primary qualities" which e)(is~ Itin the things them­

~elves» whether they are perceived or not J" including "bulk, figure, 

number, situation and moUon or rest;" secondary qualities produce ideas 
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of licol ours , sounds. smells, tastes, etc."; and if the power of fire ta 

p!oduce the idea of brightness is secondary, that tô melt wax Is terti-

ary.· (II, viii, 23) But ft is impossible to know which qualities "have 
1 

a necessary union or inconsistency on~,with another" in the ideas of ob-

jects •. Perception occurs by the operation on our senses of the "in,5en-

sible particles" of matter-- each of which has a11 the primary qualities' 

of the substances of which it is a corpuscle, as c~n be proven by division 

of any portion of ~ub~tance to the point of imperceptibility-- resulting 

~n simple ideas which are combined into complex on~~ which must corres-

pond to the combinations of qualities as they co-exist in nature, and 

producing thereby "not perhaps very exact copies." (IV, Hi, 11-13, 25; 

II, viii, 9, 13; IV, iv, 12) There is no guarantee that ideas in the 

mind resemble what is in nature, nothiog to substantiate ~hab's notion of 

"linked analogies." Resemblances exist, says Locke, between "ideas of 

primary qual1.ties" and lItheir patterns" as they exist in bodies, but 

"There :ls nothin~ Ifke our ideas" of colour, sound, taste or touch "with-

in the bodies themselves." (II, viii, 15) 

/ 
It should be noted tha~ Locke's distinction between p~1mary and 

, 

secondary qualities originates with Democritus,17 and in Aristotle is 
, J 

b'ased on the distinction between touch, which "acts as a direct contact 

with objects," and other sensations, produced,"through a medium" of other 

materials; sinee for Aristotle "tangible qualities" are the,only ones 
. ,) 

which "in excess, are fatal to the living animal," touéll ~lone is "in-
" ' 

dispensable 11 to its existence, the basis of its definition as an animal, 

ainee other sense's belong only to certain spéc1ès and are "th,e means, 1 

, 18, 
not to its being, b~t to _t~~ ~e~l-being. ft But Locke distinguishes 

qualities which are perceived by "more than one sense" (touch and sight), 

• 

! < 

l ' , 

< , 
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and emphasizes the mediation of even our knowledge of the mechanisms of 
, 

survival, by ideas, (V, ii, 1) Thus it is possible, as of Lockels 

Essay, to hypothesize a word beyond our ideas of secondary qualities, visible 

perhaps, but colourless. 

In the June 24, 1712 edition of The Spectator, for instance, 

Joseph Addison, referring his reader ta "Ml'. Lockels Essay," makes the 

fo11owing remarkab1e speculation: 

'Things wou1d make but a poor appearance to the eye,' 
-: ~f we sftlw them only in their proper figures and 
'm~tfons: - and what reason can we ass~gn for their 
excitiug in us man y of those ideas which are different 
from anything that exists in the abjects themselves, 
(for such are light and colours) were it not to add 
superqumerary ornaments to the uniyerse, and make it more 
agreeable to the imagination? We are eVèrywhere enter­
tained with pl~asing shows and apparitions, we discover 
imaginary glories in the heavens, and in the earth, and' 
see some of this visionary beauty poured out upon the 
whole Creation; but what a l'ough unsightly sketch of 
Nature should we be entertained with, did aIl hèr 
colouring disappear, and the several distinctions of 
1ight and shade vanish? In short, our souls are at 
present delightfully lost and bewildered in a pleasing 
delusion, and we walk about like the enchanted hero of 
a romance, who sees beautifu1 castIes, woods and mea­
dows; and at the same time hears the warbling of birds, 
and the purling of streams; but upon the finishing of 
some ·secret spell, the fantastic scene breaks up, and 
the disconsolate knight finds himself on a barren heath, 
or in a solitary desert. It i5 not .i~probable that 
something lik~ this may be the state of the sou1 after its 
first separation, in respect of the images it will receive 
from matter; though indeed the ideas of colours are so 
pleasing and beautiful in the imagination, that it ia 
possible the soul will not be deprived of them, but. per­
haps fina them excited by some other occasional cause, as 
théy are at present by the different impressions of the 
subtle matter on the org~n of sight. 19 

This 'passage anticipates the setting of "La Belle Dame Sans Merci," 

though it suggests tbat the here-and-now ls the richer state and prepares 

, ' for a rupture of context. whereas the win ter world de~oid of floral ' 

colours or the songs of birds, in which Keats's disenchanted knight' 

k!&iL;, ... ~ Il 
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/ 

"palely" loiters, symbolizes the fallen state of life on earth, and thus 

involves a context as inevitab1e as the seasonal round. 

Ishmael ' sr: mode of doubt and vision of ,such possibilities is more 

akin ta Addison's, and ia similarly derived from Locke. He devotes a 
, 

chapter ta the analysis of "what at times" Moby Dick "was to me" in terms 

of his colour, or lack of it, opening with the observation that "It was 

the whiteness of the whale that above a11 things' appalled me," thereby 

wittily ~uggesting the submissivéness, 1iQ bàng "appalled" by whiteness, 

that distinguishes his stance from the rigid ?efiance of Ahab. Ishmael 

despairs as usual of putting his "myatical and weU nigh ineffable" hor-

ror into "a comprehensible forPl," but tells us, "and yet, in some dim, 
, & 

random way, expIa in myself l must, el se aIl these chapters might be 

" 
nought." He refers to "the many natural objects" in whlch "whiteness re-

finingly enhances beauty," lists the instances of its being the sign, 

of authority, gladness, honour, purity and divinity, and notes that these 

"accumulated a~sociations" seem i~ompatible with the "elusive something" 

,which strikea "panic to the soul." (MD, pp. 163-64) In A Philosophica! 

Enquh'y into the Origtn of ~ Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757) t 

\ 
1 

Edmund Burke distinguishes between the "passions ••• which are conversant 
\1 § 

about t~e preservation of the individual,lf which dèpend upoq. ideas of 

"pain and danger" and "are the most powerful of aIl passions, If and those 

which appertain to l'society," both sexual and more general, which are 

the respective causes of sublime snd beautiful emot~~s. He makes eg-

haustive lists of ideas productiv~ of each (Kant produced a similar but 
, ' 

abbreviated work in 1764, based on the notion chat the\sublfme-- tall 

oaks, night, '\mderstanding, inen-:" " moves ll while the beautiful- flowers, 

day, witt' women-- ,"Charms,,20), nodng for instance that the ,conjunction 
,q 
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of "two ideas as opposite as can be imagined reconciled in the extremes 

of both" (as in the combinat ion of bright sunlight and the black spots it 

21 
leaves before our eyes) is produc tive ,of the sublime. Ishtnfle1 prof-

J"l 
1 

fers the argument, based like Burke's\Enquiry- on the theory of the asso-

ciation of ideas developed by Locke and his followers, that while white-

ness, "divorced from more kindly associations, and coup1ed with any ob-

ject in itself," produces a surpassing terror, the combinat ion of opposite 
/ 

ideas is a special case: 

With reference to the Polar bear, it may possib1y 
be urged by him who wou1d fain go still deeper into 
this matter, that it'is not the whit~ness, separately 
regarded, which heightens the Intolerable hideousness 
of that brute; for, ana1ysed, that heightened hideous­
ness, it might be said, only arises from the circum­
stance, that the irresponsible ferociousness of the 
creature stands invested in 'the fleece of celestial 
innocence and love; and hence, by bringing together, 
two 'such opposite emotions in our minds, the Polar 
bear frightens us with so unnatural a contrast. But 
even assuming aIl this to be true; yet, were it not 
for the w~iten~ss, you would not have that intensified 
terror. 

There is more to ~he terror of whiteness than meets the eye, for it pro-

duces "transcendent horror," "spiritual wonderment" and "a silent super'" 
~ , 

stitious dred": "how i5 mortal man to account" for it? To analyse it, 

would seem impossible." Yet perhaps we can approach "the hidd~n cause 

we seek" by examining instances in our experience of whiteness "stripped 

of aIl direct association" ,with terror. However Ishmael here warns his 

reader that he requires "imagination" where "subtlety appeals to subtlety," 

and that while "some'at least of the imaginative impressions about to be 

presented may have been shared by most m~n, yet few perhaps were entirely 

conscious of them at the time, and therefore may not be able to recall 

them now": like Agee, who calla Famous Men "an effort in human actuality, 

in which the reader ls no less centrally involved than the authors and' 

Î 
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those of whom they tell," (LUNPFM, p. xvi) Ishmael invites us to examine 
1 

the details of our impressions and of our responses ~a them, and sa pre-

sents for our meditation a number of images of whiteness which, not mani-

festly terrible, terrify. He substantiates his irrationa1 feat by not-

ing that a colt foaled far from the prairie in Vermont, despite the im-

possibility of a memory of "anything associated with the experience of 

former perils, Il fears the seent of a buffalo robe: like the colt Ishmael 

knows I!hat "somewhere" the things he fears "must exist. Though in many 

of its aspects this visible world seems formed in love, the invisible 

sphenis were form,ed in fright." Ishmael goes ta sea ta actualize; 

Aristotle's connection of the primary qualities of things with the sense 

of touch gives force to Ishmael's credential as a reporter ("I have swam 

through libraries and s~iled through oceans; l have had to do with 

wh,~les with these visible hands"); like his namesake, he has left Burke's 

"s'ociety" in order ta became conversant with the passions appertaining 

to "self-preservation, l' has left Aristotle' s well-being ta experience the 

conditions of being, and sb arrives at this limit ,ta the conscious formu­
~ 

lation of experienee: 

Is it that by its indefiniteness it shadows forth 
the heartless voids and immensities of the universe, 
and thus stabs us from behind with the thought of annihi­
lation, when beholding the white depths of the milky way? 
Or is it, that as in essence whiteness is not 50 mu ch a 
color as the visible absence of color, and at the same 
time the concrete of aIl colors; i~ it for these rea­
sons that there is such a dumb blaokness, full of mean­
ing, in a wide landscape of snows-- a colorless, al1-
color of atheism from which we shrink? And when we con­
sider that other theory of the natural philosophers, ' 
that aIl other earth1y hues-- every state1y or lovely 
emblazoning-- the sweet tinges of sunset skies and woods; 
yea, and the gi1ded velvets of butterflies, and the 
butterfly cheeks of young girls; aIl these are but 
subtile deceits, not aetually Inherent in substances, 
but on1y laid on fro~ without; so that aIl deified 

\ 
\ 

.', 
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Nature absolutely paints like the harlot, whose allure­
ments caver nothing but the charnel-house within; an~ 
when we proceed further, and consider that the mystica 
cosmetic which produces every one of her hues, the grea 
principle of light, for ever remains white or colorless \ 
in itself, and if operating without medium upon matter, 
would touch aIl objects, even'tulips and roses, with 
its own';blank tinge-- pondering a11 this, the palsied 
universe lies before us a Ieper; and like wilful 
travellers in Lapla~d, who refuse to wear colored and 
coloring glasses upon their eyes, so the wretched in-
fide! gazes bimself blind at the monumental white shroud 
that wraps aIl the prospect around him. And of all 
these t,hings the Albino whale was the symbole Wonder 
~f then' a1f the fiery hunt7 (MD, pp. 164-70) 

25 

The dumb ~lankness which is the basis of meaning is the conjec­
\ 

tured substance Wh~Ch lies past the outermost boundary 9f experimental 

\ knowledge, and whiqh is treated as such by Wittgenstein in the Tractatus, 

for whom, "In à man'ner of speaking, objects are colourless." (2.0232): 

sinee "Deattt is not an event in life," (64311) 'death' is a meaningless 

• word, marking a boundary past which~èxperience cannot penetrate. Bur-
\. , 

roughs, who slightly misquotes the Tractatus in Naked Lunch-- "'If a 

proposition is NOT NECESSARY it,is MEANINGLESS and approaching MEA~ING 
î 

22\ 
ZERO'" -- also quotes Ishmael in describing the limits of the knowable: 

1 

~'Writers talk about the swee1t-siek smell of death whereas any junky can 

tell you that death has no smell ... at the same time a smell that shuts 

off breath and stops blood .•. colorless no-smell of death. il (NL, p. 221) 

The Vigilante, a con man/addiet who suddenly assumes the costume and 

mannerisms of a western sheriff, goes berserk in Lincoln Par~ and "hangs 

three fags before the fuzz nail him," testifies at his trial, "1 was 

standing outside myself trying to stop those hangings with ghost fingers 
r 

•. :', l am a ghost wanting what every ghost wants-- a body-- after the 
1 

Long Time moving through odorless alleys oflspace where no life ls only 

the colorless no-smell of death.'" This bare physical world lying 

.1 
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beyond the secondary qualifies '-perceived by the mind-- "The tHIe means 

exaetly what the words say: NAKED Luneh-- a frozen moment when everyone 

sees what is on the end ~f every fork" (NL, pp. 3, 8, v) -- 19 -that en-
\ 

visioned by Addison and Ishmael; 
\ 

and the Vigilante is the séhizophrenic 

heir to Ahab, whose "tormented spirit, when what seemed Ahab rushed from 
1 1 \ 

his 'room, was for the time but a vaeated thing, a formless somnamoulistic 
:-

being, a ray of living light, to be sure, but without an o~jeet to color, 

and therefore a blankness in itseH." (MD, p. 175) The world of the 

... \ 
after-life i8 apparently deadly dull: in the descriptive work that fo~-

lows the pattern of Moby Dick the foremost fact about the present world ---- ~ 

of the senses is that (to those who a. not frustrated by ,their imper-

/ mea~ility, as th~ Vigilante is, boredom being on& speeie~ of frustration) 
L . 

It ls endlessly, if voyeuristically, interesting; the experie~ce formu-

lated in Famous Men, ,,-~ays Agee, "is worth your krlOwing what you can of ••• 

as the small part it is of, the human experience in general" (LUNPFM, p. 

246); Godard has e~pressed the lingering wish lita make a movie about a 

wall. If you really look at a wall, you wind up seeing things in it.,,23 

In terms of the issue whether words or things come first, then, 
1 

" 
Locke's e~pirieism suspends the question; whereas idealists in the 

tradition of Descart'es and Kant know to the exclusion of other possibili-

ties that reality 15 generated by the symmetry of words or categories, 
\ 

Locke, while he locates primary qualitÛs in the physical world and con-

siders perception as consequence or response, is foreed to an in-

clusive openness ta either possibility, sinee to posit that things are 

prior ta words is to claim, with th~ rea~ists, sorne unambiguous knowledge 

of what things àre. Ishmael' s chapter,' "The Whiteness of the Whal~!:!.!~~lS 

thus inclusive, as ik the final "On the Porch" section of Famous Men, each 

" 

1 " 
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servins to diagram the method of the book in which it appears. 

Locke' s seiniotic assumes simple ideas, each of which is liuncom-

pounded, contains in it nothing but p~ ulliform appearanl::e, E!. conc'eption 

in the~, and lB not distinguishable into ditferent ideas"; .these are 

so blended as th)y exist in things "that there is no s~paraJion, no dis­

tance between them," and yet "enter by the senses simple and un-

mix~," 50 that it is ab>lays possible to ana
1

1yse complex ideas 

into, component simples: hence the importance of "judgement" as "separa­

ting carefully, one fr~m another, ideas wherein can be found the 1eaat 

diffe.rence, thereby ta avoid being misled by similitude, and by affinity;" 

as th us "quite contrary to metaphor and allusion, Il a'nd as distinct from 

wit, "lying most in the assemblage 'of ideas." (II, fi, 1-2; xi, 2; 
\ . 

IV, xiv, 3; xvii, 17) There comes a point at which experience must speak 

for itselt. since one cannot make simple ideas in themse1ves less ambi-

guous, "clearer' in the mimi," with "words:" if anyone asks what solidity 

is, "1 se~d hi~ to his senses to inform him. Let him put a flif!.t or a 

footb'all between his hands and attempt to jpi~ them, and he will know." 

(II, Iv, 4) 
-" . 

There are two kinds of. propositions into which words can be 

formed, that concerning particulars, which is empirically verifiable, and 

that which expresses "the agreement or disagreement of our abstract ideas, --- ~ 

and their dependence on one another;" the firet sort "i~ the conseguence 

of the Ej!xistence of things;" the second t the "consequence of ideas," 

consists of "general certain propositions" or "aeternae veritates," so 

- called not because they are "eternal" or "antecedent to the understanding" 

/ or "imprinted on the mind from sny patterns that are anywhere out of the 

mind, and! existed before," but because the y are truê whenever the ideas 
, 

are present from which they were abstracted. (IV, xi, 13-14) It i~~ 

1 

p' 
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s1milarly the position of the Tractatus that the propos'itions of logie 

are a priori true because they are "tautologies," and thus, sinee 'two' 

is no advanee on 'one plus one,' "say nothing." (6.11) Logie t'ells us 

nothing certain about experience since, as Locke say~, there is no 

"~ecessaryll connection among fiVe qualities of any: object-- the presence 

of any four, tha t 1s. does not guarante,e the. fif th (or as ft ~s put in 

the Tr~ctatus, "It is an hypothesis that the sun will rise tomorrow; and 

tQis me ans that we do not ~ whether it will rise"-- 6.36311); "cer-

tain knowledge" i8 only of an "experience" of a particular event. (r-V, 

xii, 9) Thinking is formulating propositions with i~eas; truth consists 

in IInothing but the joining ~ separating of Signs, ~ the Things s1gni-

fied Èl them do agree ~ disagtee ,one with another," and is ei:ther "nominal" 
o 

("verbal," "ehimerical"), expressing a logieal eonsistenee or agreement . \. 

among words, as in the statement that "aIl centaurs are animaIs," ,or 

"real," expressing an arrange\llent of ideas as éxperienced in nature. 

/ Propositions can~e either mental, of ideas, or verbal; but sinee think-

ing is usually carried on in words, especially when it cornes to "complex 

ideas" for whieh words are a convenient shorthand, we tend to use un-, .--
critically such wdrds .as "~, vitriol, fortitude, ~" without reflec-

ting on their precise meanings. (IV, v, 1-7) This i8 the b~sis of Loekels 

concern w:l:th' language, and H recurs in Melville as a criHque -o'f t,he 

forms which limit the range of Pierrets consciousness, confound the vie­

tims of the Confidence Man and define our ideas of whalès, sa that MobY 

Dick opens with an etymology of the word, and in the g~ossariest foot­

nbtes and parenthetical notations on the language and slang ge~eric to 

cotton fariners and drug addicts in Famous Men and Naked Lunch. Locke \, 

regards words as extremely liable to lIimpose" upon and' cloud our 
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unders tandings. ...... '~' l" " Mox:eover, words are mE!rely arbitrary marks,,.. corporeal 

signs and particular sounds," which can "stand for nothing but . the ideas 

y~ in the' mind of him that uses t,hem, Il and so inevitably fdl short of per------ ------~--
feC't or "immediate communication," no 'matter how well considered. (IV, iv, 

17; II, xxiii, 36; III, ii, 2,5'-8)' 

Taking note of the dependence of words on "common sensible ideas" 

exposes as deceptive those which "stand for ideas that èome not under the 

',cognizance of our senses; e.g. to imagine, apprehend, cornprehend, adhere, 

conceive," etc.; "Spirit il meens breath, as "angel" means messenger; and 

while "Analogy" may aHow us to spéculate about a spiritual hierarchy 

above the observable physical one, the possibility of li!e on other planets 

and the secret causes of natural effect:s, and Is a useful guide in the 

conduct of productive experiments, it attains at best ta the uncertain 

status of probability. (III, i, 5; IV, xvi, 12) "General terms," each 

of which names a "genus': or sort of similar things, are useful because 

it ls beY9nd our capacity ta frame a distinct ides of and give a name to 
\ 

every particular thlng, and would not serve the end of language or im-

prove knowledge it if wer'e. But s.ince "ideas becorne general, by separa-

tirig from them the circumstances of time and place, and any other ideas 

that may determine them 'to this or that particulat existence," the process 

excludes what Is peculiar ta each individual, as when the general idea 
o 

.) 

. "man" is abstracted from "Pete~ and Paul"; 50 we proceed to such "un1-

versaI terms" as "substance," "be:l.ng," "thing. Il Just aS Hobbes ques-
~ 

tians words derived from the verb 1 to be, t Locke di~tinguishes between 

the probable but unknowable. "Real" essences of things and "nominal" es­
'\ 

\ 

senees, which are general names j ainee "essence," i8 a ma tter of words, 

we must not suppose that things "are distinguiehed by nature into 

• 1 

/ 
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spccies, by real ensc'nces; according as we distinguish them into species 

by name t " ,for that is ta claim Ahab's knowledge of l~nked analogies, a 

prior order of words: nothing is essential to any individual, for "An 

accident or disease ~ay very much alter my colour or shape; a fever or 

fa Il may take away my reason or memory, or both; and an apoplexy leave 

neither <sense, nor understanding, no, nor life.~~l- still nothing essen­

tial will hâve been removed'unless th~ individual is "to be counted of 
l , ~ 

the sort man; and ta have the name mali given,!t" (III, iii, 1-3, 6, 9, 15, --- ,---
17; vi, 13, 4); essence is dependent upon the verbal ordering of ideas. 

Thus ,when 'he decides', ,having considered the arguments of Linnaeus that 

the w1'lale is a mammal, ta definê':' it with Jonah as a fish, lshmaeJ/like-

wise draws attention ta the arbitrary and ver,bal nature of speciesj his 

definition of the whale as "~ spouting fis'h ~ ~ horizontal '~ •••• is 

the result of expanded meditation" on the characteristics thereby com-

prehended and invol ves the inclusion of -"lall the smaller, spouting, and 
\ ). 

horizontal tailed fish" in his classification,' which is subdivided among .t 
• 0 i 1" ,.:. 

,folio, duodecimo and octavo whales, each sub-species b~ing described at 

length within the limits of lshma~l's experience. (MD, pp. l18~20) Locke, .. 
tao rejects as 8 bIse question "Whether 8 bat be 8 bi~d o~ no ": th~ 

~oper way of dafiniug, he says, is, not by "genus and differentia, ;', which 

18 ta detive the thing from its essential oame, and.tofattribute\to làng-

uage a consistency it lacks, but by "enumerating those simple ideas that 

\ 
\ 

are tombined in the term defined." (Ill, xi, 7; iii, 10) 

Whil. • simple idea can no more be defined than 1igb' can ha dr~-
cribed ta a blind man, its name gives the least verbal difficulty because 

\ \ 
\ 

80 with simple modes ("seven,u \ its referenc,e i8 readily agreed upon; , , 
" 

~ 

"triangle") i ~', by the names of mixed modes, "such as for the most part a~é 

Tf 
I! 
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, , . 
moral 'fJords, Il i.t 1s difficult, not 0rH-Y to communlcate the extreme1y' com-

" " . 
p1ex ideas 't'O' whicl} they .... refer, "but to repeatediy mean the same thing 

oneself • Because' 8uch ieJeas' "wane standards in nature" to guide cheir 
(" ,- - . 

formation, there"is endless wrang1ing over "the Interpretation of lavs, 

whether l>ivin~ 'or human" (III, Iv, 7, 10; 18-19, 6-9); 
u 

Ishmael likewise 

avers the history of wrangling over the two superbly simple and arbitrary 

laws t~uching the "Fast Fish, "which ,"belongs to the, party fast to it," 

and the "Looee Fish," "f8;ir game for à!'3bodY who can soonest catch it," 

and points out that they "will, 'on\ ;eflec:tion, be found the fundamentals '. ~ , ' 

of a11 human jurisprudence. Il (MD, pp. 331-33) lt ia the very fact, how-

ever, that ideas of material substances are supposed to have precise stan-
, 

dards in nature that confuses their names which (whi1e the names of mixed 
\ 

modes are always "adequate" to .the limited combinatfon of ideas to 'Whiéh 

they refer) must a1ways be "inadequate .. " because the real essence and 

"precise number of properties" of any substance Is unknowable. (II, ix, 20, 
, v 

" Il; vi, 44, 47, 19) Again, neither does Ishmae1 hope to'comprehend aIl 
"," 

/ 

the properties of .whales· in his defin!tion /ind cetologieal system: ,"God 

keep me from ever completing anything.~' And just as -Locke considers an .,.. . 
abuse of wards, IIthe taUng ~them for things," and so giring \credence to such 

sophistic "gibberish" as "substantial forms, vege~ative souls, 8:bhorrence • 

~.! vacuum," etc., (III, x, 14) Ishmael omits fr01Îl his list of whales 

, which have yet to be exalllined and incorporated into his system, those 

I)aœt!S which he "cau hardiy help suspecting ••• f<?r mere sounds, full-of 

Leviathanlbm," but sigaifying nothiug." (MD~ pp. 127-28) 
r _ '1 

Th~ "force' and .nner of significa~ion" 0;' Words~' Binee cert1- :, 
~-. \ ' 

tude 1s "founded in the habitudes and rela-tiens of abstract id:easn wh:lch 

.they govern, have everythin$ to.do _ wi th the "extent .and cer tainty of - . , 
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knowledge."(III, ix, 21; IV, xii, 7) ,In e~aminirig them we depenè:l upon 
" 

"reason," which comprises "sagadtt and illation. B~ the one it ,fiWls 

out; and by the other h so orders the intermediate ideas as ta discover 

what connexion there is in each link of the chain." Locke de-emphasizes 
~ 

the Aristotelian sy,llogism, 10cating "'reason" rather in our' obs~rvation 
,,1 " 

of "the actings of our own minds." (IV, xvii, 4) The whole treatment of 
\ 1 

, words ~n the t~:Lrd boo~ .of ,the Es~al is deS:lgned, 1ft? make men reflect on 
~ l '" ~ 

their own use of language," to"bring the re~der to "'enter into his own .:.::t' 

thoughts and ops~rve nice}y the severa! postures of hfs mi~d in dis­

coursing": if the~tilDd.ing is ~'tied down to the dull an<;l narrow 

information of the s~o.ses~' and ,does not ev en comprehend. "the extenlt 'of 
~' 1 

/ .. - \. 

our own ideas," it can attain to self-consciousness on1y indirectly, by a 

critical process of negation or "mere wary survey" of ,words and ideas, 

can know only.what It ls not. (III, v, 16; ..Jii, 3, IV, Iii, S"'6;"III, v, 

9) Metaphor and aoa10gy, the only avenues to such knowledge, are invalid, 
1 .. 

for "all the artificial and figurativ~ applicatit;>n pf words eloquence 

hath invented, are for nothing,else but to insinuate wrong ideas, move 

the passions, ap~ thereby mislead the judgement" (Ill, x, 34): such fs 
1 , 

the effect;. of Ahab' s eloquence on Sta,rbuck-- "But he drilled deep down, 
Il \. •. . 1 

and blasted aIl my reason où~ of me! "-- who 18 challenged, when he. does 

oppose Ahab' El will, '''Dost thou- then so much as dare to critically think 

of me? "' (MD. pp. 148, 394) Locke ends the Essay by deffning as the , 

third branch of kno~ledge, after natural philosophy and ethics, 

1 , 

A'lP.-~ 1. WT 0 n ,?r tRe doctrine of signs; the most 
usual whereof being worda, ft is aptl,y enough termed " 
also .Ao 1J 1. le rl ,logie: the business whereof fs ,to 
conaider the nature of signs, the mind makes use of 
for the understanding of things, or conveying its kn~w-
1edge to others. For, sinee the things the mind '. 

" 

, ' 

...... ', 



contempla tes are none of them, besides itself ~ 
present to the understanding, it is necessary that 
something else, as a sign or -representation of the 
thing it c~siders, should he present to it: and 
,these are ideas .••• The consideration, then, of 
ideas and wbrds as the great instruments of know- , 
ledge, makëStiO despicab1e part of their contempla­
tion who would take a view of'human, knowledge in 

J'the whole extent of it. And perhaps if' they were 
distinctly weighed, and duly eonsidered, they would 
afford ùs another sort of logie and critie, than 
~hat we have he en hitherto acquainted wÜh. (IV, xxi, 4) 

33 

Locke limits experiel'!ce to the arrangement of ideas. Whi~è the 

mind i8 their passive recipient, selection and reeall ls earried on by 

,that "internal sense" of reflection whereby we perceive "the operations 

of our own mind within us," a kind of "seconda;y perception»" though 

amenable to no metalinguistic descr'iption, in which "the tnind 18 of~en-

times more than barely passive; the appearance of'those dormant pictures 

depending rsometimes on the will. Il , (II, i, 4; x, 7) But the will, the, 

IIpower" of the mind "to arder the cons ideration of any idea, or' the fore-

~eâring to consider lt; or to prefer the motion of any part of the body 

to its rest, and vice ~," is not "free," for freedom is one's ability~ 

to do wha t he wills, while will itsel~ i8 determined by the mind, which, 

is motiva~ed only by its "satisfaction" or "un~asiness" with. a present 

"state or action": a thought rnay be "the occasion of volition," but the 

will itself is a "power," not an 'jlgent.'~ (Il, xxi, 5, 19, 21, '23, 29) 

As Wittgenstein puts it, "1 can 't will willing .... 'Willing' ls not the 

name of an action; and 50 Dot the name of a voluntary action ~ither." 

(PI 613) . While Locke' regards rnorality as as "capable of dernonstratipn" 
~ 

as mathematics, (Essay III, xi, 16) it la- linked, like the connnon-s~nse 

insistence upon material substance, not t'o a transcendant order, but to 

the self-preservation Imperative, for /lThings ••• are good or evil on1y in 

" 

reference to pleasure or pain." (II,~, 2) Ultimately J • all that cao, 

, \ 

o \ 

. .. 

,,' 
, .' 

~ 

,1 '",. 

, " \, 'f~ 
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be said about the in-itself inconceivable' faculty of attention ':L's, that ~t 

is guided and imp-osed upon by "sett!ed h~Dit," which it opposes by at-

tending to the manner of ,!ts operation: IIHabits, especially such as are 

begun very early, come at last ta produce actions in us, which often es-

cape our observation. Il , (II, ix, 9-10) Berkeley and Hume take up the 

critique of habitua! aèsociation begun in Locke's Essay, 1(11, xxxiii. 18) 

likewlse emphasizing the dependence of self-pres~vatioul on habits of 

expectation; but Berkeley argues (1710) that, in the absence of material 
r 

substance, visible and tangible ideas are arbitrarily related, sa that 

visible fire is not the "cause" of tangible pain, but à forewarning sign 

- " 24 
"instituted by the Author of our Nature" for our benefit ; and Hume 

(1748) reduces mental activity ta three principles of association--

"Resemblance, Contiguity in Ume or place, and Cause 01;' Effectll
-- which 

constitute "a general habit whereby we always transfer the known to the 
" 25 

unknown and conceive the latter to resemble the former," an operation 

entirely the result of cust~ and without the predictive for~e of logiéal 
i 

necessity, 
. 
.~ 

",f 1 
Âccording to Russell, "Sûbsequent British empiricists rejected ' 

Hume's scepticism without refuting it"; more<;lver, Kant and Hegel, who 

claim to have answered Hume, "represent a pre-Humian type of rationalism, 

~nd can be ref~ted by Humian arguments,," (HWP, p. 646) A major source 

of the emphasis on languag,e by Wittgenstein and R~chards, i9 American 

Pragmatism: according to Charles Sanders Peirce (1868), "the word or p-

• 
sign a man uses ia the man himaelf, .;' ,Thus my language is the sum total 

of myself; 
26 . 

for the man is the thougtit," In, ~ Princip'les of Psychology 

(1890), Will'~am James ci tes a description by one Mr, Ballard, born a 

• 1 f 27 
deaf~mute, of his thoughts before learning to speak or write : 

- , 

.c 

, 
J 
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Wittgenstein comments, "Are you sure-- one would like to ask- that this 

is the correct translation of your wordless thobghts into words? •• The 

vords in which l express my memory are my memory reaction." (PI 342-43) 

However, the pragmatists are committed to Darwin' s theory of evolution, 
• 

conceive of evolution as the effect of and respon8e to prior things, a 

movement, as Peirce Bays (1890), from tlindeterminacy" or "chance" to 

na complete r~lgn of law": "aIl things have a tendency to take habits," 

and mlnd, a condition of matter marked by the ''habit of taking and 1ay­

ing' aside. habits," is, "by the, princip1e of continuity, U the reBult of 

, 28 .;:' 
matter. Pragmatism iB a form of rea1ism, holding that th:l.ngs come be-

fore words, that conceptua1 universals have validity as steps in evo1u-

tionary development, and thereby giving thought the unambiguous context 

of an empirica11y unverifiâble temporal c~inuum: in John Devey' s termB 

(1938), the "spatial" phase of "judgement, Il which i8 the "description" 
\ 1 

of co-existent conditions, i8 not in itself complete until seen in the 

context of "narration," developing in time toward a more complete under-· 

standing}.9 Dewey (1922) links his psychology with John B. Watson' s 

30 
Behaviourism ; and in fact, Watson was Dewey' s student in phllosophy, 

1 • 

and derives from. him the opinion that thought is a sub-voca1, laryngeal 

31 \ 
activity. As of 1971, B. F. Skinner, is still arguing that understand-

ing i8 explicable in terms of Darwin's "procees of selection,-" "the ef­

fects of which can 'he formulated in 'necessary laws.' ,,32 

, Wittgenstein rejects the, context of evo1ution in the Tractatus-

"Darwin' s theory bas no more to do vith philosophy than any other hypo-

thesis in natura! science" (4.1122)- and Iater elaborates: "Did any­

one see ,this [evolutionary] process' happening? No. Has anyone seen it 
\ 

1 1 

happening now? No. The evidence of breeding is just a drop in the 

\. 
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Il 

bucket. But there were thousands of books in which this was said ta be 
, 

the obvious solution. People were certain on grounds that were extremely 

thin ••.. This shows how you can be persuaded of a certain thit,'lg. In the 

end, you forget entirely every questiGn of verification, you are just 

sure ft must have been like that." '(His obj ection to swallowing Freud 

whole is 'related: "Freud asks 'Are you asking me to believe that there 

33 
iB anything which happens without a cause?' ") Moreover, Hittgenstein 

\ 
i8 later concerned to answer the charge that, in dispensing with the 

,\ • j 

- ~r.ammatical fiction'\ of subjective lIinner process," he ls "'a behaviour-

ist in disguise: "' 

1 

We talk of processes and states and leave their 
nature undecided. Sometirne perhaps we shall know 
more about them-- we think. But that i5 just what 
commits us to a particular way of looking at the 
matter. For we have a definite concept of what 
it means to learn to know a process better. (The 
decisive movement in the conjuring trick has been 
made, and it was the very one that we thoughG quite 
innocent.) -- And now the analogy which was to make 
us understand our thoughts falls to pieces. So we 
have ta deny the yet uncomprehended process in the 
yet unexplored medium. And now it looks as if we 
had denied mental proce,sses, And naturally we 
don' t want - to deny them. (PI 307-08) . , 
Whereas,for the empiricists,understanding can neither transcend 

nor be identified with the facts of experience, the pragmatists sort it 

onto the line~r foundation of continuous time, resolve description in 
, 1 1 » 

nar,ration, However the narrators of Moby-Oick, Famous Men and Naked 

~ are aIl fragmented, discontinuous personalities, devices at best, 

transparent yet di'splaying only themselves, and offering an unresolved 

~eries of sometimes contradictory descriptions. Evolution in tiine is 

one of the grids which Agee ~uperimposes on his Experience of dépressioq 

Alabama, in terms both of an explanatory myth of the past and of hopes 

for the future, neither of which can,finally,alter the present. A 

" '" 'f 
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demolitions expert in Sergio Leone's Duck You Sucker, who like Leone 

blows things into their component bits, announces, "r don' t make judge-

ments any more-- l bel ieve in dynami te, Il and dies leaving a mij.n he has 

drawn away from aIl possible modes of lidentity ,in a situation of utter 

arnbiguity: so in Famous Men, Agee's experience and the reader's are 

left without the support of any contextual story or alibi. The empirical 

status of the evo1ution myth might best be indicated by its treatment in 

Stanley Kubrick' s 2001, whieh holds a variety of grids before our eyes, 

and which begins as a man in an ape costume throws a bone he has just 
~J 

1earned to use as a weapon into the air, whereupon it becomes, in the 

piece of horizonta1-- that ls, narrative-- montage that covers the 10ng-

est time gap in film history, ~ futuristic space craft: a simple juxta-

position is aIl that is required, 50 automatically do we understand. The 

question of the nature of understandiQg is posed by the presence of Hal, 
c--J 0' , 

the computer, who perhaps has "feelings," and who aitempts to affirm his 

ana log nature by taking over the space expedition for his own purpose; 

as he is being dismant1ed he sirtgs in a slowing and now obviously mechan-

ieal fashion, "Daisy, Daisy, giv~ me )lour answer do; l'm haH crazyall 

for the likes of you:" like crazy Ahab, who al 50 takes over an expedi-

tion for his own purpose, Hal has fastened on the "likes" of things, and 

thus on himself as "a rea1 e;ntity, bu t Hnds himself finally in a precar-

iously digital relation to Daisy, who can only give one of two answers. 
~ 

It is Oewey's objection (1949) to 'rlLogieal positivism"'-- pro-, 

perly the name of a movement that co-opted and emphasized sorne aspects 

of Wittge~stein',s Tractatus-- that it "does not get beyond short-span, 

• relative1y isoll!-ted, temporal sequences and sp'atial co-existences. ,,34 

Whereas De.wey bases "implication" or "rati~ination'J-- the arrangement 

1 

" 

" , , 
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of faetua1 evidence by means of symbols or propositions into a meaningfu1 

"ordered who1e ll for' ernpirica1 testing-- on an "inference" constituted by 

S:he breadth of experience, ho1ds that when suggestions "'pop into our 

" 3S 
heads'" they are "not logica1" but the "prirnary stuff of 10gica1 ideas," 

en 

10gic is for Wittgenstein "prior to~every experience-- that something ls 
, 

~," ta description that is, "to the question 'How?', not priar ,to the 

question, 'What? "' (5.552) Thus to "know an abject" i8 to knôw its possible 

contexts of "occur.renees in states of affaira." (20123) Logic' is the a 

priori constraint on descripti0!l., for "The truth is that we cou1d not say 

what an 'illogical' wor1d wou~d look like," (3.031) and on thought, sinee 

a thought i5 a "logical picture of 'facts," (3) "a proposition with sense." 

(4) Language is "the totality of propositions," (4.001) and "disguises 

thought" to such a degree that lIit i5 impossible to infer the form of 

the thought beneath HI! (4.002): we can get no c10ser to understanding 

1 
\ 

or "sense" than to notice that it takes the form of propositions, in the 

context of which names have IImeaning," (3.3) for a proposition is not , 

mere1y lia b1end of words. -- (Just as a theme in music i5 not a blend of 

notes.)" (3.141) While the' "impossi bility of illogica1 thought" (5.4731) 

makes logic a priori, "no par~ of our experience" is a priori sinee what-

ever we "see" or "can describe at al1 cou1d be other than it is" (5.634); 

reality is defined digitally as "the existence and non-existençe of a 

state of affairs" (2.06) as described in a proposition, from any one of 

which "it i5 impossible to infer the existence or non-existence of another" 

state of affairs. (2.062) there being posited no such temporal continuum 

or "causa! nexus" as va1ida~es pragmatic infere!lce: "Superstition," in 

c ", 

fact, "is nothi~g ,but beHef in the causal ne'1ms." _ (5.136, 5.1361) To 

"understand" a proposition is to be aware of ita 10gica1 implications, 
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"to know what is the case if ft is true,", (4.024) and thus has nothing 

necessarily to do w!th "knowing whether it i8 true," a pistinction com-

par able ta Locke r 5 between "verbal" and "real" truth. While Wittgenstein 
, 

dispenses with Locke's psycho10gism, (Essay III, v, 15; ix, 9) which ac-

COUlT'ts for verbal meaning by mental process and is rejected by the be-

haviourists, he maintainSrLocke's subjectivism: although "There is no 

sueh thing as the subject that thinks or entertains ideas," (5.631) the 

fact: is that '" the world is my wor1d, '" (5.641) that the subject "is a 

limit of the world." (5.632) Just as "nothing in the visual field aHows 

you to infer that it is seen by an eye," so the subject, in "a book 

\ 

ca1led The World as .!. found .!!,.," which incluPed "a report on my body, Il 

would be the only thing which "eould not be mentioned in that book" 

(5.631, 5.633); 60 in Famous Men, aqd in Godard's films, nothing beyond 

the imniediate arrangement of signs can be deduced which 'reads' them: 

for Godard "the camera that filmed itself in the mirror would make the 

36 
ultimate movie," a9d Agee deseribes just su ch a shot in his film 

37 
scenario, "The House;" Kubrick' s 2001 includes long sequences of Keir 

Dul1ea's face covered with patterns of coloured light reflected by an 

instrument panel, staring into our faces, tvhich are covered with the same 

coloured patterns. "I am my wor1d. (The microcosm.)," (5.63) says 
, p 

Wittgenstein, and he offers no conceivable whole or macrocosm to give 

the world meaning; if the "metaphysical subjectIf (5.641) i6 the boundary 

rather than a part of the world, thE! "metaphysical" has no "meaning" (6.53); 

if philosophy is a '" critique of language, "' (~031) it offers no meta­

linguistic avenue of kno'Wledge (though Wittgenstein later eriticizes the 

Tractatus for trying to isolate the ideal form of language), for logic is 

the condition of experience, and cannat itself be experienced (5.552): 

.J' 

-/ 
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thus to understand his propositions is eventually to recognize them as 

"nonsensical." (654) That, "world," "sélf," IIlife" and "language" are-

the same and cannot be abstracted from one another, (5,5563, 5.621) elu-
1 

cidates t~e search for 'life' undertaken by Melville, Agee and Godard; 

and the expression, "The· limits E! !!!r. language mean the limits of my 

world, Il (5.6) 1s the 10giea1 formulation of IICall me Ishmae1." 
~ 

All knowledge is of experienced "objects" which "can only be ' 

named
" 

or rep;resented, not "~ into words. Propositions ean only say 

how things are, not what they are." (3.221); names, the "simple signs" 

or "elements" (which "cannot be anatomized by means of definitions") of 

a propositional sign, that arrangement which gives the "sense" of a pro-

position, "correspond to the objects of thought, '.' so that "A name means 
, , 

its abject. The object is its meaning." (3.2, 3.261, 3.202, 3.203) 

This one-ta-one relationship of word and thing is crfticized b~th by 

Richards and by the later Wittgenstein~ who distinguishes between words 

and names, and between the bearer'of a name and its meaning, which· is 

usually its use, and which i8 "sometimes explained by painting to its 

bearer." (PI 40, 43, 45) A situation, "complex" or "fact" can be "des-

cribed" but not named, for names have no sense: a propositional sign is 

a fact, and differs from a "S'et of names" in that "its' €lements (the 

words) stand in a determinate relation to one another," though in written 

or printed form there is -no apparent difference "between a propositional - ' 

aign and a ward," (3.12-3.143, 3.144) A propositional sign 11light also 

"be composed of spatial objects (such as tables, chairs; and bookf!)" so 

that "spatial arrangement" expresses the "sense of the propositions" 

(3.1431): apposite considerations are the description in Mardi of the 

d+sarrayed\furniture of an abandoned ship, Jason Compson, Agee, Philip 

\ 

,1 

" 
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Marlowe and Hitc.hcock' s camera as" e'ach registers the arrangement of 

abjects in a deserted t'oom: "'The ward, ft, says the "vicious, fruit y old 

Saint" in Naked Lunch "cannot be expressed direct ••.• tt cq.n perhaps be 

indicated by mosaic of juxtaposition like articles abandoned in a hotel 

drawer, defined by negation, and absence." (NL, p. 116) 

A proposition thus "communicates a situation" which it constructs 

"by wa'y of ~pejiment" (tha t ls, truly or falsely) and with which it is 

connected by' having "exact1y as many distinguishab1e parts" as the situa-

tian; configuration i8 what makes a proposition or thought a "picture" 
\ 

or "model of reality as we imagine it." (4.03. 4.031', 4.04( This con-

necti?n between name and abject, however "arbitrary," p.322) in the con-
, . . 

text of configuration, is the realism which Wittgenstein later rejects, 

and is cumparable to Locke's rea1istic qualification of empiricism, in 

thaf both formulate a notion of substance. The limit of "Empirica1 

rea1ity" is manifest equa11y in "the tota1ity of objects" and in "the 

tota1ity. of e1ementary propositions" (each of which consists of names, 

asserts the existence of a state of affairs a~d cannat be contradic~ed) 

(5.5561, 4.21-4.22); while the "'experience': .. that something~" is 

necessary to our understanding of logic, that-- since logic i9 prior to 
( 

a11 experience, "that something .!! so"-- is precisely what cannot be 

1 

experienced; the 'how' of,1ogi~ar experience must take for granted the 

in-itself unexperienced 'what. ' (5 _ 552) "Substance is ~hat subsists 

independently of what 15 the case," (2 -.024) and i8 what confirms or denies 

propositions., mak~s possible a "picture" of the ·world which is verifiably, , .. 
not just logically, true or false. (2.0211, 2.0212) There are no '''10g1-

.... 
cal 'obje,cts' or 'logical constants,·11 (5.4) as Peirce and Dewey maintain, 

for abjects are "simple," (2.02) "unalterable and subsistent," whel'eas 
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1 
their) "configuration," the "structure" of states of affairs, is "changing 

antl unstaD1e," and is' evident or "shown"-- sin<!e "What expresses itself 

in language, we cannot express by means of language"-·- in proposition~. 

(2.027-2.Q}2, 4.121, 4.1212) Substance "is. form and content," (2.025) 

and thus corresponds to subjective und~rstanding. Form is constituted or 

determined by objects, (2.023, 2.031) and is what language has in common 

with the world (2.022, 4014)-- the "possibility of structure," an object's 

occurrence in states of affairs: "Space , time and colour (being co1oured) 

are forma of objects." (2.033, 2.0141, 2.0251) 1he "logica1 fom of 

reality" is disp1ayed or manifest in, rather than represented by, proposi-' 

tiens, -(4.121> is the possibility of that "common logieal pattern" of 

sense which ls translatable according to a "genera! ru1e" or "1aw of pro-

jection," as a' symphony is translated into the various languages of the 

"grammophone record, the musical idea, the written notes, and the sound 

waves." (4.014-4.0141) 

Content on the other hand is wh~t 1s projected in the "perceptible sign 
[ . 

of a proposition" which expresses lia possible situation" (since it may be 
1 

true or false)-- one, that is, which is understood; so that while the 

"method of projection is to think of the sense of the proposition"-- to 

) 

understand it-- a proposition nevertheless "contains the form, but. not 

the content, of its sense." (3.1-3.13) Thus form ia like a two-dimensiona1 

screen or grif upon which logica1 configuration takes place, which en­

codes or is the projection of content-- that of "sense," which ia its 

being understood, without any comprehension of the "enormous1y complicated" 
1 

tacit conventions which determine the verbal meanings whereby sense lB 
-

expressed (4.002); anel. that of stfbstarl.ée, which determines its forms 
, -

(but no.t "material properties," which can only be "represented" by 

.... ' . 
" , 
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proposi~tions, "produced" ,by configuration), 'and which, like Ishmael ' s 

white world (for "In a manner of speàking, objects are colourI'ess") is 

the hypothesized unexperienced basis ot experience. (2.0231, 2.0232) "r t 

is not how things are in the world thà t is mystical, but that i~ exists" 
- --,r 

-( 

(6 ~44); and likewise "Feeling the world as a limited whole," as bounded 

by subjectidty, is "mystical"-- cannat be spoken about, that is, but 

~makes itself "manifest." (6.45, 6.522) 

Description is the digital manipulation of configured farms, a 

necessary but futile hypathesis which must always give place to what 

.. " 
Agee calls "the cruel radiance of-what ie," (LUNPFM, p." 11) the unpre-

dictable violence of the white whale. For Wittgenstein, the different 

"systems for descri!:>ing the, wqrld" are "optiona1:" Newtonian mechanics" for 
, 1 

/ ;' 

example; ie comp~rable to a fine mesh laid over an irregularly bl ack and 

white surface which, by our saying of every square in the mesh whether 

it is black or white, offers the means to a complete description of the 

surface. (6.341) Descriptions must, praceed according \ts', "law" in order 
.. 

to be 1
1th:\.nkable'," (6.361) sa that while the "law of CjiuSality" ls an 

/~ 
exclusive1y logical cancern (as in Hume, "There is no èO,mpulsion making 

\ 

one th~ng happen because another has happened. The only necessity that 

exists is logical necessity. "), whai: it is "meant to exclude"-- the "ac.:-

cra:enta1"-- "cannat even be described."' (6.3, 6.362, 6.37) "Value"--
'D 

"Ethics and aesthetics are onéand the same"; ethics is unrelated to 

"consequences," and what is pleasant or unp1easant resides "in the action 

itself"-- lies outside the world, i8 "transcendental" (6.41, 6.421, 6.422) 

, (a180 as in' Hume: "~eauty, whether .m~ral or natural, i8 felt more pro­

perly than perceived," 1s not a "fact. "_- Inquiry, p. 173). It 1s thi8 

empirical consideration that irtfoms Agee 1 s suspicion that "the 'se_nse 

\ 

,-
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oi ~eauty,' 1ike nearly everything else, ~s a class privi1ege. l am 

sure in any case that its 'terms' differ by ~lass ~ tha't the 1 sense' 

ls limited and inarticulate ~n the Wh\t~ tenant class alMost beyond hope 

of description." (LUNPFM, p. 314) 

Thomas A Sebeok" sp>eaking at McGill (November 3, 1975), 'quoted 
, .,. 

Fretld' s "sometimes-a-c!gar-is-just-a-cigar" remark to make the point. that ,"'1, 

semiotic in its manifold branches asks the question, "When is the abject 

transformed into a semioUe entity?" In terms of the sêmiotic of Locke 

and Wittgenstein, the semantic sta~us of an objéct or quality i8 eon-
\ 

stituted"by its perception-- its place, that i8, in a relation or context; 

this is 1. A. Richard's position. He regards judgements of beauty and 

aesthetic ~alue as "emoUve" rather thàn "des~_riptive" statrments, re-

jects the notion of ~~ estab1ished contlnuity between tq~ physica1 world 

and subjective consciousness ("rest~tements" of such doctrines as Hartley' s 

38 -
~, which emphasi~e "process" rather than "content" and aims at a nomina1-

isUe reform of unclear "and imprecise te\IDs incompatible with thé "real 

vagues" and hypostatic judgements of 'Peirce and Dewey: 
< 1 

("Everything that 

can be thought at aIl," says Wittgenstein, "can be thought c1early. ":...-

4.116), Like Peirce. Richards employs a triadic model of the sign; and 

~ ". 

l like James he conceives of thoughts o~ ideas as individual pointingS-,to 

or references. In an interview p~blished ,in 1973 Richards lists James' 
f .. 1 1 0 r 

, , l ' 
The Princip1es of Psycho1ogy among his early intlùences and de-emphasizes 

, "" 
\ " 
\' 

Wittgenstein, whose domination over Mooré and.CaIl!br-idge "gave me 'the 

,,39 
"creeps, 

o 

though it i8 worth'nothing that C. K. Ogden, co-author with 
, ,. 
, . 
,Richards of ~ Foundations of Aesthetics (192'2) and The Meaning E.!. 

1 
Meaning (1923; some essays independently as early as 1920) and the gen-

t 

, 
era1 editor, at Russell's instigation, of the first English version of 

/ 
\ 

,1' 

, \ 

" 

" .. ' 
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1 

the Tractatus (1922). is regarded by G. H. von Wright as having been 

"active" iUne book's trans1aUon, though tothat degree is not ~ertain:40 

According to W. . N. Hotopf, "it 1s, highly unlikely that Osden and 

Richards derived their emotive/referential distinction from either Russell 

or Wittgenstein. Any influence is m?re likely to have been the other .~ 

41 
way rou,nd." ile Richards' Net" Critical critics have no't been unani-

mous, they have enerally divided his career at Coleridge ~ Imagination, . 
avplying to the first segment the term 'positivist' and 'behaviourist', 

, 1,- , 42 
in a loosely confeive~, occasionally epithetical fashion. 

ln The- Fkundations ,of A~sthetics Ric'hards, Ogden 'and James Wood 

deny that there is any "essentia!" condition for an aesthetic e~perience 
, f ' 1\ 1 

and suggest that a "description'I'lof such an emotion would incluije the ;.. 

psychologica1 history of the s~bj ect and the "special momentary setting" 
1 

of his "impulses and instincts," and a "physico-physiological account of 
, 

the work of art as a stimulus," with its "sensory effect" upon and conse-

queut aroused "impulses" in the s,Pbject. They list and disçu~ sixteen 

uses of the ward 'beauty,'. and find tnost sati'sfactory the Confucian . ~ 

not,ion of " synaésthesis." inv01\1ing the balance of systems of impulses' 

'" 
which correspond, in the Hearly stages" of systemaUzation, to emotions: , . , 

... 
the" aVist se:~cts and arranges the ,"e1ementsll of experience accox:ding 
1 ~ • \ 

ta "the direction and accentuation of his interest-- in~other words to , 
'\ the play of impulses which controls his aC,tivity at the moment," with 

J 

" 

t;he 'Pos~~ie result "that the same group of cimpulses are aroused in the t" 

spec ta tor.. " This is "the only way utltless by telepathy, of caming into 
A. 

", .. - "'-, 

contact 'with other 1Jlinds thsn olJr OWO"j aJld ,it is onl! when "1otion 

âssu~es a more ~ener~~ characte~" a~d lIa~titude has 'be~ome tlli~~rsoMi,." . <:. < .. , ) 
• 1 . ~ 

'when ,such "adjustmen~" has"been found "as will, pres~rve free play ta, 

, , " 

, ' .. 
1 
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,. 
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every impulse, -with entire avOidance of frustration," that beauty 1s ' 

experieneed', the "e~ui1ibt'iUm" of whieh 1a distinguished from "passivity" 

inertia, over-stimulation or confliet," as well as "Nirvana, Ecstasy, 

Sublimation or At-oneness with Nature." The term "synaesthesis" 1n-
,1 1 

cl\ides "both equilibriœn and harmony," the former entailing tlno tendency 

ta actiQn," the latter a response I;'ather to the "'st1m.ulative'" than to 

the n'beautiful. trI The increase in self-realization,proportionate to 

the involvemept of impulses in responding to beauty, ia self-explanatory 

if, "as i8 somet{mes alleged, lie' are the whole complex of our impulses": 

inberest becomes free "to take any direction we choose," and becoming 
\, c. t 

"more fully ourselves" i8 8imultaneously'becoming "differentiated ~r i80-

" 

lated from th~ things around us." The arrangement of the elements of 

ex~erience records the interest of the artist, and of the spectator, by in-

volving his'play of impulses, do es not seek their resolution in an objec-

. '" tive work or formulation, but transforms the ambiguity of undirected 1n~ 

terëst into a poised and available inter~t. ' This proeess of "individual-, . 

isation," the value of which :ls the involvement of Hall our faculties" . , 

" and the fulle.st possible realization of the "richness and cdmplexity of 
./ 

l, 43 
our environment," is pertinent to Agee'g description,in Famous Men,of 

the experience of a~tuality: . . 

1 

The dead oal and pine, the ground~ the dew. the 
.ir, the who~e realm of what our bodies lay i~ and 
our minda _ jti silence wandered, walked in, swam in, 
watched upon, was delicately fragrant as a paradise, 
and, like aIl that ia best, was loose, light, casual" 

-totally actual. Tbere was, by our minds, our memories, 
our thoughts and feelings, some combination, some\gen­
eralizing, some art, and science; but none of the cldse­
kneed priggishness of science, and none of the formalism 
and straining and lily-gl1ding of art. AlI the l~ngth 
of the body and·'â'll it8 parts and functio~B were parti­
cipating, and were be~ng realized and rewarded, inseparable 

,1 < 

" ( 

. , 

" 

" , 
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from the mind, identic~l wHh it: and a11, everything,· 
that the mind touched, was,ictuality, and aIl, every­
thing, that the mind touched turned immediately, yet 
without in the least 10sing the quality of tts total 
individuality, into joy and truth, or rather, reveal$d 
of ~ts self, truth', which in its very nature' was joy, 

, which must be the end of art,\of investigation, and of 
aIl anyhow hu~an existence. 

This situati~n is possible at any junction of time, 
space and consciousness: and just as (at leas~so far 
as we can know and,can be concerned) i~ is our conscious-' 
ness alone, in the end, that we have ta thank fo~ joy, , . 
50 tao 4t is our'consciousness alone that 15 defectlve, 
when wè~fall'short of 'it. lt is curious, and unfor­
tunate, that we.~tnd thià luck 50 rarely; that it ls 
50 almast purely a matter of ~hance: yet that, as , 
matters are, becomes inextricably a part of the whole 
texture of the pleas~re: at s~ch .time we have know­
ledge that we aré witnessing, taking/part in, being, 
a phenomenen analogous te that shrewd complex of the 
equations of Infinite chance whieh became, on this 
early earth, out of lifelessness, life. (LUNPFM, p. 225) 

According to Rotapf, Richards and Ogden "popular~zed," in The , . 

47 

~ , 1 

Meahing of Meaning,an idea freshly revitalized by Russell and IUttgenstein. -- , 

"about the influence of language upon philosophiesl theories,JI associated 
\ 1 

, .. ./. 
with the in~ellectua1. reaetion to the "propaganda po~~r" demonstrated by 

" , 44' . , 
the press during World War 1. But while they agr~e that the "influence 

of language upon Tllought ia of the utmost importance," they regard the 

" notion of a logical form sl1ared by thought and reality as "implausible," 
, 

"Pre-Soeratie" and ",psychologieal" rather than logi~al: Wittgenstein's 

, model, imposing limitations that lead ta "a dissatisfaetion with ldnguage; 

and to an anti-metaphysical mysticism,~' could only apply to a language 

that did not have: to deal with the increasing complexity of the modern 

world. While Ogden '.and Richards regard even the simplest tef-
1 

t. 

erence as "either true or fàlse," they insist upon Berkeley's distinction 

between the emotive or rhetorical use of ·words and their use to symbolize 

a teference to ~ "state of affairs." (MM,' pp. 243, 253-55, 258) Theil' 

science 'of symbol1sm is a1so contrasted with de Saussure' s semiology which, 

,! ' 

\ 

'. ~,.I 
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while "a very notable attempt iJ:t. the right dir,ctio'(l, ", pretends t'o define 
, " 

,j'things ~~d not words, "' fixes meanings within the ,conteJtt of a ficti­

tious "langue," invents "verbal entities outside the range of possible: 

investigation" and rejects "'~ymbol'''\as-a term for "linguistic aign" 
" , 

because a symbo1 i8 never '''quite arbitr~y. '" (MM, pp. v, 5-6) SYmbols, 

say ~gden'~ Richar~s, both direct and organize thought~ or references 

and "record events and conununicate facts" or referents ("referent," 

though they also ap~rove "event," is preferable to "thing" or "object" 

because it does not imply "'materia1 substances" or entitites): words are 

, ~ 

"instruments" acquiring mea~ing pnly in "use," bu~ have "emotive" func-
, \ } 

tions apart ftrom meaning" Symbo1 and tQought are causally related (by 
o 

conventions of meaning, , such "social and psychologica~, factors" as pur-
= 

pose in speech, response in the 1istener), as are thought and referent 

(whether a direct reference to an observed referent or a reference to 

Napoleon, mediated by "historian - contemporary record - eye-witness); 

symbol and referent are indirectly and arbitrari1y re1ated' and not, as the 

\ 

"superstition" has H, metaphysically connected by "meaning,": symbols--
JI 

'" . "images of aIl sorts, words, sentences, whole and in pieces"-- accompany 

1 
references which are themse1ves of varyin~omprehensiveness of "grasp." 

(MM, pp. 9-.1,1, 14-15) "Sign-situations, " of which symbols are a parti-

culaI' kind, mediàte "aIl perception," so that we tr,eat--th; "group of data -- .. -----------' , 

(modifications of the sense o~)!J.-,t\lfub we name a chair "a,s signs of 

'\. -- ------ .. t 

. a referent;" and while Ogden and Richards charge exclusive subjectivisl1l 

with leading to the "impasse of solipsism" and stress the need for be-

havioural observation, they reject Watson's invalidation of psychologica! 
, , 

process an,d introspection, (MM, pp. 18-23) "Word-magic" is a relie of 
1 

primitive attempts to control the environment, remains "universel i~ 

, ' 
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childhood" and is exemplified by Plato' s idealism (though Plato does 

attempt "a scientific study of symbolismll
): Hegel's Dialectic. Whit~an's 

celebration o( the power of words and "the dissemination and reiteration 

~ of clichés" in political and commercial ,advertising, a11 of which employ 

the assumption. that language is "a duplicate, a shadow-soul, of the whole 

structure of reality'~ pp. 24, 29-31, 40) j-
. \ ' 

Berkeley's observation 

that words acquire emotive power by association and the whole nominalist 

tradition suggest a mode of combating the "hypnotic influence" of "verbo-

mania. Il (MM, pp. 40, 42-44, 47) 

Despite the fact1that "A Cause ••. in the sense of something which 

forces another something called an effect to occur, is so obvious a pban-

tom that it has been rej ected even by metaphysicians," a description of 
.' 

perception in causal terms is offered "merely .•. as an expository conven-

ience for the sake of its brevity and its verbs," and because the "general 

hypothesis tbat thinking or reference 18 reducible to causal relations" 

renders "'meaning' ••• ~ ma"tter open to experimental methods." (Ml1, pp. 51, 

55, 73) "In a11 thinking we are interpreting signs," though there Is ex-

periertce, "very littIe' of it," which is .ïenjoyed" without being interpreted: 
r 

"non-cognitive contacts," already lIindirect,1I become more "distant and 

schemat1:c" in proportion as thinking becomes precise; the interpretation 

of a sign i8 the "psychologiesl reaction to it, Il which is "determined" by . \ 
present and past similar situations. 

1 

(MM, pp. 244, 50, 155) A sign, whi6h 
, 1 

can be an external "stimulus" or an internaI "process," exists on'ly in the 
',j , , 

, 1 1 

co~text of other signs with which it combines to effect "in our organiza-

tion" an 
\ 

"en~ram,1I a "residual trace of an adaptation" or pattern of ex-

" 
pectation, as when the physical movements and sound of striking a match 

"cauge," or more properly, contextually "d!re~t" the exp'ectation of a 

,', 
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flame. Ta reduce "causation to correlation": Interpretation, placing 
. 

50 

a sign in a "psychological context" (as a dog re8ponds to the dinner-beU 

by positioning himself under the table), i8 made.possible by the recur-

-"" rence of "clump5 of events" in experiepce; a psychological,context is a 

'~et of m~ntal events peculiarly related to one another so as ta recur ... 

with partial uniformity," and differs from a literary context in being both 

recurrent and "such that one at least of its members is determined, given 

the others"-- i5 related ta, forms a "wider" context with, ext,ernal con-

texts truly or falsely, by the fulfillment or not of an expectation. Thisr' 

'" is the basis of aIl "knowledge" and "probable opinion:" as in Locke and 

Wittgenstein, "which relations actually occur will be discovered only by 

experience;" and sinee the uniformity of recurrence is only approximéilte, 

knowledge not of a high degree of generality must be couched in "terms of 

'" probability." Like the pragrnatists,Ogden and Richards doubt the presence 

of imagery or mimetic copies in referencej however they posit no evolu-

tionary progress from particular, ta general beliefs, for thé repetition of 

a particular verified expectation èonditions the "degree" rather than the 
1 

, 
"):'eference" of a generai belief, the mode of formulation of which must be 

"left uncertain.(' (MM, pp. 50-65) AIl beHefs ("The distinction between 

an idea and a belief is ... one of degree") are "theoretically analysable 

into compounds" composed of "simple references" ("'This is a book'" = 
"'book'" + "'here'" + "'now'''), the relation of which i8 the "'logical 

form'" ·of the reference, so that, again as in Locke and Wittgenstein, 

there is verbal (because a false proposition has referents) as weIl as 

real truth; and since "to believe, or entertain. or think of, a proposi­

tion: is .•• simply to refer,n the "Utraquistic subterfuge" whereby 1know-

ledg~' i8 either "what is ~nown or ••• the knowing of it" i8 rejected. 

( 
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(MM~ pp. 71-74, 292-93, 134) 

Direct apprehensions of modifications of a sen~gan are neural 

occurrences "as ta which at present neurologists go no further than to 

assert that they occur"; this ls not ,"materialism," which is a form of 

metaphysics, but simply "the most plausible systematic account of 'knowing' 

which can be given": we can by "no manner of make-believe .•. discover the 

\ 

what of referents," but are limited to the "how." An ellipse is the "firs t 

arder" sign of a tilted coin, of a surface which physics tells us is round 

and is thus not "directly given" but seen only via the mediating contex-

tualization of the sign; sa that the distinction betwen "Vision and Imagin-

ation," the observable moon and its equally reéU dark side, t~e table and 

its atomic structure,~misleads us into the "standard pre-scientific para-

doxes" which ignore the "many senses 'of 'see,'" the various sign-si tua tians 

determined by '~oint of view, interest, scientific technique or purpose of 

investigation"; hence a renewed attentioll to the "theory of primary,and 
J 

secondary qualities, which seemed to have been disposed of by Berkeley's 

arguments." (MH, pp. 80-86) 

In symbol 'situations, the listener discriminates ward!; as initial 

signs or sounds, and ptoceeds from the psychological context of similar 

sounds to tnat of "furthe,r experiences" of which the sound is a member--

ta the recognition of sound as ward. The difference between simple and 

complex symbols ("Thomas" and "my relatives") is one of abstraction, the 

latter symbolizing references ta "varied groupings of experiences who~e 

very difference enables their conunon elements ta survive in isolation": 

vocabulary and thought are advancêd through "levels" of abstraction, the 

mastery of wh'ich makes 'possible metaphor-- "the use of one reference ta 

() a group of things between which a given relation holds, for the purpose 
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of facilitating the discrimination of an analogous relation in another 

group"-- which is always subjec t to expansion into components. For the 
( 

, speaker symbols are not essential to "the psychologie a! context required 

for the reference,..." and the optimum critieai situG\tion combines a maxi-

mum f~eedom from imposition by words with "the guidance of those systems----. ------of narrow contexts which are cal1ed verbal habits, speech mechanisms, or 

the 1inguistic senses": speakers a1so proceed from sound to ward to 10gi-

cal form (that which is common to complex symbols whose components, which 

may have the same 1agical form, are interchangeable). (MM, pp. 209-18, 2201 

The "critica1 scrutiny of symbolic pracedure l1 which combats "the set of 

confusions known as metaphysics fl and contraIs "the S;stek of Symbols known 

as Prose," though more evident1y in scientific than in 1iterary prase, is 

guided by six cano~s, which state that a symbol stands for only one refer­
\.., 

ent; that intersubstitutab1e symbols symbolize the same reference; that 

the expansion of a symbol in inquiry does not alter the referent; that 

the reference of a symbol depends on its actual use, not on "good usage" or 

the intentions of user or interpreter; that a complex symbol whose con-

sti tuent symbols "claim the ~ 'place t Il is void; 
\ 

and that, as ih Aris-

totle' s Laws of Thought, "AU possible referent.s together form ~ order, 

\ such tl}at every referent ~ ~ place ~nly in that order." (MM, pp. 222, 

246, 88-99, 103-8) Like Wittgenstein, for whom they are rules ~f tranbla-

tion, (3.343) Ogden and Richards emphasize definitions as the means to 

" 
"und~rstanding, i.e., identification of referents"; definition proceeds 

by the substitution of symbols (rather than by the enumeration of qualities, 

possible only I1with complex objects which have been long studied by sorne 
\ 

science"), by noting the connections of an agreed-upon referent with that 

to be defined, according to the four main "routes" of combinat ion which 
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are vital to "survival," and which correspond to Hume's principles of 
r,r-
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association: "Similarity, Causation, Space and Time." (MM 9 pp. 110, 115, 

127) Since symbols function in' "language transactions" ta br:f.ng about 

similar ("in a11 relevant aspects") ac.ts of reference in speaker and, 

hearer, "psychological events" which cannot themselves be observed, defin-

Ition' is the sole method of controlling meaning and dispelling the fiction 

~ that symbols "have 'meaning'--"on their own account:" hence the extensive 

treatment of "Beauty," incorporating much of The Foundations of Aesthetics, 

and of "Meaning,"olisting its uses and misuses by ph~losoPhers and re­

jectfhg the validity of introspection-- for whether we think of something 

or think of ourselves thinking of something "we are equally engaged in a 

sign situation" of obscure "feel:i.ngs, Il incapable of clarification-- in 
)~(\ 

fav~ of symbol substitution according to the six can~ns. (MM, pp. 201-6) 

Interlocutors deaî with both referential an?~emotiyé "sign situations," 
, \ 

the lat:.ter comprising "j:!xpression of attitude to listener" or ta "referent" 

(gre~tings and exclamations are appr~priate rather than symbolic), "pro­

motion of effects intended" and indication of "stability or instability of 

reference": the emotive function of a symbol is more relevant ta its form 

1 

and less readily translated than the referential aspect, is due less to 

physiological qUéllities-- "such cumulative and hy.pnotic effects as are 

produced through rhythm and rhyma."-- than to '" association, '" and occurs 

in such "non-verbal languages" as painting, where "forms and colours" are 

both emotional stimulants and "words" to 'be understood. (MM, pp. 223-31, 

233-40) , 
, l ' 

Language is not a "medium of communication" but an "instrument'," 

extending and refining'our sense organs, "capable of distorting, that is, 
1 

of introducing new relevant members into the contexts of our signs,1I 
t . 

.. 
• 
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af fording no such completed nt language circuit'" as de Saussure posi ts 

and unable to guarantee identity of reference in sp~aker and hearér. (MM, 

pp. 98, 232, 208) Ogden and Richards reject the pragmatists' "aceount of 

meaning in tenns' of Practieal Consequences" as the "keystone of a meta-

physical edifice," Dewey's connection of meaning with intention, the idea 

that consciousness is a "unique" relation to a proposition, or universal, 

or judg~ent (as in the TractatuB, propositions about propbsitions are 

~~nsen'sical-- 4.124) and the notion that symbolization ls more than a t'de-
, , 

v~ce," constitute,s "an addition to our knowledge:" "The sole entities in 

the world are propertied things which are only s~bolically distinguishable 

into properties and things";, and as for Wittgenstein, properties, adjec-
, . 

tives become nouns, occur only in the context of symbolization. OMM, pp. 

198, 181, 48-49, 'i88-89) Reference occasionally occurs 

inappropriate to avai1lle Symbols', which are necessary 

as "feeling-signs" 

for extended 

'''Thinking'' (MM, pp. 203-4); subjective consciousness, if not dispensed 

with as in behaviourism, cannot be abstracted from the correlation of signs: 

language is simultaneously vain and·necessary. 

ln Principles of Literary C~iticism (192~)~Richards expands the 

thesis that "communication defined as a strict transference of or partici-

pation in identical experiences does not occur," is l1m1ted to approxima-

tian, and achieves "Depth" or relative eompleteness more readily in verse 
• 1 

44 ' 
than in prose. The "mind" in both canscious and unconscious aspects is 

a "fiction," actually the "nervous system, or rather a part of its activity" 

aecording to evidenee amassed by "Behaviourists and Psychoana1ysts," though 

at thi~ point in Ume a neuro10gieal aecount ean be "on1y a degree Iess 

fietitious than one ln tenns of spiritual happenings"; however, 8uch an 

account do~s confine, itself to the observable, and is neither '~terialism" 

1 
,1 
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nor "Idealism"-- emotive t'è"rms both, addressing the "whatll of things rather 
'-

than the "how" of their bèhaviour. '(PLC t pp. 82-90) An emotional experi-
"~-

ence is characterized by both "a difft1sed reâètion in the organs of the 
t ~', 

body" and a ':te~dency to action" (an emotion is thus ,the ,sign of an atti-

tude), and it is upon the latter ~hich value depends, not' thl;t~'intensity" 

or "poignancy" of the conscious experience but "the organization ; 

impulses for freedom and fullness 01 life," (PLC, pp. 101, 132) the mobi-

lized availability\ that is celebrated as actuality in Famous Men. Richards 

portrays the mind as an "energy system" capable of "an indefinitely"large 

number of stable poises" into which it is '''thrown'' in experience~ respond-

ing to the partial return of an experience by se,eking the ·former poise: it 

thus exhibits memory without keeping records, i8 itself ~ record. While as 

"wildly conjectural" as theories of association and of deepening fJchannels of 

conduction,"this One does suggest bothwhy only some contexts become "'asso-

ciated, , those namely which yield a stable poise," and why something i5 recog-

nizable in different aspects, because it too leads to a recurrent stable poise 
i 

(PLC, pp. 104-5); - 50 that the "thin trickle of stimulation which cornes in 
1 

1 through the eye'finds an immense hierarchy of systems of tendencies poised 

in tlle most delica te st~bility," each ready to act-- refer, fàrmulate--
. 

or'not~ to yes or no its own appropriateness; "being able ta make 

'" the required responses in an imagi~al or incipient degree, adjusting 
'. 

them ta one anather at that stage, Il constitutes the "'understanding "' 

'of a work of art; (PLe, 'pp. 124-25, Ill) The m'ind is thus a mec han-

ieal "instrument of connnunication"-- in Science and Poetry it i5' 

46 
compared to an arrangement af mutually influential compass needles --

dependent upan "verbal apparatus," just as a book ts "a machine to 

think wito" (PLe, pp. 25, 22, 1); thinking is the Idltical arran8emen~ .. 
of parts in a,mechanical whole which has not substantive value as such, 
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but exists as does the sense of a loose. unperiodic sentence. indefinitely 
, 

qualifiable and followed, as so often in Agee's work, by a colon. 
S 

In Science and Poetry (1926) Richàtds introduces the term "pseudo-

statement" for poetry. which so irrita-ted his New Critical cri tics , and 
1 

suggests that while the "Magical" vièw of the world gives place to the 
r \ ~ 

"scientifie" in the modern context, -emot4ons and attitudes cannot bé or-
. ~:# ~ J 
dered "by true statements alone," the solution being a salvatory poetry 

1 

along Matthew Arnold '.8 lin~s, eut "free' from that kind of belief which 15 

appropria te to verified statements·" (SP, pp. 17, 50-51, '60-61) i sinee the 

"oid dream of a perfeet knowledge which ~d guarante~ a perfect life," 

due to what we know about epistemology, 
. ....... 

is no longer credible, and sinee 

thoughts are only a means for the adjustment of attitudes (man i8 "not 

primarily an intélligence" but "a system of interests"- which directs in-

telligence) a poem has the status, though certainly not objective, of a 

record which encodes and communicates the play of interest which cons ti-

tutes the poet's experience. '(SP, pp. 30, 33,44, 65) In his 1970 addi-

tion to the book Richards speaks of the "composing" or "growth" of a poem 

not merely,' as a "record" but as "cognizant," "an activity seeking to be-
, 

come itself" with which we can no more identify the consc:;iousness of the 
(. 

poet than we can the sophi~ticated muscular and neural "feed-back" system 
1 

of "co-operative circuits," which i8 the activity of drawing a circle~ with 
1 

the consciousness of one who draws: 
\ 

language has the function of helping 

us find "improved order's of being, Il conscious intellection being neit~er . 

source nor end. (SP, pp. 95-98, 100, 108) That this utilita~ian, by- '" 

product account of' consc1ousness-- setting a high value on which Agee 

calls 

local 

j1U&~.d..3&id&l &Li.ZSzz a 

"raking a virtue of ~ ne,~essi ~y •.• be\ng prov.inéial. .• ple~ding a 

causel! (LUNPFM, p. 204)-- 1s not behaviourism,is indicated in 

-, 
, , 

" 
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Richards 'review (1928) of John B. Watson 1 B Behaviourism: while Richards 
/ \ 

finds valuable the kind of psychological research that is strict!y con-

finE!9 to the observable, he denies that the me'aninglessness of 1 conscious-

ness,' its substitution for the more ancient 'soul,' follows necessarily 

"from its non-observable nature.. We may not observe consciousness, but 

we have ft or are it (in some yet undetermined sense), and in fact many 

of our observations ôf other things require it"; he agrees that' sÜmulus-

response models can account for aIl human behaviour, that a conditioned 

reflex can be deve10ped in man by only one stimulus-response occurrence, 

that the notion of "instincts" is a mystification of structural contin-

gencies upon response exhibitéd equally by infants and boomerangs, and 

that intelligent conditioning might do much to eradicate fear, but he 

denies that observation can provige a complete account, and that intro-

47 . 
spection is siroply invalid. And as of his article, "Structure and Com-

\ 

munication" (1965), wherein both Skinner's substitution of "Behavior for 
", 

Meaning" and Noam Chomsky's opposite method' (which "depends upon mental 

procedures about which as yet almost nothing w~atever 1s known, upon in-

numerab1e 'acts,of immediate perception,' aets of intellectual vision about 

which WB can as ~et say little more than that they are éomplex and various 
" , 

comparisons of structure and that aIl the rest of our mental/procedure 

turns on them") are fouud insufficient, 48 Richards has not altered that , 
view. that,'coupled with bis rejection in the Principles of the position of 

, .. 
1" 

(the. "hard-headed positivist" 

~~erial for the development 

who "at best Buffers from an insufficient 

of his attitudes," (PLC, p. 282) seems adequate 

:rfi!futation of the labels "positivist" and "behaviourist" sa often applied: 
. 

Richards' arguments are those of an empiricist. 
, 

In Practical Cd.ticism: -! Study of Literary Judgement (1929), he 

employs the experimentd method in arder, he says, "tQ introduce a new 

,\ 
\ 

i i 

'~ . 
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kind of documentation for those who are interested in thè cogtempotary 

state of culture," provide a mode of self investigatio~;:':;suggest im-

provements of "educational methods"; consisting of a selection of and 

comments upon ~ritte~ responses to a w1de range of poems of undisclosed 

and rarely recognized authorship, the book is "the record of a piece of 

field researc'h in comparative ideology": : list of the t,r chief diffi­

culties of criticism is abstracted from the protocols, wh~ch are referred 

ta both as '" statement," when. their referential meaning is attended t-o, 

and as the "'expression'" of the "mental operation of the writers ll
- a 

49 method required for the anal~sis of any opinion. Richards wishes to dis-

pense with a11 IIcritical certainties" except for the "firm sense of the 

importance of the ac t t of choice, ita difficul'ty, and, the supreme exercise 

1 

of al:l our faculties that it imposes," to dispel the myth that values ob- '+--.. 
e 

j ively "inherer in poems which, after all, are only sets of words," and 

to point out that most of our responses ~re "not our own" but formulated 

defenses against the "social ordeal" of judging poetry, by insis~iltg that 

value is a question which, after we have "understood" a poem, solved the 

'''communication problem," go't tbe ~ "experience" or "mental condition rele-
\ 

vant to the poem," IInearly always settles itself, If cannot be determined in i 

ad~a~ by an appeal to "princfples, however refined and subtle'''= Just as 
\ 

" ' 

for Wittgenstein value cannot bel spoken about, 50 for Richards "Value can-

not be demonst~ated except through the communication. of what ie va'luable"; , . 
gaod judgement iB simply a matter of experience in reading. - (PC~ pp .• 286-87, 

• 
326-29, 101) Poetry, is a "device" for preventing the interferenee of emo-

tional beliefs wi~h 'the. "logical èÎ:mtext of ~ ideas" which Is fixed for, 
. \ 

the most part "by th~ facts of Nature"-- a function unhappily. termed by , 
, 

Coleridge "'a willitlg suspension of disbelief,'" aince in sllccessful poe1:ry 

\ 
-..' 

, : 

'v 
\ 

\ 
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the suspeRsion ia"neither consctous'nor arbitrary (PC, pp. 258-61); in­, 
tellettually, poetry rewards attention by "breaking up unreal ideas and 

1 

responses" and training us td be conscious of r~sponse patterns: we must 

live either w!th "good" 0-': with "b~d" \poetry, "And in fact the idle hours 
c 

.of most of our li~es,are filled-with reveries that ar~ simp1y ba4 private 

poetry.": (PC, pp. 238, 300) While intellectual inquiry 18 limited by 

what i,s "inexplicable, or 'ultimate in 50 far as o~r present means of in­
L 

quiry cannot e~p!ain it," tbete 15 ,"mysterytl" and then there is the "mystery-

Ynon'ger~ngh aue _lio tne linguiattc abstractions we daily employ "with the 

pathetic."confidence of children, Il upon the àwareness of which de~enas 
• 

,0 , ' ' '$reater s1,Jppl~ness" ~f viewpoint, the experience of a iem witho~t the 

i'doug~ty ,autho,rftY" of critical ~axims. Tr:ining,in "multiple definition" 

might raise -lithary criticism to the condition of a sc!,ence-- "a General 

0 

1 ~, -. J 

Theory of Critiea1 Relativity." (PC, pp. 296, 319, 322-25) When ·speech 

move's away frdm the "realm of things which can be counted, weighed and 
, , .. ' 

measured, or pointed to, or actually seen wi~h the eyes or tOQched by the 

fii)gers," or from, such inferred facts as the physic1sts' atoms, which 

"lend themse~ve. ro unambiguous discussiob," pr~d~I?n of ~,eferenfe ,i9 

lost-- since a tllought is always a U~ointing" to;o .. mething ~as expres~ly, 

,1 ' 
~pposed to W1ttgenstein's ~otion of shared logics! form)-- and communication 

impaired, (PC, 2F. 310, 320, 323) a condition,which can ~e rectified by an 
\ 

o ex~ansive' analysia of the me~n~~ of words .. 
-. 

t . . \O~· his wa'] back to .C"mb;ldge from a ~ectures~.ip at'~ HU,a uhi-
, • Co • ' ~. 50 ~ 

.~e~stty in Peki~g, accotdin$ to, Robert Fitzgêr~ld, ~icha~~s cQntinue? 
.. t - t" / ,\1 

othis, 'experi~ental mpd'e, .G~ t,~aCh~ng in',a hà.'lf:-~ou:t;se iri "practi~f1i Cr1t1~ .,: 
~ ~ ., X \ 1 a 3 

dam," given with ene in "Cbntemporary English Literature ·(1890..,to the 
o • 1( " ",".,,' ~ 

Present Time). ,1 d~dng the' seco~d 'cerm of' th~ 1930-31 academic. yeàr ~t ... '. -

\ " " 

" \, ;, !, 
1 

'--\ ' 

,1 

" 
" 
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Harvard. 51 James Age'e at tended both courses, Bfnd in December 1931 wrot 

Father J. H. Flye: 

But altogether the most important thing in that 
spring was 1. A. Richards, a visiting professor from 
Cambridge. It's perfectly impossihle for me to define 
anything about him or about what he taught-- but it 

.was a matter of getting frequeqt and infinite vis tas 
of perfection in beauty, strength, symmetry, greatness-­
and the reasons for them, in poetry and in living. He's 
a sort of Hamlet and some Dostoevs~y'èharacter, with their 
frustration of'madness cleared away, and a perfect centre 
left that understands evil and death and pain, and values 
them, without torment or perplexity. This Bounds extra­
vagant-- weIl, his power over people was extravalgant, and 
almost unlimited. Everyone who knew him was left in a 
clear, tin$ling daze, at the beginning of the summer. 
It stayed, and grew, a'1l summer. 52 

, ~ 

A less "extravagant" and more thorough-going indication of the extent of 
~ 

Richards' influence ts t'he'-appearance in the May 31, issue 'of The Harvard , -
.Advocate of a story by Agee, "They That Sow in Sorrow Shall Weep. II the , 
course of which is .interrupted when thè ll..arrator makes the fol'lowing 

comment on perception and the in~tability of viewpoint: 
't;, 

., 

The mind i8 rarely audience to e~petience in pèr-
fection; rardy is it granted the joy of emotions and\ 
realit,ies which, tirst reduced to their essential quali- ~ 
ties, are then so juxtaposed in harmony and discord, in 
sharp accentuation and fluent 'chaqfe, in' thematic state­
ment, deveÎopment, restatement and recapitulation , as to 
achieve in progress a cQijtinuous, and 1n consummation, 
an ultimate beauty. Aa)a rule , experience ia broken· 
upon innumerable sharp ~rrelevancies; emotion and reality, 
obscurelY,fused and ine~pliea9ly ta~nished, are irreduci-, 
ble; the~r rhythms are so subtly involved, so misgoverned" 
by chance, as to be beyond analysie; and the living mind, 
that must endure and take part, i5 soon fugitive before, 
or else, however brave, .falls to pleces beneath this 
broad unbeautiful.pour of chaos. . 

The experience referred to 18 objective; the Bame 
,ditficulties hold in the case of subjective experience. 
The true sum of experience is. as a rule, an in con­
ceivably complex it)terpenetration of subjective and ob­
jective experience. And the true sum and whole of ex­
per1ence is doubly chaotic. 

-. 

-1: 
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It is therefore fortunate that lost minds are con­
atructued to f1oat. However rigoro s the weave of cur­
ren ts, however buge the plunge 0 f w ves, they are forever 
near the surface. And it ia fortunate, Gad knowB, that 
minds which anatomize experience are given the mercy of. 
a million moods,; fhese complement and re)ieve one art­
other, and those which are not, wholly proof agàinst pain 
at least shift the weight of experience to a fresh area 
of the m).nd. 

61 

J' . 
. The Interpenetration of contexts, the distinction, as in The Meaning of 

'Meaning, between close and full, and cognitively distant and schematic 

expe!ience, the Inevitable discontinuity of narrative, whlch functions 

as analyais, or anatomy, the passivity of the mind before an unknowable 

. 
"pour" of experience, the notions of aesthetic exper;4ence as an achieved 

, 
balanc,e and of the artist's activity a,s "selection and. at'rangement ••• due 

to the direction and ac'centuation of his interest" (FA, p. 74)-- Agee' s 

narrator goes on to connnent that "certain moods, if kept as clear as paa-
l 

sible of def1ecting intellect, reflect a selection and arrangement of ex-

,perience which approaches beauty" (CSP., .pp. 93-94)-- are a11 clear linIts 
. ' 

with Richards' theory, and suggest the basls of an epistemological stance. 
, • 1 

During that spring, according to Fitzgerald, "Jim held the English 

Poe tic Tradition and the American Scene in a kind of equ+librium under 

53 
the spell of. Richards;" towards the end of that su~er, dur;f.ng which, 
~. . 

Ag~e ~ites FIye) "much more than 1 kealized. the se things Rièhards had 
( , 

done were fermenting,!' Rièhards toid' Agei that he thought the latter' s 
/ ... . 

poetry, "good-- maybe nlore th an good" .(LFF, p. 54); and in his poem 

"Dedication" (1934). Agee inc1udes "Ivor Armstrong Richards" in his list 

- 54 
of truth-tellers. By "truth" Fitzgerald 'sugg~sts that Agee meant 

, • 1 

"correspondettce betwéen what ia said and what is the case-- but what ia 

the case at t,he utmost reach of consciousnesa. Ir and he portrays Agee 

·.as inspired by the tJques of documentary fil,. snd sociologies! study, 

/ 

, . 
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responding as an artist (the "intent of art. '; says Fitzgerald, "is to 
.' , 

make, not to state things lt
) to t1this challenge to perceivë in full and 

ta present immaculately wha.t was the case'," By th'~ writing o~ "Dedication" 

Î{) 

Agee was applying the "intellect that R;tchards had alterted" to journalism, 

r-
a trade "ostensibly and usually in good faith concetned with what was the 

case," though the:'epistemolog:lca1 difficulties seem to have been Agee's 

preoccupation: 

What ~ the case in some degree proceeded from the 
observer~ Theoretical in abstract tbought for centuries, 
this cat seemed now to have come out of the bag to be­
witch aIl know1edge in practice:' knowledge of microcasmic 
entities, of personal experience, of human society. Lit ... , 
e~ary art had had ta reckon with it. Ta take an elemen­
tary example, Richards wou1d put three x's on a black­
board disposed thus ,'. ta represent poèm, reterent

J 

and reader, suggesting that a complete account of the poem 
could no more exclude one x than another, nor the rela; 
tionship between them. Nor were the x' s stable, but 
variable. Veritas had become tragical1y complicated. 
The naive practices of journalism mig~t continue, as 
they had ta, but thei~ motives and achi~vements) like 
aIl others, appeared now suspect to Freudian and Marx-
ian and semanticist al.;lkc; and of what these men be- ' 
1ieved they understood James Agee was (or proposed to 
make nimself) a1so aware. 55 

The coverage of any event or conditién i8. unalterfbly mediated and de­

fined by the perception of ft, 50 that, as in Moby Dick, Famous Men and 

Naked~, the reporter 1 s perceptions (Burroughs l ,.persona ie frequent~y 

"yOUl: reporter") are the event, and subjective distortion the subject of 

the report. 'A report can on1y be 8ubstantiated by experience, by having 

thoughts which actua11y point to or refer ta things, whatever their con-

text iu the report; "The source of aIl our attitudes," Richards says, 

In the October 1934 issue \ 
-

"s hould be in expérience i teelf , " (Pte, p. 281) 

of Fortune magazine Agee introduces a group of pq,otogr..aph:s entitled, ''\.e 

Drou(ht ll by emphasizing the primacy o,f experi~nce: ~~ 1 
i 

\, , 

'" 
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:rhat this has been by a11 odds the most ruinous 
drought in U.S. hisEgry is old stuff to you by now. So 
are the de taUs, as the press reportea them, week by 
broiling week, through the summer. But a11 the same, 
the chances are strong that you have no idea 1 what the ' 
who1e thing meant; what, simply and gruesomely, it waa. 
Really to know, you should have stood with a Dakota far­
mer and watched a promissory rack of cloud take the 
height of the sky, weltering its Iightnings .•. and the 
piteous meager sweat on the air, and the earth baked 

63 

-, stiff and steaming. You should have been a lot more 
\, people in a lot more places, really to know. Barring 

t'ha t impossibili ty, however, there ia the c1ear dis­
p'assionate eye of the camera which under honest guidance 
has behe1d these bitter and these transient matters, 
and has recorded this brutal season for the memory of 
easier time to come. 56 

- And it was. in order "rea11y to know" that Agee and Wa1ker Evans went to 

Alabâma in 1936, on aS8ig~ent' by Fortune. to caver the desperate situa­
."... 

tian of the tenant farmers there t and compiled a report which Fortune 

/' n __ l __ 
declined to print, and which was published in 1941 as ~ Us Now ~ 

, 0 '\ 

Famous Men. Therein are noticeab~e simi!arities to Richards' particutar 

concerns: the meticulous attention to word definition; . the avoidance, 

despite the use of artistic "devices," of the condition of "art," 

.. 
which, fi ,1 t rue 1 as i t May be "in art te!'ffis, i8 hermetically sealed away 

from identification with everyday 'rea1ity, "' and requires "the kill-
, \ , 

ing insult of 'suspension of disbelief,' because it is art" (p. 240); 
\ 

the ;f.nsistence upoll the "process of extraordinary comp1exity [which] 

takes place between perceiving the situation and finding a mode of 

meeting H," (PLe, p. 102) reflected in Agee's strenuous effort after, 
1 

and despair of, p:topriety of response (ltlt seey tQ me now that to 

contrive techniques appropriate ta it in the firet place, and capable 
• 
of p1anting it cleanly in others, in the second, wou1d .be a matter 

of years, and l sha1! try none of it or little, and that very tor-

tured ana diluted,. at present." LUNPFM, p. 12); the notiqus of .. 

r, 1"'" ,\ 
i~~!..!'~ ___ =JJ"!-.J_- lU ........ 
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• c' 
1 

mentation as the occurrence of a stable poise, and of the desirability of 

relinquishing formulae of response in order to submit to experience, 

• n 

which are Shown in Agee's various humiliations by the state of af-

fairs he'regards, and in his,concept of symmetry asexhibited by 1andscape, 

life, consciousness and human consciousness-- which ls thus, 48 in 

Richards, not a unique relation-- as at a11 times subject to the "complex 
1 t • 

equ$tions" of chance "which are probably never repeated": 

simmetry as we use it here, then, needs a 1ittle further 
examination. ~ecause it ls a symmetry sensitive to BO ~\. 
many syncopations of chance (a11 of ,which have proceeded 
inevitablyout of chances which were Inevitable), it is 
in fact asymmetrica1, 1ike Orie~tal art. But also, be-
cause it is BO pliant, so exquisitely obedient before 

'the Infinite irregularities of chance, it reachieves the 
symmetty lt had by that docility lost on a '~igher' plane: 
on a plane ln any case that Is more eomp1ex, more compre­
hensive, born of a subt1er, more numerous, less obvious 
orchestration of causeB. This asymmetry now seems to 
us to extend itself into a worrying even of the rigid 
dances of atoms and of gala:x:ies, so that we can no longer 
with any certitude plcture ourselves as an egregiously 
eomp1ieated flurry and convolved cloud of chance sustained 
between two simp1icities. (LUNPFM, pp. 230-31) , 

On the eontrary it 1s the present, a pointing reference to an utterly 

ambiguous 'that, f which is "simple," yet can be pereeived on1y within the 

context which the reporter must attempt to supp1y; the weav1ng of'Ish­

mae1's sword-mat ia a s:lmUar representation, the shuttle of "free will" 
1 

threading('among the "f1xed threads" of "necessity," Queequeeg' s care1ess 1 

J 

jostling guaranteeing that the third strand of "chance," however re­

strained by the other ,two, "has the last featuring blow at 'events." (MD, 

p. 185) We are eut loose from the exp1anatory myth~ of u1timate conte~t 

by the critical awareness Agee brings to bear, just as Richards, in ''What 

is BeHef?" (1934), distinguishing between "bel!efsn ("f~e1ings, attitudes, 
'ft 

settings of the will, concentrations of attention") _~nd "Belieis," which 
1 

have a "secondary sanction~" declares himself, "so far as l know, without 

:1 

1 
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57 Beliefs." On the other hand while, ,as Agee sa ys , words "cannot emhody',' 

but can "only describe.," while their ability even to state a case is miti":' 

-
gated by both "falsificqti:on (through inaccuracy 'of meaning as well as 

f 

inaccuraèy of emotion); and inability. to communicate simultaneity with 1 

,any immediacy," and while Agee values what he calls the "cleansing and 

rectif~cation of language, the breakdown of the identification of word and 

object," he finds it impossible to tran9cend attitude (as Richards says, 

,,:ê must always live with poetry, good or bad), the wish ta obtain an un-

ambiguous purchase on experience, ta embody it in words: "Human beings 

may be more and more aw?re of being awake, but the y are still incapable 

of not dreaming, and a Hsh forswear8 water at his own peril." (~UNPFM, 
~ 

pp. 213-15) The analog cOl)\ponent must be hypotl1esized, the whale danger-

ously lunged at: it i8 Ahab' s mania for unambiguous truth that brings 
1 

Ishmael into the presence of what he cornes back to report. Just as sym-

bolic statements are encoded upon (and in poetry. subservient to) ver­

/ 
bal' signs, a descriptive account-- and thus the percetving subject-- is 

encoded upon the fragmented series of gestu,res and attitudes which can 

neither be transcended nor identified with. and which, in the absence of 

a stable context, are never free of the condition of self-deception. 

Richards' context theory substitutes co-ordination and actualiza-

tian in language for Locke' s "storehouse" of ideas; in How l2. Read !. Page 

(1942) he rejects the notion that we are "wax which takes impressions from, 

an alien world. We are sa intimately interrelated with it that it Is im-

possible to say where we stop and it begins; or whether we are more its 

work than' it i5 o~rs." And if he finds Inadequate Locke 1 s cautiously pro-

ceeding no further than to leave us "still shut up within the waHs of 

our ideas," he concurs in the difficulty of saying anything about, 
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58 ~ 
substance. Context 1s controlled by language; and apout the context of 

1 

language itself, the relati<;,n of words to other things, nothing can be 

said but that a maximum awareness of definition is the cond,ition oi ,. self-

actualizing responsiveness: "Language," he says in "The Interactions of 
"" .,. 

Words" (1942)-- inc1uding such 11nguistic "modes" as "p'ictures, music or 

the expressions of faces"-- "as understood, is the mind itself at work and 

these interdependencies of words are interdependencies o~ our own being. ,,59 

, -::.---

work; 

e idea that 'mind' 15 a fiction remains central in Wittgenstein's 

the Blue 1}ook (1935) he defines thinking as "operating with signs'" 
1 

not necessarily a mental àctivity: "It is' correct ta say that 

1 
thinking is an activity of our writing hand, of our larynx, of our head, 

1 ,/ 

and of our mind, ~o long as we understand the grammar of, these statements"; 

to suggest that a machine can think ls to take a description for an ex-
iÎ 

planatory account, a 'how' for a 'what:' "It is as though we had asked 

'Has the number 3 a co1our?'" Like Richards in The PhiJ!osophy of Rhetoric, 
~ 

(p. 52) Wittgenstein distinguishes between a reason-- having been taught 

supplies a "reason for doing what pne did; as supplying the road one 

walks"-- and a cause, an explanation why learning operates the way it does, 
1 

which must always be a matter of "conjecture" or l~hypothesis." In the 

Brown Book (1936) he refers to the "general disease of thinking which al-

ways looks for (and finds) what would be called a mental state from which 

aIl our aets spring as from a reservoir, 11 but allows that an innate "mechan­

,sim" or ability to follow rules is a useful hypothesi9. 60 Alth~Cecil 
H. Bro~ insists upon the centrality of this mechanism in Witt~nstein's 

61 
la ter work as "part of o~r 'nàtural history, ", it i9 difficult to see 

how this differs from Hume' s admission that ideas are innate insofar as 

" 
they are "natural" as opposed to "unconunon. artificial or miraculous," 

, 
.! 
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(Inquiry, p. 30) or from Watson's il1ustràtion of the boomerang's stru~-

ture; moreover, in Philosophic'l Investigat~ons (1953) Wittgenstein dis­

claims interest in "that in nature which is the basis of grammar," in the 

"possible causes of the formation of concepts; we are not doing natural 

science; nor yet natura1 histoFY-- sinee we can a1so invent fictitious 
'v 

natural history for our purposes. Il (PI, p. 230) 

l
In this la ter phas~ he challenges the assertion.s in the Trac tatus 

which tend towards realfsm. the notion "that the idea1 'must' be found 
------, 

in reality" ,(PI 101): namely, that a proposition or thought can be "'com-

p1etely ana1ysed' Il so that eaeh of its elements or names corresponds to 

an object of, the thought (TLP 3.2, 3.201); that there exists a generai 

propositional forro, "This is how things stand," c~mmon to aIl propositions, 

"the essence, of aIl description, and thus the essence of the wor1d" (TLP, 

4.5, 5.4711); that the tautologous and content-free propositions of logie 

show the "formal-- logical-- properties of language and the world." (TLP 

6.12) The la ter Wittgenstein opposes the idea of an artificia1 "ideal" 

meta-language, a "super-order between-- so te speak-- super-concepts" re-

presented by "log-ic," the "essence" of thought and a priori order of pos-

sibi1tties (PI 81, 97); sueh an order gives the illusion of "tracing the 
, 

outline of the thing' s n __ at,ure," whereas what is aetual1y traeed is If the 

framé. through whiçh W~~Ok at it" (114): as they exist: in ordinary speech, 

sentences exhibit no "str iving aftel: an idea!," are ~ready, sinee they 
\ . 

make sense. in "perfect order" (48)-; and this humbler form of order is 

eonstituted by the raIe of a sentence in a particular "language-gallle," eaeh 
.' 

of which is a "form of life," all of' which (and ·.there ls no necessary 
/ 

'i1 limitation of their number) have no one thing in cemmd-n, are related by 

unsystematieally shared "' famUy resemblanc(Js. r Il 
l'~ 

(23, 67) A {proPosition 

,. 

/ 

J 
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is not, as in the Tractatus, whatever i6 true or faIse, "fits" or "engages" 

1 the "concept of truth," but- what ls "determined" both by "rules of sentence 

formation" and by its use in the language-gime which has among its "con­

stituent parts" the "lords 'true' and' false' (136); whereas by emphasizing 

the logical element of sp~'~h and p~etending to abstract the rules of mean-

ing fr9m their application, the Tractatus tends toward the invention of 

"a myth of 'meaning,' 'l meaning iB defiried in Philosophieal Investigations 

as the speaker' s b'eing "in motion ll or "rushing ahead ll ("We go up ta the 

thing we mean") 1 as an understanding of the relation of parts in agame so 

as to recognize which are essential, and so having "spatial and temporal 

context-," rather than as a "mental activity" or an "experience. 1I (455-56, 

539, 568,693; pp. 147, 217) 

Language is the sphere of_ sense ("You Iearned the concept 'pain" 

when you learned lang,uage"), and excludes combinations of words which make 

no sanse; but a eombination iB not identified with its sense: "Wh en a 

'c 
sentence iB called senseless, it is not as it were its sense that is sense-

less." (384, 499-500) Language and its concepts are "instruments:" a name 

simplya "label": a concept is a particu~ar "game," like a style in pa.int-

ing, "For ls even our style of painting arbitrary~ Can we choose it at 

pleasure7"; concepts "lead us to make investigations; are the expression 

of our interest, and direct our interest." (569-70, 15; p. 230) The 
./ 

"a-greement" or "harmony" between thought and reality lies in ostensive 

definition (pointing), which however' can only indicate "use" ("the meaning' 

of a ward is its use in language") when the l'ole of the ward in the lang-

uage-game is understood-- in the context of an inexplicable skill: li One 

has already to know (or be able to do) something i~ order to be capable of 
j 

asking a th:lng' s name." (429, 43, 30) The notion in the Tractatus of 

., 
/ 

/ 
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substantial objects which determine the 10gica1 fonu shared by lariguage 
\ 

an'd the world is rep1aced by the "substratum" of the abili ty to speak a 

language (p. 208): the sense of a picture does not depend upon the con-

figuration of its parts but upon its use or place in its language-game, 

just as the duck-rabbit picture can be perceived "as" 
\ 

never simu+taneously as bath and never unambiguously, 

duck or "as:' ~ab~it, 

except in the co*text 

of a particu1ar game, as either. We must not, in the sentence, "'r see 

it like this, "' allows '" it'" and" , this 1" to refer to the same thing; 

"Always get rid of the idea of the private object in this way: assume that 

it c~nstant1y changes, but that you do not notice the change because your 

memory constantly deceives you." (pp. 194-95. 20n If things cannot be 

s':3id to have objective reality neith!lr can their "elements, 11 those parts of 

reality with names (as distinguished from descriptions in which names play 

roles, and for which "naming is a preparation"), which t;ve no sense in 

themselves, any more than the s'tandard metre in Paris can be said ta be a 

,metre lOIJ.g-- are not represented but the "means of representation~: if 

everything we cal1 'be'ing 1 and ''1,non-being' consists in the existenéé and 
, 1 

non-existence of con~exions between elements, it makes no sense ta speak 

of e1ement f s being (non-being) .," (49, 50) Since a thing f s existence can 
1 

only be asserted by indicating the meaning af Hs name in a language~game, . , 
, 

it is grammar whfch "tells us what kind of abject anything is," and the 

ability ta follaw its rules, te, know in "particular circumstances", how to 

'proceed, "go on," wh1ch constitutes understanding: "The grammar of the 

word 'knows' is evidently closely related ta that af 'can, ' 1 is able to.' • 
• 

But also closely related to that of 'understands.' (57,373,154, 150) 

" Al though such thinking as the close calcu1ation of the structure of a boiler 
, . 

may be considered as much the "effect" of past experience as the burnt 

child's fear of tl,le fire, Wittgenstein ls "nat interested in causes'''--

\ 

;. , 

• 
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cause is "som~thing \established by experiments, by observing a regular 

concomitance of events, for example"-- asserts only that "human beings do 

in fact think," know how ta proceed in making a bOiler, which Is neverthe-

less liable ta explode (466); nor 18 \understandlng based on "induction"--

"'Fire has always burned me, 50 it will happen now tao' "-- which is either 

maÙng an' argument to oneself (impossible, as Hume says, in infants and , 
animaIs) or poslting pas t experience as "cause" (ra ther than t.'ground ") of 

certainty, which depends \on the contextual 1anguage-game of "hypotheses" 

and "nàtural laws" (325); the past i8 linked to the future (recurrence) in 

lariguage-grunes, (445) sa that "ta say that this gro\1nd makes the occurrence 

probable is to say nothing except that this ground cornes up ta a particu1ar 

standard of ~ood grounds-- but the standard has no grounds!" (480-82); the 
1 

certainty that fire burns is "shewn" by how people "think and live" rather 

than 10gically justif,ied. (325) Understanding, knowing that 'V cornes af-
1 l , 

ter 'K,' is neither a "mental pracess" (such as a..- "pain' s growing 'more or' 

..... 
less; the hearing of a tune or sentence") during which a "formula occurs" 

to us (the understanding of the formula woû'ld- then have ta be explained) t 

nor any of the "characteristic accompaniments" of knowing how to go on, for 

if any couonon demoninator could be ls01ated, "why should it be understanding?" 
; -~ \, . 
/ 

(152-55) As for Locke, th,e earlier Wittgenstein and Richards, understand-

, .. 
{ng diners from real (true) knowledge, is encoded on that attitude, or 

\ 1 

nsta~en of "seeing," which make_possible thinking-- interpreting or forming 

"hypotheses, which may prove false." (pp. 208, 212) Meaning does not 
il • '-

transcend use; but in the absence of a limodel for the "superlative fact" 

that we can grasp the meaning of li word in a formula, for example, an instruc-
• '--- .v 

tion to count by two' B', without antitipating or predetermining its use in car- ) 

ryi,ng out the arder, we are "seduc~d into using a super-expression"-- namely, 

. /1' grasp it in a flash' n__ to state ·understanding. (186-92) Attention 

. ,. 
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-
cannot be defined 'except in terma of :fats circumatances- .,thinking is not a 

detachable "1ncorporeal process which lends 1ife and sense ta speaking"- tk 

but the sp~ec:h neéessary to thought can, 1J.ke music, be attended _ta or not 

(339, 341, 392~ 527); and intention is Itembedded in Us situation." Is no 

mot:e aJl "experience'~~tban Is meanlng (whereas wllling la "an expe:r:ience •••• 

l can't will willing") (337; 611-13; p. 1BI): the notion of the "intangi-

billty" of a mental sute ls due to our refusaI "to count what is tangible 

about our state as part of the state ve ~re contemplating." (608) Knower 

cannat be abstracted from known, thought frÔla expression, (317) understand­
" 

!Dg from menta1 state, (p. 59) remembering (the "descrlptio~," without 
~ . , 

"experlential content," of a past experiènce) from accompanying "memory-

eX}feriences," (p. 221) soul from behaviour or body (''My attit~de towards 

him ls an attitude towards a soul. l am not of the opinion that he has a 

soul." -- p. 178), consciousness from braln process, (412) intention from 

act, (p. 217') or self-consciousness from a pardcular dIsposition of con-

sciousness (417).: neither cau Any of these pairs be identified. Ethlcs, 

aesthetlcs, the "new (spontaneous, 'specifie')" are always language-games. 
) 

(77; p. 224) Like HUPle, for whose principles of assoefation ha substitute$ . . 
the Ul8stery of a technique, Wittgenstein insista that "nothing is concealed," 

(435) and cOlldemns. an uncritical faith in analogy: ''Wbere, our language suS"" 

gests a body and there ls none: theret wa shou1d 1ike ta say,""'4ls a spirit." 
a .. 

(36) ~ 

Richards 1 empiricism may be considered. in 't~ of 1.ta tendency to 
f' c 

rea1iam, as fitting betwe~n the position of a substantia1~y determined 1081-
,~ 1 

cal form in the Tractatus and Wittgenstein t 8 làter insistence upon the amen-

abUity of inve~tigation to p,rticular example~. Whereas Richards rejects 

the proper name theory of lI\8aning advanced in thé Trltètatus (liA Dame 
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means an obj ect.· The abject is its meaning ll
-- 3202; "one could say 

the real name of an object .was what al! the symbols that Signif~if had 1 
,,' 

in common. "-- 33411), he agrees that a symbol is expandable linto a set of 

simple statements w~ich can be c1arified by means of symbol substitution 

(definition); the later Wittgenst.ei,n conceives of no "final an~lysis" or \. 

"single comp1etel"y resolved form" for expressions, (PI 91) and rejects the 

schematic approach characteristic of Richards: "Nominalists make the mis-
t 

1 

take of interpreti?g aIl word~ as ~, and so of not really describing 

their use, but on1y, so ta speak, givi!1g a paper draft on such a descrip-

tion." (PI 383) If the Tractatus anchors referenee in substance~. and 

Richards 'and Ogden advance a Theory of Signs to account for the perception 

and Interpretation of the data of sensJ-- make provisional'use Qf a physio-

logieal hypothesis-- the l~ter Wit tgenstein addresses the lIimpression" as 

it can be given in a IIdescription," a's exempliIied.by one of the Il'aspects -
of organization'" of an ambiguous di~gram- ... (IIAbove aIl, don't wonder 'What 

can be going on in the eyes or brain? "'), < denies that we make an "in-

ference" ("t,ransition ta au asse;ti6n") from "sense impressia s1l ta "physi-

cal abject,," which are terms be10nging ta different existing 

in "complicatéd relation," (~I. p~. 211, 208, 180, 202-4) 

emphasizes the 'painting' function which Richards, rega~ds as basic: "in 

cer~ai~~rêumstaqces, ev en. pointing ta the object oné is talking about May 

be qUit~Bsential to the language-game, ta one' s thought" (FI 699); the 0 

statement '" Red exiJ;;ts "' ls a statement about word use, not about~he world. 

(P.I 58) Thus Richards' distinction between emotive an4 descriptive or pro-

• 
positiona! uses of language is inèluded in the idea of language-gamès: 

''What has to be accepted, the given,.ia- sO"we could say-- forms of life. tl 

(PI,' p. 226) AlI three approaches r~gard symbolic statements as encoded 

in the .a~rangeme~t of pe;~~ptib1~ signa ~nd thus as im~recisely commUniCab!~: 
, \ Î: l' 
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"The: gesture," says Wittgenstein, "tries to portray, but cannot do ft" 

1 
i 

(PI 43t.); thought and intentiQn do not il! accompany' Il, speech and action, 

are ""üher 'articulated' nor 'J,lon-articul~ted. "' (PI, p. 217) Like 
, ,1 il' 

Richards,Wittgehstein doubts the existence of images, basing imagination on 
\ 

language, (PI 370, ~~2) and so disting4ishes a Upicture"-- someone's com-

portment p~cFures his pain--' from' an "image. Il <yI -}01) 
j 

Ajjuxtaposition of the approaches of the Tractatu8, Richards and 

-,the late~ Wittgenstein ~ws an increasing emphas~s on ,the subjective, a 

progression from the 10gical.for~ shared by object and description through 
'\ ; . 

the hypothetic~l acêoun,t of asso::Latio~ to the. 'cons~eration' of\ difti~ul-

ties" that ,bécome "sur~eyablJ\( by rearrangemen;" by eJ,minating "theory" 'a~d 

.:. the "i1ypotnetica-l"-- the notion of' an' "esSence" lying "benea'th the surface" 
+-

q 1 q l' 

of languagé:" "We must learn to ';,do without explanati6n, and' d~scription 
• d l -

.!!lone must takf!';;its place." (PI 92, 109) l'his purest forllt of ana1ys~s b 
'\ ;" . 
, , . 

exhibited in the films of Kubrick and Leone, the latter eneoding stories, 
J , (j • ~ , 

* lf , or ,the subversion of ~tory-conventiops, onto clusters of clichéed.episodes, 
" 

images, 1andscapes, acting styles, sound effects, ritua1 events and codes 

Qf ~onour-- the whole game of western-mo~ie signaIs, saliently dubbed and 
\ / - .. 

editèd-- and addressed' to tlle ability to speals a language, knowing "how 
", 

ments'of a mental as the bounty-hùnter 

counts corps.s at . " 
(1965)-- set up' '-Ii a 

game. \Wlùgenstein'speaks li~eral1y ra~~r tnan iïfetaphodcal1y"of-the--I----~- -- ,~­

"language" of "8en~e-ilnpreBsions," whiclT "like an~ other ~s founded on con-
~. . ~ 

. wI vel)tion," (PI 355) and of the "m~e" of ~ aign as its "life:" "Ev.ery' sign 
, \ ' 

& itself"seeiii"ll dead .... ln uée it'·i,s al~ve." (PI 43Z,> lt:f,s in this sènse '~ 
• 1 

'that God~rd" objects. to str~huralism (lts~ructUl'.e8,' wit~out images and 
" . 

.... wi~hout sounds-~_~~ one spe,ak of th~~?J~ 'to ~ar~pe.s', ,decO~ing of 

- .1 1 .. ~ 

" " 
" \ ~ 
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... 
fashion as a "dead language" rather than as ,ornething you live:"" "But 

we're the sonsrof a filmic language; there's nothing in the Nazism of ~g­

uistics we have any use for. Notice: we always come back to how hard it 

62 
is for us a11 to be talking about 'the same thing. "~. Yet if Locke' s 

,j 

substantial colourless world of contingency, brain-process and the irnpera-
~ 
~ , p 

tive of survival i6 present in Melville and Burroughs,,' and if Richards' 

hypothetical cau~ality i~forms the experience in Famous Men, Godard ~oo 
\ 

pasÙs '" realjLsrn' "_- "If you didn' t rely on realism you' cl never ta able ta 
/ 

do anythtng. If you were on the street you wouldn' t daz:e to get il)to a 

cab--- if you' d -aven risked going out ttat 1s"-- as the 'pr~condition of ex-

perience ly1ng ,beyond the underst~nding of -the witness, thinks of himself 
1 

as making movies which are evidential, will frustr~e glib assertions about 

63 history by "future Foucaults." Despite varying degreés of realism; the 

di~ferent empiric~l stances 'of M~ville, Agee, Burroughs and a relat~d 
, ' , ... -

group of film-maker.,~ave in common a context the ory of meaning: what ia 

present to the understanding, whatever that may be, i5 a relation or arrange-

ment of signs which constitutes or represents a sense or compreh~nsibility, 
1 

'--'_ f 
and which seeks stability, hypostasis, universal a~plicability or valida-

I " 

tion, a reduction of the ambiguity of experience and the tentativeness of, 

<.I.mderstanding; for,IIAll things that exist," 6~yS Locke, "besides their 
~' -

Author, ~re aIl ~dc] liable to change." (Essay III, iii, 19) The act of . 

---crü'iclsm, -oi-awàkenifg from reliance on unexamined myths of con~ext, ,1s 
v ~ 1 

often portrayed as a violent rupture, "as in the smashing f the Pl'quod:,... 
l 

~1ville oompares bis "pulling down" activity with touchin the Irkeg 
r .. 

of powder [that] blew 64 up Block' s tl\onumen t. " ; in Jiri 

Watched Trains ~9p6) a 
\-,\ 

photographer awakens ta tincl that during his sleep 

an air raid has demolfshed his bouse around him, and surrenders ta laughterj 

the expiosives expert in Duck You Suckerli (1971) repeat~d~y detonates the 

, , 
. ( 

) 
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contexts upon which his companion depénds, as Leone does the myths and 
1 

forms whie h are his mate rials , accep~ance of any one of which cons ti t'u tes 

" an unctitical failure to duck; and in Zabriski~ Point (1969), "the killing , 
, 

of the young h,:~~~ of a plane, on the side of which .... he had wr1tten "NO 

-WORDS," "triggers an e~~losion {whether }.real' or 'imagined' ïs, logically, 
( , 

not'stipulated) of a ho~se full of American consum~r goods which are ex­
/ 

/ 

amined in close-up as they float slow~motion through the air-- an exereise 
/ 

si~ilar to' that in Bl~w-~ (1966): photographer enlarges a casual photo-

graph'until ft becomes evident that something, l!n aimed pistol, ls lout 

the~e' providing a context\for th movements he too h~ 'shot'-- frozen, 
'r 

made dead.-- but is, left without nambiguous anllwers to his questions, ,per-

forming gestures only 'as if',,' n relàtion to a contextual substance. Explo-

si~ns-- again, literally rat, r t~aô metaphoriéally-- blow apart ~at'which 

words, universals, logieal ionnections and noti~ns of substance-- habituaI 

, -'~Soci.tions-- ""ke sense cff. leaving the witoess a taurist in 11. owu 1 
re~lity. witha~t a myth tolguarantee the valldity of ~\~ presepce. ,Ku)prlck 

claims to have learned to stop worrying and love' the bomb. ~ __ 

Miehaelangelo Antonioni's The Pa~senger (originally entitlediPro­

fession: Rèj?'Ctter),;f.s the,· fullest single treatment of the problems of 
~ . 

-~, 

empirici~~~and is a,delimitation of the question of what'remains when the 

vehicle of signification has been discarded; as the film's protagonist, 
~> • , 

film iournalist David Locke, 18 told by an offended inter~iewee who t~rns 

the camera back on hi:'" "There are jerfectly satisfactory answers to your 
, , 

questions, Mr. Locke" but you don't understand how little you can learn by 

them~ : ~our questions are more; ~evealing abo",ut yoùrself." The Passenger 
. ~ 

i8 remarkable for its allegorical representatio~-- as Locke's name and 
~ t l " \ 

history sugges"t: he was "born irf.'Britain and educated in America," has ' 

"a great talent for observation"-- of the type of epistemology and, 

" 
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semiotic analys>is that originate~ in John Locke's Essay. ~oreover" 

Peter Wollen, who wrote the original story and assisted in the screen 

76 

adaptation, sets forth in his Signs ~ Meaning in the Cinema a theory of 

v;lue which approximates that of Richards-- "A \Taluable work, a powerful 

work at least, ts one which challenges codes, overthrows established ways . . 
of reading or looking, not simply to establish new ones, but to compel an 

unending dialogue"-- and' re~ects "the- mystification' that commun~cati~l can 

eXist,,,65 thus con~urring with John Locke's statement that there can be 
'; 

no more exact correspondence between the thoughts of two\conversants th an 
, 

between words and "things as they reaUy are." (Essay III, H, 5-8) 
, 

an African govirnment "Perhaps for once," says th~ leader of into 

David Locke 1 s microphone, "the official terminology corresponds to the 

actual facts; and the facts are th~se .... " No such fascistic correspond-

enee i8 available to Locke: exasperated by his failure to make contact with 

the camp of a revolutionary army, and by his alienated situation in a third­

world country, he asks David Robertson, His hotel-mate and feilow bourgeoÙ 
"\ 

traveller, "How do you talk to these people?" "It's likê this," he is told: 

"you work with words a~d \ images-- fragile things: l come with merchand1se, 

concrete t'h~ngs; they understand that better." Indeed, Robertson sells 

arms ta the men to whom Locke has been trying to get through, seems to have 
,. "\ " 

successfully.'involved himself in a world beyond tha't in which the latter 

1s confi~e~, and pefore which he is a passive sRec tator. "He believed in 

something," the girl played, by Maria Schneider reminds him la ter , when he 

.ig, about to give up the role of Robertson:' "Isn't tha,t what you wanted?" 
\ 0 

~hereas Robertson, who is "unusually' poetic for a businessrnÇln," sees a 
, 

"still" quality in the desert, "~ ktnd of wa:f,.ting," there is nothing an-

_, thropomorphic in Locke' s responsé: "l prefer people to landscapes." 

When lle i8 left in the desert' by one of a series of gUides" he waves in 

... 
• 

- , 
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gre~ting at a passing mounted Bedouin who returns no sign; and when his 

jeep~redks down there, he experiences' the landscape as oppressive'and 

vi2tprious rathe~,than poetic and inviting. 

The jeep which breaks down and i8 deserted shortly before Locke . 
\ 

, , 
,discards h'is identity fbr that of

l 
Robertson, and the car which also breaks 

down beiore tocke/Robertson's death, are illustrative in that neither haS 

carried him as far as he has wished to go, enabled him to make his connec­

ti~n, Just as, h~ving taken over Robertson's itinerary, Locke either mis­

manages the appointments or is' stood up by the scheduled parties. Lfke 

his ,suc;cessive identities-- "r used to be somebody else," he says, "but 
, " 

l traded him in"-- the cars are arbitrarily chosan vehic1es of his frus-

trated quest, connected with h.im in no more fundamental way than by their 

" . use value (one is pointedly "third-hand"). 'They can be anatomized, dis-

mantled; are amenable to the understanding: while the anonymous Schneider 

'character recommands the landscape to him, he describes the spec~fic mal­
I 

function of the car. ( 
Just as the depth of his imagery is limited by the superficiality 

of allegorical designation, Antonioni' s protagonis~s have always faUed to, 

make ultimate co~nections, but whereas in such early films as L'Avventura 

'. . 

(1959) and La Notte (1960) the failure is to make"good the promise of roman­

tic love, ~~e films made sinee his self-exile from Italy-- Blow-Qe and 
'. 

Zabriskie poAnt-- have been ~plicit semiotic exercises; ~nd in The 
r 

Passenger, a/self-reflexive film about a self-reflexive man, Lock~'s self-
1 J 

analysis yields the disparate and not necessarily related signs that we are 
l ' 
': 

ilccùstomed to thinking of as constituting identity, based on John Locke's 

'distinction between act~al and habituaI knowledge, his noti~g that a 

"settled habit" of Jùdgement operates "1'10, constantly and quick, tha t we 

fi 
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take that for a perception of our sensation which is an idea formed by 
\ 

our jùdge!l1ent," (Essay II, ix, 8-9) his forensic definittén of personal 

identity and his definition by negation of the understanding: David 

Locke's point of view, he suggests to the Schneider character, is , 

that of someone riding backward in a convertible. Locke contemplates 

the dead body of David Ropertson. simi1ar enough to his own to enable 

him to assume Robertson's persona1 identity, and touches a wisp of 

the thinning hait as it is fanned by the desert breeze: 1ike the land-

scape, the body is mer el y oppressive, has nothing to teac\ar promise. As 

he carefully exchanges, the photographs, in their passports, he recalls 

Robertson's having remar~ed on the sameness, after a whi1e, of aIl such 

countries as the.one they'had met in, to which Locke had replied, "It's us 

who remain the same; we translate every e'xperience into the same old 

c~des ••• we're creatures of habit"; and later, "no matter how hard you tr)' 
, 

it's impossible to break away from the same old habits." Keeping one of 
(t f 1 

Robertson's appointment~-in Barcelona, Lpcke meets, instead of the scheduled 

agent, an old man who tells him as he nods toward sorne children: "Ninos, 
/ 

r've seen so rnany grow up. Other people look at them and think itls a new 
§ 

wor1d, but l see the same old ~ragedy beginning aIl over again. They never 
1 

escape us. lt's boring." And he adds to his list of the e1ements of the 
,/ , // 

identity he has left beh:l,.nd-- "wife, house, adopf:ed child, successful job"--
1 • 

the qual:ijication, "everything but a few bad habit;;s. l ca~" t get riel of." .. 
, 

When he had expressed the wish to get beyond his habits Robertson had 

to1d him "lt doesn't work that way," and he had answered, "It'Qoesn't workl 

the ether way either." For David L~cke, identity is not anchor~~n any 

absolu te reality; if, b; thé maniPulat~~n of a few signs-- a set' habit. 

and a passport-- it can be exchanged, then trose signs cannot logical1y 
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be transcended, for in their absence 'identity' does not exist-- is not, 

that is, recognizable: Locke first meets the girl, who becomes another 

kind of passenger, when attempting to avoid his television producer ("I 
\ 

thought someone might recognize me "); \ when the police ask if the y "re-

cognize him" as he lies dead, the girl and his wife give C9>ntradictory 

answers. 

The inabi1ity to conso1idate an identity, the fact that it doesn't 

work, is as important to film-maker Antonioni as to fÙm-maker Locke l• We 

are shown the coverage of a firing squad execution which incorpora tes a11 
\ 

the signa1s of documented reality-- minimal green and white tones, long 

wide-sweeping shots with se1f-conscious and apparent1y unrehearsed adapta-

tions of focus; but the question of ,its objective 'reality' ("1 didn't 

mean to upset you," says the producer to Rachel Locke as he switches off 

the tape) is no more pertinent here than to the explosion in Zabriskie 

Point. In a te1evised eu10gy for him, the'producer reca11s the limitations 

within which Locke,had worked: "David maintained that objectivity was im-
1 

possible. whereas l maintained that it was both possible and necessary." 

If a11 objects are mediated by signs, then the mosaic of, conscious ideas. , 

and images, like the motion-picture screen, is an impenetrab1e surface, a 
! 

cong10meration of accidents behind which subsists no essence that can be 
J 

reached,and knoWIl; thus John Locke dec1ares it impossible ta "exp1ainll 

such matters of --fact as "vo1untar:y motions" or materia1 "creation." (Essây 

IV, x, 19) The film opens as a vehic1e enters a village square and ends 

with a vehic~e 1eaving a ~imi1ar square: no further-reaching context is 

available to c1arify thin~s. "It sounds cra~y," says David Locke of his 

situation, "because l can't exp1ain it." To exp1ain is to invoke context, 

to attempt to predict and control experience: Locke's producer makes a 

c, 
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'point of the1unexpectedness of his ~eath, just as the girl answers Locke's 

question about the impressive Gaudi building in whi'ch he has sought re-

fuge, "The man who buil t i t was hit by a bus"; and when Locke, musing over 

some occupations to which he might proceed, suggests "How about a gun-

runner"-- exactly what he has become-- the girl aQswers, "Tao unlikely." 

Rather, knowledge is limited to the interrelation of ideas, and so it is 

\ by ~ intricate cho~eograPhy tbat the film proceeds: Locke is first shut­

~d from pne guide to another in a series of disconcerting exchanges car-

lC..,j 
~ ried on out of bis visual range, and ours, and then can never quite make 

sense of the'series of moves plotted in Robertson's appointment book. At 

one such appointment we watch Locke's movements as he engages and releases 
_. 

a,k dir~.. then see passersby to and hear the rhythmic cAne and feet 

of an old man as they en ounter and respond to Locke's. He sees the girl 

;. in London; we see her in, Munich; when he seeS her in B,arcelona they are 
1 

! in precisely the same postures and spatial relationship that they had 

briefl~ assumed in London: later he asks, "Do you believe in coindidence? 
, 1 

l never used to notice it: now l see it a11 around." ,He is involved in, 

and struggles for detachment from, a kind of swirling Idance over which he 

has no control. His present situation is "an accident: everybody thought 

1 
l was dead and l let them think sa." And his dependence upon the- coinci-

'dence of ideas informs the semantic method of the film: the camera regards 

'Locke as he stands red-shirted in a noise filled room before Robertson's 

body, looks up toward a whirling fan, the source of the noise, and re-

turns to Locke, now in Robertson's blue shirt; again. while over the sound-

track we bear the voices, as in memory, 
,III' 

of Locke anJ~Robertson in conver-
'fi' 

sation, the camera shit~ slowly from Locke, as he sits working on the pass-

ports,to a window looking out onto the desert as Locke and Robertson stroll 
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into view conversing: as they return to the room, Locke leaves the frame 

ta the left to refill their gl~sses, and the camera shifts right from 

Robertson, who has continued ta regard Locke off, again picking up Locke 

at work in the 'present.' Later, when we see him turn it off, we realize 

that we have been listening to a tape-recorder; through both shots, in 

their parallel treatments of sound, Antonion,i suggests the mechanical 

nature of memory. Moving the actors around 'while the camera records the 

.... 
successive and anatomized gestures and signs which mediate our perception 

of an event is a device patented by Lelouche in Live for Life, and 6uch 

shats as that which fol+ows Locke through the corridor of a hotel viewed 

from the exterior, and i5 completed by the covering of a window in a white 

wall with a green shutter, suggest Godard's chromatic analysis in ta 

Chinoise. Here, the choreographed arrangement of images o~ the screen ls 

the realization of the epistemology of tocke's Essay. 

If the dancer cannot be told from the dance, the indissolubility of 

real and imagined does' not imply the identity of actor and role; on the 

1 
contrary, it is the nature of that passenger which finds itself alienated 

from role which concerns both Artonioni and David Locke. At their meet-

ing in a Munich church, for example, the actor portraying the revolutionary 

leader Achebe executes a series of reactions to sorne xeroxed diagrams of 

weapons~ concluding with a pleased response, while Locke struggles to im-

provise the role of Robertson; bath are pointed exercises in acting, 

drawing our attention to the fact that. we are watching actors at work 

before a camera rather than the dramatic confrontation of actual characters. 
Il 

As we watch, we peer through a Ifns at activities as detached observers, 

like the bellman who lingers at the door after admitting Locke and the 

girl to their hotel room. 50 ia David Locke, who keeps the ~amera between 

himself and the people he interviews; "Yau involve yourself in real 
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situations," his wife complains. "but-you've got no dialogue." His know-

ledge is mediated, vicarious, gained at a remove: as his wife listens to 

their taped conversation, we hear Robertson pause and point out to the 

suddenly embarrassed Locke that his tape-recorder ls running. And when he 

asks the girl, "What kind of impression do you think you make when you 

walk into a room?" she replies: 

People think l'm aIl right-- nothing 
mysterious. You learn more py packing someone's 
things. , 

Y~s. it's like listening in on a private 
'phone conversation. 

The penchant for the suggestive presence of clothing and helongings, qui te 

literaI 'habits,' dates back ta L'AVventura; and is one of Antonioni's 

"-
salient debts ta Hitchcock; when an embassy official affers ta go through 

Locke's things with his wife, she declines in embarrassed silence. 

While meticulous attention 1s devoted to the soundtrack of The 

Passengèr (which records, for example, the sound of the wind a$ it rushes 

past a moving car), the film is addressed chiefly to the analytic sen~e of 

sight. which is experienced as a kind of violation. Locke te)ls the story 

of a blind man who gains his sight through an operation when te is nearly 

fort y: "At first he was elated. really high: faces, colours, landscapes. 

But then everything began to change. No one had ever told him how much 

dirt there was. He began to notice dirt and ugiiness everywhere. When 

he was blind'he could cross the streetwith a stick, but once he could see 

he began to be afraid; he lived in darkness, never left his room. After 
1 

three years he killed himself ,II Most of ~he suggestions' of self in the 

film are associated with the s'eose of sight, "the most comprehensive of 

a11 oul" senses," according ta John Locke, and the one to which he regularly 
\ 

compares the operation of the understanding (Essay II, ix,9; x, 7; IV. xiii, l); 
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and aIl of them involve the closed spaces of vehicles or rooms. lt is in 

the outdoors that Locke conducts his interviews. invoking here the en-

closed space of the 'camera; and he avoids confrontations with his pro-

1 ducer, his wife and the police by ducking into buildings, racing for his 
l ,u 

" 
car. We view the world through ~he windshields of three cars; fînd our-

selves in a noise filled air terminal and in the silence, inadvertently prb­
\., 

faned by Locke, of a church; in the twisting asymmetrical convolutions of 

Gaudi's buildings (Maria Schneider plays a student of ~rchitecture). one of 

which permits us the glimpse of a couple arguing violently, and the sculpted 

shade of an umbracoloj in an editing room watching video-tapesj 1n ~he 

glass labyrinth of a hotel lobby, a mirror-filled glassed-in bar, a glass-

walled restaurant, shoe shine stand, and Avis office; staring into bird 

, cages, phone booths, bedrooms and through a window over the shoulder of 

Rachel Locke. AlI of our visual perceptions are mediated by the glass of 

the lena: !'What goes on beyond ~hat window?" Locke aaka; "People who 

read what l have to say do so ~ecause it conforms ta their expectations--

or worse, it conforma ta mine." Much of the choreography- the movements 

" 
of people in the a~r terminal; a last minute decision not ta enter his ~ 

wife'a house; the alternate interrogation and beating of a revolutionary 

leader in rooms partitioned by a broken plate of gl'ass; Locke',s registra .... 

tian at a hotel desk while his wife, beside him in a phone baoth, tries 

ta trace his whereaboutsj the car chase-- depend upon the bringing into_ 

relation of d~screte diacontinuous closed spaces. When Lo~ke switches 

identities with Robertson, he daes so by switching rooms; and he asks a 

policeman who insists on checking out the registration of his car, "~enor~ 

are you looking for the car of the pers on in it?" 
t 

The comparison,of the mind to a camera or room dates from John 

Locke' s Essay and suggests the limitation of viewpoint that is the 

d , 
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1 

startin~-point o~ empirical semiology: ... t~e observation that "though it 
lot 

be highly probable that millions of men do now exist, yet, whilst l am 

alone, writing this, l have not that certainty of it which we calI know-

.1edge" (Essay IV, xi, 9) is the basis of Berkele,'s ~ ~ percipi, and 
1 

is echoed in David Locke's answer to the girl's comment that "people -<1is-

appear aIl the time:" "Yes, e,-:ery time tqey leave the room." Particularly 
/ \ . 

relevant is lh~ model of the camera obscura, which operates by the admission 

~ of light through a tiny aperture into a darkened room, casting an,~rted~ 

movi~g image on the opposite wall, shârpened~ànd controlled by a lens and 

d b i ' 66 correcte y a m rror : according to the Essay~ "the understanding is not 

mueh unlike a closet wholly shut from light, with only sorne little openings 

_left, to let in external visible resemblances, or ideas of things without: 

would the pictures coming into such ~ dark room but stay there, and lie S9 

orderlyas to be found upon, occasion, it would very mu ch resemble 'thé'un-

~erstaring of a ~an, 'in reference to a11 objects of sight, and the ideas 

,of them." (ÎV, xi, 9) Such, of course, is Antonionits camera.\ The situ-· 

ation is allegorically set up at the end of the film:" the girl stands at 
/ 

the barred window ofla hotel room-- we see her only as reflected in a full-
1 

length mirror-- }I1hile Locke aSKs from the interior, ."What ean ybu see?" ___ , 
""'l ' 

-She lists liA man sera tching his shoulder, a kid throwin'g stones, and dus t. 

ft.' s very dusty here." The scene is repeated as Locke lies on the blfd. 

Re had wished ~o ieave behind the 'room' constituted by habits and a for-
\ 

~nsic definition, had leaned through t~e window of a èable car e~tending 

hls arms as in flight. watching his shadow on the waves below; there ia . . ... 
a shot " as he looks fot"· a mechanie to repair his car, of a panting dog 

paeing at the end of hie tether. Now, as he reclines alone on the bed. 

the camera moves slowly past him toward the winçow, the bars of which, 

like the wire framework in OUrer's Draftsman Drawing ~ Reclin1ng Nude, 

\ 
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analyzeÇ~he scene on a rectangular grid, and proceeds through the bars: 

uutside, it wheels slowly around in the square, registering the mundane 

activities and the distant expanse,of landscape, following the police as 

they drive up with Rachel Locke and enter, with the girl, Locke's room, , ' 
, 1 

/ 
where-- whether he h~s been killed by the thugs who had interrogated 

Achebe (we have SE'en them drive up and heard one ôf them ente'X" behind the 

ca~~a) 0t wnether his adopted identity, like his third-hand car, simply 

no longer functions-- he now lies dead. The camera has come around 1800 

ta pe~r into the source of its origin, the aperturea room in which .. ' 
Locke' s body lies'; a room within a toom, rec;ording imàges from an un-

comprehended source and representing tp itself the decomposed elements 

of 'ifs ident!ty, it rem~ins a camera, does not transcend its 

view, is confined, by a method that recognizes no ba~is for 

to the invalid but necessary terms of analogy. Li~ Melville, Ag~e 

and G:dard, Antonipni deriJes from its empirical Jimits the ,poetry of 

the self-reflexive experience. 
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Often, when L was young, last year, 
l walked out to the water. It spoke to me 
of myself. Images came to me, from the water. 
Pictures. Large green lawns. A great house 
with pillars, but the lawns so vast that the 
house can be seen only dimly, from where we 
are s~anding. 1 am wearing a long skirt to 
the ground, in the company of others. l 
am witty. They 1augh. l am also wise. 
They ponder. Gestures of Infinite grace. 
They appreciate. For the finale, l save a 
life. Leap into the water aIl clothed and 
grasping the drowner by the hair, or using 
the cross-chest carry, get the silly bas tard 
to shore. Hav'e to bash him once in the mush 
ta end his wi1d panicked strugg1es. Dr~ 

him to the old weathered dock and there, '\ 
he supine, l rampant, manage the resuscitat 
tion. Stand back, l say to the cro~~~nd 
back. The dazed creature's eyes open-~ no, 
they close again-- no, the~ open aga in. Some­
one throws a blanket over my damp, glistening 
white, incredibly beautiful shoulders. l 
whip out my harmonica and give them two 
fast choruses of "Red Devil ~ag." Standing 
ovation. The' triumph i8 complete. 

Donald ~arthelme, The Dead Father, 
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CHAPTER II. Locked Out: The Flotsam of Narrati~e Continuity 

A symbol is a ward, image or gesture which represents a verb~lly 

organized cantext, and is thus an abstraction. Even for Locke, making 

one simple idea stand for many, as the "whiteness" of milk agrees roughly 

with that of snow and chalk, is a verbal activity, accomplished py naming. 

1 

(Essay II, xi, 8-10) The names of "mixed modes," ot abstract idea~, he 

says, ha~e "perfectly arbitrary" meanings, while those of substances are 

arbitrary ta a degree, referring ""ta a pattern, though with sorne latitude," 

and the reference of names of simp'le ideas, which are '~etermined by the 
L.. 

e~-.S,tence of things," is "not arbitrary at -\ill" (III, Iv, 17): that is, 
..... , ...... ~-~/ 
\ 'meaning,' a term derived from Latin and Teutonic words for 'mind,' whether 

it be equated with referent (ob;ect, fact) or the act of referring (thought, 

intention), is grounded in substance, the unknowable. 

OED says that words were spoken of as the "s igns an~ symbols of 

things" as early as 1686. But David Rartley is the firsf of Locke's fo1-

lowers to use 'symbol' in an epistemological sense, suggesting that, in 

association, "the visible Idea, being more glaring and distinct than the 

rest, perform~ the Office of a Symbol of al1 the rest, suggests them, and 

connects them together"; and his "Art of Logic" recommends the "use of 

1 
Words in the way of mathemati cal Symbo1s." Wittgenstein, who reg~rds a 

,~ v i 

i Q 

proposition as a symbol; a1so ~l).t' "any part of a proposition that char-

ac~erizes its sense an expression (or symbol," (TLP 3.31) And for Richards, 

meaning oecurs when "one item" in a eontext, usually a word, substitutès 

for or symbolizes-- means-- other members, which can thus be om±~ted in 
" 2 

recurrence; symbols are used both' t~ "direct and, organ~ze"-- to think--

and ta "recor~and communicate,,'references and referents. (MM, ,pp. 9, 23) 

The idea tha~ a symho! represents a context has affînities with 
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literary u~es of the word. Erich Aucrbach speaks of the symbo'lic .. or 

"figural view of human life" fostered by Christianity, which brings figure 

forward from ground by making particular sets of gestures, as of the hero, 
• 

traitor or saint, "appear as exemplary, as models, as signific,lnt, and to 

3 leave aIl 'the rest' in abeyance." Coleridge emphasizes the non-arbitrary, 

organic nature of the symbol, as opposed to mere allegory: 
1 

(' Now an allegory is but a translation of abstract notions 
into a pic ture-language which is in itself nQthing but 
an abstraction from objeLts of ~he senses ..•. On the other 
hand a symbol. .. is characterize'd by a translucence of 
the special in fhe individual, or of. the general ~n 
the special, or of the universal in the general, above 
aIl, by the tr8nslucence of the éternal through and in 

• the temporal. It always\partakes'of the reality which 
render~ it intelligibl~; and while it enunciates the 
whole, abides itself as a living part of that unit y of 
which it is the representative. 4 . 

This notion of an organic ltnk~between symbol and co~text, and thus between 

Symbol and eternal context, persists in such opinions as T. S. Eliot's, 

that allegory is "a lazy substitute f<?r ,profundity,,,5 and cardes over into 

lingui~t1c considerations, informing Ferdinand de Saussure'~ rejection'of 

the term 'symbol' for verbal sign: "One characteristic of the symb"l is 

that it "is never wholly arbitrary; it is' nat empty, for ther~ is the rudi-
li 

ment of a naturai bond bètween the signifier and the signified t " as between 
, , 6 

a pair of scales and justice. Ogden and Richards are therefore careful to 
G 

distinguish their science of SymBolism from the Symbolism of the French 

poet~ ~f the 1890' s, "who were in revoIt against aildorms ofO'literal and 

~escriptive writing~'" (MM, p. y) 

Newton Arvin is repres'enlt!'tive-- symbolic-- of those critics who 

insist that Melville is a Symbol,ist: according ta Arvin, while the "word 

'~ymbolism.' in its literary bearingi had not come 

Mouy-Dick waS written." the works of Poe, Hawthorne and Whitman show that 
... 
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in everything but 'the 
\t 

program." Me]Ville is co-opted by that progtam; Ahab's posteboard-masks 
l 

and' linked-analogie~ speeches are identified as "Metville' s 1Jet;sonal vision 

of the doctrine of correspondences that lay below 50 much romàntic and 

, . 
symbolist writing" (ihis despite Melville' s irdictment, in his correspon-

dence, of "transcendentalisms, myths and oracular gibberish"-- LHM, pp. 77-78); 

ând th,e "~~ding ~mages" of Hoby-Di,;.k are defined as "symbols in the sense 

that their primaI origins are in the unconscious, however consciously th~y 

have been organized and controlled; that on this account they transcend 
• ~ 'f 

the personal and local and become arche typaI in their range and ,depth; that 
\ ~ 

they are inexplicit, polysemantic, and never quite exhaustible in their 

7 
meanings." 

, 
.... ' 

Northrop Frye also treats the symboi as. Symbol", the representative 

of an llIltimate and meaningful context.. The .on).y story, he says, and the 

"framework of aIl literature\" is that of "the loss and regai~lng of iden-

tity"; literature, which aims at "identifying the human world ~ith t,e, 

natural world around it, or finding analogies between them," is' a unterse 
Î . "" " ') or famUY't',f derivative jYor~es, and "can only derive Hs ,forlJl's f~~m it-

se,lf"; the "content" of\"exi>efienc~s" may change, but the yocabulary of 

forms rema-ins constant. Art is a-lways cons~ructed according to "sorne- pr-in-

rhythm in music and pattern in painting ciple of repetition or .. reçurrence" : 
l' -

provlde the basis {or the sought identity with what ls recurrent in the 

1 8 
naèurai cycle. For,Frye, a symbo~ is "any unit of any literary structure 

that can be iS9Àat~d for critical attention. A ward, a phrase, or a~~mage 

used with some kind of special reference (which '~;_what a symbol is usually 

taken to me'àn) are a11 symbols when they are distintuishable elements in 

,,' critical analysis. 11-, Llke Saussure, he refers to words in t'erms of the!r 
~ 
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"external meaning" as "signs, verbal units which conventiona'lly and arbi-

4 • 
'\ trarily, stand for and point to things outside the pla~e where they occur"; 

the "inward" direction of meaning, which words have in "aIl literary verbal 

structures," is the context in which they are non-arbitrary symbols. Meta-

phoT, "the unit of relationsh1p of two symbols, Il is a hypothetical ~"state-

ment of identity" (liA 1s B")o. opposed ta "ordinary deScriptive meaning" and 

most powerfully realized in "the anagogie aspect of meaning": "The liter-

ary universe, therefore, is a universe in which everything i8 'potentiarly 

the inveterate will to re-establish rhythm or symmetry, is a version of 

Frye's one great StorY",..t'fhich may be paraphrased" '1 want ta go back to 

sleep'; but the asymmetricàl pre~~e of Ishmael permlts no such neat con--, 
cIu'lilion. Cases' in point are Burroughs' exhortation in The Soft Machine--

"Wj Il the gent'!.e reader get up off his limestones and pick up the phone?--, 

C f cl h 1 1 · . ,,10 d' An • • , BI U ause 0 eat: camp ete y unlnterestlng -- an • 1n tonlonl s ow- p, 
.; 

the photographer's looking into the camera, ostensibly addressing his 

1 

modeljlas they strike various attitudes, and shoutirig, "Uake up!" 

/1 Whereas, for Frye, literature is independent of experience, a bOd~) 
" 

of hypothetical thought and action, Melville, Agee and Burroughs treat 
4> " 

Iiterat~re as experience, and experience as vicarious. mediated b~ signs. 
" 

Symbols, as Richards says;' are the mind itself at work; but they are mis-

leading, for they suggest the possib~lity of a symmetry. a uniform recurrence 

of contexts, which cannot empirical1y be realized in the light of Locke's 

emphasfs on the universal liability to change. Symmetry, that which Ahab 

has lost, has the, two subdivisions of~beauty and knowledge (beauty and 
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meaning, for Ogden and Richards), as is suggested by the double quest in . . 
Mardi, Taji's for the former, Babbalanja's for the latter. Melville's 

texts undercut myfhs of identity and the 

pho~ and symbolism ~hich r(inforce them. 
1 

hypnotic forces of rhythm, meta-

lt i5 the Confidence Man's in-

sistence that symmetry is immanent and trustworthy: like Burroughs and 

Antonioni, Melville exhorts us to wake up. ta be aware that the necessary 

and vain symmetry of language implies no redemption from the condition of 

ambiguity. 

The redemptive force of the Symbol, its establishment of an ulti-

mate Context, and thus of an ultimate Understanding, might be illustrated 

by a consideration oE Nathanial Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter (1850). As 

the "representative" of 'his witch-hunting ancestors, Hawthorne tells us in 

"The Custom House," "1 •.. take shame., upon myself for their sakes, and pray 

that any curse incurred by them may now henceforth be removed": so deep 

go the "aged roots" of his family in Salem, sa numerous are the ancestors 

who "have ~ngled their earthly substance w'ith the soil, ,f that his "inevi-
( 

table" attachment to the place,ls not one of "love't' >\\ of "instinct," "the 

mere sensuous sympathy of dust for dust"; and deSPitetreary appearance 

and climactic and social chilI. the "spell survives .. (just as powerfully as 

if t he na tal spot were an ear thly paradise." 11 Bu' n~r door 0 f the 

Custom House, breeding-lace of "evi1 and corrupt practices," where Hawthorne 

serves t,ime as if in expiation of the ancestral curse, "opens on the road 

to Paradise": here he puts "Literature, its exertions and objects," aside, 

is' separated from "Nature ••• and al1 the imaginative delight, wherewith it 

had been spiritualized," and, as to "hum~n natu,re,1t is an observer rather 

than one involved, "was fond of standing at a distance and watching" the 

dreaming face of the o1d Coiiector rather than conversing with him. (pp. Il, 
.,J 

24, 21) He i8 conscious that his "transitory life" at the CU8tom House ls 
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subject ta pol i.tical contingency, and his assertion that "the past was not 

" 
dead" refers both ta his temporar ily shel ved literary ambit ion and to his 

ancestral environs-- makes of them one concern. (pp. 24, 26) Exploring à 

room fiiied with ancient documents he d~scovers the historical researches 

of Jonathan Pue, a predecessant Surveyor, among which i8 a gold-embroidered 

cloth scarlet 'A': the papers ~cording the "internaI 'bperations of his 

head," aiong with the "imperfect skeleton, and sorne fragments of apparel, 

and a wig of magestic frizzle, Il constitute, the physical remains of Surveyor 

Pue, but do not, Ît is insisted, define the "limits" of Hawthorne's art: 

"in the dresslng up of the tale, and imagining the motives and mode!? of pas-

sion' that influence the characters ~ho figure in 1t," he has allowed him- . 

self "as much license as If the facts had been entirely of my own invention." 
'1 

(pp. 28, 31) , The gap between the stark fact of record (Hawthorne measurés 
.. J 

the' Ietter, finding "each 1imb ... to be precisely three lnches and a quarter 

in length") and the W'orld, of imagination (context and "mQFives") is bridged 

by the power of the 'A,' on which his eyes have "fastened" as if entranced: 

"Certainly, there 'was sorne deep meaning in it, most worthy of interpreta-

tian, and which~ as it were, streamed forth from the mystic symbol, suotly 

communicating itself ta my s~nsibilities, but eVadlng the analysis of my 

mind." Placing it on his breast, he experiences "a sensation not altogether 

physieal, yet almost sa, as of burning heat"; the "scarlet symbol," with Hs , 
explanatory manuscript, is a direct exhortation (an intentional gesture) by 

\ 
.. . ,. 

Pue ta bring the story "before the public, thereby to rernedy a soçm toc be 

terminated incorne, 50 that Hawthorne' s mind is "recàlled; •. in sorne degree, .., 

to Hs old track." (pp. 30, )2, 31) S~tting ta work, h~ again confronts 

the gap between lifelessness and life,' for his imagination has become "a 

'tarnishe$ mlrror." its creations retaining "aIl the rig,idity of dead 
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corpsE'S"; likp Wordsworth and Colerldge, he laments~ los<, of creative 

power, and repaIrs for its renewal to the" invigorating charm of Nature" 

and meditation by moonlight. 'Id medium most suitable for the romance-

writer to get acqualnted with hlS illuslvE' guests," re\)dering mundane de-

tail,s "spHitualized," 50 that "they $eem to lose then actual substahce 

and becë5me things of intellect," in a "neutrai territory, somewhere between 

the real world and fairy-land where the Actuai and the lmaginary may meet, 
r 

and each imbue itself with the nature of the other." The mirror lmage' be-

cornes an in-depth "repetition of aIl the gleam and shadow of the picture, 

with one removed further from the actual, and nearer ta the imaginative": 

the forms at the top of Plato' s hierarchy are ta be found ln the "haunted 

verge" of the mirror. (pp. 33-35) But these recourses fail: enter "Provl-

dente" an~ the "guillotine" ("one of the most apt of metaphors tI
) of politieal 

ehangè, which severs H~wthorne from his debllitating dependence upon govern-, ~~ 

ment 01f iee and 1eaves his "figurative self" in a happily "deeapitated 

state," which permlts his becoming aga1n a Dfull -;1me "literary man." (pp. 39-

41) He could once, had he "the insight and ... the eunning to transcribe it," 

have recorded the daily life of the Custom House and preserved the "pictur-

~sque style" .of description of' oné of the old story-tellers, producing what, 
'1 

"1 honestly believe, would have been something new in literature"; but he 

is dead ta that world now, "writes from beyond the grave.," and the Custom 

1\ House 1s no longer lia reality of my 1ife. l am ~ citizen of somewhere else." 

,(pp. 35, 42-43) He has moved through fall, expiation and redemptive en-

eounter wi th the power of the symbo1, baek to the world of "1 iterature"; 

and his movement from dead record to living romance, the analogy of which 
1 

15 his reconstruction of the character of the old General (lias difficuit 

a task as to trace out and build up ~new. in imagination, an old fortress ..• 
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from a v lew (!lf lts gray and brokcn ruins"), is the activi ty' .md frame of 

reference to which the symbol has drawn him. 

50 Lt is in the resulting romance: if the utopian vision of the 

founding colonists has been forced to give way to the necessity for ceme-

taries and jails, then Hester Prynne's appearance in the door of the prison-

house before the" intently fastened" eyes of the onlookers, and her mount-

ing the scaffofd (she has later "a sense ... too ill-defined to qe made a 

though-t ... that her whole orb of life ... was connected with this spot, as 

wj.th the one point that gave it unity") in arder ta endure the "intense .. 
consciousness of being the object of severe and universal observation," (pp. 

45, 2)3, 56) lS potentially salvatory: figure comes,forward from grovnd, 

foeuses the universal gaze and suggeSts the possibility of a deeper [cality. 

Just as the town-beadle "prefigured and represented in his aspect the whole 
• 

~dismal severity of the Pur~tan code of law," Hester' 5 ignominy both recalls 

the defiling of \."virgin soil" wlth prisons.and cemetaries and suggests a 

mode of redemption, for~e rose from the bush by the prison-door, whlch 

might '.'symbolize some sweet moral blossom" ln t~fstory, i8 analogous to 

the symbols on Hester's breast, the infant and the~carlet 'A,' the latter 

having "the effecf of a speH, taking her out of the ordinary relat ion .... ith 

humanity, and enc10sing her in a sphere by herself." (pp. t.8, 44-45, 50) 
, ,- " 

Hestèr's isolation is defined in terms of.a dualistic separation bet .... eed~ , " 
objective fact and subjective experience, for the "no great distance" she 

trave'ls from prü;,on to scaffold, "measured by the prisoner' 8 experience ... 

'" might be reckoned a journey of sorne length," a separation which is resolved 

by her elevated position on the platf(;n::m, "a point of view that revealed 

to Rester Prynne the entire track upon which\she had been treàding siRce 

her happy infancy": she escapes "from the cruel weight and hardness of 
\., 
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the reality" of the present into a train of remembered images that lead 

inevitably back to the present spectacle, her memory of her husband giving 

place to his deformed shape in the crowd; her e~hany on the platform 

~rings together, makes meaningful, the inne~ and outer (temporal and spa-

\ . 
tial) worlds of past and present journeys', symbolizing <1n overview which, 

• 

through "the narrator' s knowledge of her "memory' s picture gallery," is also , ~ 

ours. And wh en she touches the 'A l "to assure herself that the infant and 

the shame were real," (pp. 51, 54-56) it is as when the photographer in 

Blow-Up touches the body in arder to verify its exis~e, but for the fact 

that. when he looks aga in it is gone. 

If in this first scene we are presented wi~ what Agee calls "the 
'\" " 

cruel radiance of what is," (LUNPFH, p. 11) then the moral blossom Hawthorne 

offers us from the rose-bush, and 'the pattern of symbolic, imagery in which 

it f~gures, are destined to place that reality in a context which justifies 

and from which springs Hester's, and by implication the na~rator's, com-

prehensive and epiphanic point of view. The flower, for example, has its 

counterpart in the prison, "the black flower of civilizati'on": Hester' s 

sin, to whic.h Chillingworth refers as a "black flowef;,'" i8 what binds her 

to Salem, "the roots which 8he had struck into the soil"; passionate red ....... 
figure and Puritan black ground are Hester' s heraldic èolours ("On a Field, 

Sable, the Letter A, Cules"), the ro~e-bush amidjÛre "unsightly vegetation" 

~in front of the prison. (pp.'44, 165, 74, 251) Roget.Chillingworth is a 

gatherer of herbs "'of a dark and flabby leaf,'" and Hester wonders whether 

the earth, "quickened to an evil purpo"se by the sympathy of his eye, '[!dghI] 

gree~ him with poisonous shrubs"; flowers suggest beauty and morality; 

Chillingworth, the scholarly analyst and expert at herba! concoction; 

, 
discourages thoughts of death in Arthur DimIDesda!e, which wou1d withdraw 
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the latter from under his inhurnnn (he is "an unhumanized mortal") ,gaze and 

scrutinr:/ "'Youthful men, not having taken a deep root, give up their 
, 

hold of t'ffe sa easily!'" (pp. 123,166.247,155) Pearl is both the 'A'r 
o 

""---.." on Hester' s breast (Hester gives "many hours of rnorbid ingenuity, to 

create an analo~tween the object of her affection and the em~lem of 

~er gui1t and torture. But in truth Pearl was the one as weIl as the 
" 

other; and only in consequence of that identity had Hester contrive4:so 
'\. 

perfectly 'to represent the scar1et letter in her appearance") and a child 

of f1owers, "a lovely and immortal flower" who cries "for a red-rose" in 

the Governor' s gardenj she is named "Red Rose'·~ John Wilson-, and answers 

his catechistic question "that she had not been made at a11, b-ut had been 

plueked by her mother off the bush of wild roses that grew by the prison-

door." (pp. 95-96, 83, 100, 103. 105) 

Pearl is the demonic result of "lawless passion," a ehild of the 

forest whose "' pr inciple of being "' is '" the freedom of a broken làw, "'; 

when Dimmesdale confesses his "nameless horror" of Chillingworth, Pearl" 

offers to reveal the old man' s identity, whispering a "gibberish" which 

only "sounded ... like human language" into the minister's ear, though she 

earlier demonstrates that e;he knows what Chillingworth is up to: ". Come 

away, mother .•.. or yonder old Black Man will catch you! He hath got hold 
j 

of the rninister already. '" (pp. 158, 126, 148, 127) An aspect of the sym-

bolie 'A,' Pearl knows it is worn for the sarne reason that Dimmesdale keeps 

his hand over his heart. her fascination with the symbol seerning "an innate 

quality of her being"; in the forest, she insists that her mother resume 

it (" 'Dost thou know they mother now, child? '"); her function is to em-

body the hidden, to accost Dimmesdale for not being sufficiently '"bold''' 

and "'true'" to acknowledge Hester and herself in the light of noon, to 

'. 
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be "the, living hieroglyphic in which was revealed the secret they sa darkly 

sought to hide,-- aIl written in this symbol,-- aIl plainly manifest, had 

there been a prophet or magician skilled ta read the character of flame! 

And Pearl was the oneness of their being .... how could they doubt that their 

earthly lives and future destinies were conjoined, when they beheld at once 

their msterial union', and the spiritual idea, in whom they met, and were to 

dwell innnortally together?" (pp. 169-171, 202, 149,.197) Pearl transcends 

the conventions of significance, is a connection with the hidden source 'of 

things, and sa shares a "kindred wildness" with the forest creatures: her 

"errand as a messenger of anguish" is "aIl fulfilled" at the moment when 

the 'A' on Dimmesdale' s breast is revealed, and she proceeds ta a happy-

ever-after life in Europe. (pp. 197, 244) 

Pearl's significance as Ward among words, pointing to the source of 

things as she stands painting at the spot where Hester's discarded 'A' 

should be, (p. 200) is the.logical extension of her fa.ther's role as 

"'pious minister of the Word' ": while other clergymen are more learned or 

possessed by greater practical understanding, Dirrunesdale' s ift "the gift ' 

that descended uyon the chasen disciples at Pentecast, in tongues of flames: 

, 
symbalizing, it wuld seem, not the power of speech in foreign and unknown 

languages, but that of addressing the whole human brotherhood in the heart's 

native language"; he expresses "the highest truths through the humblest 

medium of words and images," is for the people "the mouthpiece of Heaven' s 

messages." (pp. 230, 134-35) His forte is what Ogden and Richards calI 

the emotive rather than descriptive or small-'s' symbolic use of words: 

wh en he publicly exhorts Hester to reve~l the name af Pearl's father, 

"The fe,eling that Chis voice] 50 evidently manifested, ré!thet: than the 

o -ùirec t purport of. the ~?rds, caused it ta vibrate within a11 hearts, and 

, . 
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brought the listeners into one accord of sympathy"; his final sermon has 

for Hester "a meaning ... entirely apart from its indistinguishable words," 

which, "if more distinctly heard, might only have been a grosser medium, 

and have clogged the spiritual sense"; his preaching transcends aIl su ch 

mediation, achieves perfect communication, so thaF his hearers are en-

tranced by "the high spell that [transports] them into the region of an-

other's mind." (pp. 63, 232, 236) Through 14innnesdale, words manifest a , 
prior order, have flxed and ordained meanings; it ls a mark of his fa11en 

condition that he publicly addresses Hester in a kind of double ta1k, to 

which, when' threatened with 10sing Pearl, she responds in kind: "'Thou 

wast my pastor, and hadst charge of my sou1, and knowest me better than 

these men can. '" (p. 106) Dinunes~ale has fa1l~n into dua1ity, scourges 

and fights for control of his body, bemoans the'" contrast between what l 

seem and what l am'lI; he regards fa1sehood as "shadowlike," and, like 

Ahab, must know wherein identity consists: "what was he?-- a substance?--

or the dinnnest of shadows?" A life of falsehood such as Dinunesda1e' s, 
" 

Hawthorne conunents, "steals the pith and substance out of whatever rea1ities 

there are around us .... To the untrue man, the who1e universe is false,-- it 

is impalpable,-- it shrinks ta nothing within his grasp. And he himself, 

in 50 far as he shows himse1f in a false 1ight, becomes a shadow. or, 

indeed, ceasr ta exist" (pp. 182, 135, 138); this is precisely how Mel­

ville sets up Ahab's dilemma: substance must be uncovered, its symbol 
<: 

made manifest, verbal meanings brought into proper alignment with things. 

The empiricist's reality is the romantic's nightmqre; Dimmesda1e's dupli-

city, his failure, by keeping his 'A' covered, to give expression ta his 
", 

experience in the forest, has "eaten into the rea\ substance of his cha~-

acter" and made of him, as Mistress HAbins seems ta nav~ guessed. as much 

\ 1 

i-"~""_~ •. ~.~B&E~2.Z2~ ...... _~J"""_4NI~a~ ........ ------------------------------------
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a deman as Chillingworth: "'Once in my IHe l met the Black Man! "' 

Hester tells Pearl; '''This scarlet le,tter is his mark!'" (pp. 205, 176) 

It is the function of the literary symbol, in fact, bath ta sup-

press and ta bring forth, ta oppose figure ta ground: Dirnrnesdale is a 

minister of the Word who, exhilerated by his interview with Hester in 

the forest, can hardly resist teaehing'''some very wicked words to a knot 

of little Puritan children who ... had but just begun to talk"; he is a 

black man with the palèst of exteriors, and it is his embodlment of these 

opposites that fits him as a symbol; "'Be it sin or no, '" $ays Hester of 

Chillingworth, tI'I hate the man, '" yet hate and love are, aceording to 

Hawthorne, "the same thing at bottom." (pp. 210, 167, 248) His inelina-

tion toward a redemptive synthe sis keeps Dimmesdale from leaving New 

England, for whereas Chillingworth (alias Master Prynne), 1ike Ishmael, 

names himself (a demonic act, as is implied by Mistress Hibbios' refer-

ence to '" Somebody, '" the nameless one, and by repeated mentions of Hes-

ter's and Arthur's "ignominy"), and is charged with a contradiction be­

tween his merciful '" aet?'" and terrible "'words, ", (pp. 230, 63) the 

fninister rejects Rester' s exhortation to "'Give up this name af Arthur 

Dirnrnesdale, and make thyself another,'" ,confesses his sin at the moment 

of his "very proudest emi,nence of superiority," and thus keeps and fills 

in the reference,of his,identitYj redeems signification by artchoring it 
li 

in substance: the 'A' is literally "impripted in the flesh" according to 

h h d · \ "i" t t d iOb " th thoug t e narrator eems ~t rreveren 0 escr e e 
\ 

some accounts, 

specta~le. (pp. ,189. 237. 245, 243) In the "closing scene" of tMs 

"drama," elevated on the scaffold while the .people look on lias knowing 

that sorne deep life-matter" i8 revealed, figure cornes forward from the 

ground which'it i5 both apposed ta and r~presentative of, symbolizing 

day,of.judgement and d~feat of Satan which Dimmesdale had prophesied as 
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"'the dark proble~ of life made plain .... the complete solution of that 

problem. '" (pp. 242, 124) By his eact, appearance and reality are reunited. 

The symbol transforms contradictions ~nto an emblazoned heraldic 

poise of ultimately identical opposites; the 'A' is the sympathetic hub 

of radiating spokes of meaning, standing for adulteress, , 'Arthur,' 

"Able," "Affection" an4 "Angel" (pp. l~3-5S, 150); and if Chillingworth, 

again like Ishmael, describ~~ himself as "'a stranger, and •.. a wanderer, 

sorely against my will,'" he is Cain to,Hester's Abel, 

the mark "more intolerable to a 
ti 

brow of Cain" into an acceptable sacrifice. (pp. 57, 

e transforms 

branded the 

The 'A' offers 
"J 

her the mean~' to '" work out an open triumph over the evil wi thin .•. and the 
< 

sorrow without, '" to gain "another" and "more saint-like H purity (pp. 63, 

~ 

75); less happily, it affords her an "estranged point of view" from which 

to criticize "human institutions •.. with hardJy more reverence than the 

Indian would feel," an exclusion and freedom from society's approval ·which 

"had made her strong, but taught her much amiss": Hester too is in a dual-

istic situation, for the "thought" in which she indulges-- the trans-

atlantic "freedom of speculation," a "moral wilderness" in which she wan-

ders-- must 1 suffice "without investing itself in the flesh and blood of 

action," 50 that the intellectual energy that might have made her another 

Anne.Hutchinson Is channe1led into the education of Pearl. Hester later 

closes the gap between thought and act as a dispepser of counsel, an 

"angel and apostle," though she '.denounces the role, of the "new truth" that 

would rectify relatiqns bétween the sexes: like Dimmesdale, Pearl and 

the people of New England, that ia, Rester experiences a symbolic c10suré 

of the I1breach" created by guilt, which ia "never, in this mortal state, 

repaired." (pp. 156, 190, 251, 191) 
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Only Çhil1ingworth's exclusion is unmitigated. The critica1 de-

tachment of which Hawthorne disapproves in Rester {Pearl, who exemplifies 

another kind of disjunction, is finally no more to "do battle with the 

world, but be a woman in i tlt) corresponds to Chillingworth 1 s learnedness, 

just as Dimmesdale's duplicity parallels his demonism; Chillingworth is 

a Itscholar, If an alc~ist and a physician, "a man of skill in a11 Chris-

tian modes of physical science, and 1ikewise fami1iar with whatever the 

savage peopler cou1d teachlt ; he is a 1earner of '" secrets, '" bD th in the 
"\ 

forest and in Salem, for there are, he says, '''few things hidden from the 

man who devotes himself ... to the solution of a mystery.ll1 (pp. 244, 55,65-

68, 70) Dimmesda1e, on his part, contemplates the "dark problem of life," 

and like Hester. on whom the "shadaw of the curtain" falls sa that she is 

"partially concealed" during Pearl's catechism exercise, is withdrawn, 
, , 

a man of veils, is "partially concealed" by the same curtain, lives behind 

the "noontide Shàdow" of heavy curtains, scourges himself in a "secret 

closet" and ho1ds his cloak "before his face" as he 1eaves the forest: 
\ 

the luminous ce1estial 'A' burns "duskily through a veil of cloud." (pp. 102, 

119, 137, 210,147) 'Their-moments of truth, moreover. are those of deep 

eye-con'tact, which Hester dreads with Chillingworth, and which transcend 

the duplicity of Dimmesdale's public addresses ta ~ster, who answers 

Reverend Wilson without removing her eyes from the ministér's; the latter 

\ 
"seldom, nowadays, looked st,raightforth at any abject, whether human or 

inanimate," but must nevertheless "'meet sa many eyes,'" which see him 

as the sain't he doubt8 he i8; Hester forces him to "look her stern1y in 

the face," exerc,ises "a magnetic power" through their eye contact: at his 

final moment of victory he meets Chil1ingworth 1 s eyes "fearfully, but 

firm1y." (pp. 59, 63-64, 123, 182, 185, 241) But for Çhillingworth, 
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everything ls obvious: his" 'plainness of speech'" is counterpoised 

,against Dimmesdale' s duplicitous eloquence, and he is capable of sub-

j ecting the personal to critical examination, of bringing studious atten-

tion to bear in' a situation of inter-personal involvement: "With calm and 

intent scrutiny. he felt her pulse, looked into her eyes,-- a gaze ... 50 

familiar, and yet 50 strange and cold,-- and, final1y, satisfied with his 

investigation .... " (pp. 128, 68) Eye-contact is not redemptive: Chilling-

worth i9 not interested in, in fact seek~ to'avoip, showdowns. Eye con-
, 

fron~tions are associated, in the equations of literature, with mirror imag-
\':f.\-... , 

ery, as when Ahab gazes into the water and meets Fedallah's reflected eyes 
\ 

(MD, p. 445): the mirror in "The Custom House" brings Hawthorne from 

a<:tual to imaginative, and the imagination is a mirror become tarnished; 

Rester is- a youthful mirror gazer, and finds the 'A' disproportion~tely 

emphasized in the "convex mirror" of a breast plate, which thus reflects 

truth rather than distortion; Rester and Arthur mirror one another in eye-

contact; but when she contemp~ates "her own image" reflected in Pearl' s 

eyes, it turns "fiend-like, full of smiling malice." (pp. 55, 69, 181, 91) 

Godard made Le Petit Soldat, he says, about "a man who finds that the face , 

in the mirror does not correspond to the idea he has of what lies behind 

1 
it," who "analyzes him~eV and discovers that he i5 different from the 

concept he had of himself"; and he adds, "Personally, when l loo'k at my-

12 
self in the mirror, l have the same feeling." And one of Burroughs' 

disembodied characters who cannot escape his body speaks of "someone vague, 

faded in a mirror. ,,13 • If the demonism embodied in Pearl resists the mirror-

image correspondence that Re~ter and Dimmesdale ~ave in their eye-contact, 
, 

then it may be wondered, given the satanic imagery with which he is pOF-

trayed, whether Chillingworth can be se en in a mirror: havin~ ,:old Hester 

" 
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v-
of the torture he has inflicted on the m1niste~, Chillingwot:'th "lifted his 

,1 

hands with a look ?f harror, as if he had beheld some frightful shape, 

which he could not recognize, usurping the' place of bis own image in a 
, 1 

glass." (p. 163) Chlllingwortb is an empiricist for whom nothing is 

hidden; he anticipates Sam Spade's relentlessness and Agee's voyeurism; 

he Is an orphaned Ishmael, comparable to Burroughs' alienated. arch, 

cruelly wry private investigators, allowing his observations to speak for 

tbemselves; like aIl of these characters. he knows how ta wait. 

However, Chillingworth's alertness ta the obvious i8 not to be 

confused with the omniscience of Hawthorne's narrator: occasionally the 

latter h'edges this omniscience, qualifies his speculations with "per-

chance" ot:' "perhaps, fi as he does his illustration of Pearl r 8 salvatory 
~ 

effect on Hester with, "if we 8.uppose this interview ••• ,to be authentic' and 

not a parable 11 (pp .. 51,. 240" 110); he wonders whet'her Mistress Hibbins" 

baving extingulshed the lignt by whlch she ls visible, npossibly ••• went 

up among the clouds," and suggests that the ce1estial epiphany of light: 

18 due to a meteor, imputing Dimmesdale ',s vision of the 'A' "solely to 
1 

the disease of his own eye and heart:," though he proceeds to show the 

vision corrobera~ed by the sextan's report. (pp. 141, 145" 147, 150) But 

Hawthorne thereby questions, nothis own authority. but that of the record 

contained in Pue' 8 account, thr~ugb which "we seem to see" a purpose for 

Bester' s ignominy. and which might, should anyone undertake "the unpro.,t 

fitable 1abour." be "worked up" luto a history of Salem;- the difference 

hetween record ancl romance le that between, the various "theories" of how 

the 1etter came ta Dimmesdale' a breast t along with confJ.ic.ting repar~s 
. 1 

as' to its actual preseqce there and the substance of the .iuister' 8 final 

speech, and ita "deep print," due ta "long meditation," iu the narra~orts 

't· - iteMt' # 

.. 

} 
) 
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brain-- between the ''more than one account of what had been witnessed on ' 
li> 

the scaffold" and the symbolic moral resolution or meta-story which it is 

the narrator's business to portray. He protests, when a wolf offers bis 

head ta be patted by Pearl, that "here the tale has Burel y lapsed into 

the improbable, If dispensing with the fabulous but gieaning the "truth" 
\ 

of Pearl' s "kindred w1ldt1essn with the forest. (pp. 191, 29, 246, 245, 195) 

''When an uninstructed multitude attempts to see wi~h lts eyes," says Haw-

thorne, "it ls extremely apt to be deceived. When. however, lt forma lts 

jud8eme~t ••• on the ihtuition of its great and warm beart, the conclusions 

thus attained are often so profound and sa unerring, as to possess the 

character of truths supernaturally revealed." (pp. 119-120) The only 

thorough-going eye-witness is the villain of tbe piece; Hawthorne, trans-

cending multiplicity and distortion, ia spokesman for the heart; Melville, 

who would a~o "rather be a fool with a heart, than Jupit~r Olympus with 

his head," (Lk, p. 1209) has a strikingly different approach to records, 

not transcending their limitations but elaborating their ambiguity and 

the impermeability of appearances, as in "Benito Cereno," suggesting in 

Moby-Dick that the account ia the event" unmltlgably diatortlve of the 
.", 

'reality' that occasions its taking shape, and emphasizing, at the clo~e 

of Billy Budd, 'the incompatibility of event and report-. or mor~ correctly, 

of event and event, report and report; in Mardi,King Donjol010 sends a 

.pair of ind4Ulendent observers, "honest of heart, keen of éye, -and shre.wd 

of understanding" to foreign Islands, who Infuriate Mm by c::ontradicting 
d 

each other "'before our very face •••• How 1s 1t?'= Are the lenses in their 

eyes dlverse-hued, that objects seem different to bath? for undenlable 

Is it, that the thlngs they thus clashingly speak of are to be ~own fôr 

the same; 
, 14 

though represented with unlike colora and qualities." 
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Hawthorne's paraphrase of his characters' thoughts, as of Hester's sub-

1nteIIectuai "sense" of destiny, constitutes a freedom from those docu-

ments, which permit him to coyly suggest rather than plainly state h+s 

meaning; - he is (and the reader ;ls) I;h~t "preternaturally gifted ,obser-

ver" or "spiritual seer" who alone would detect the new expression on 

Hester' s face on election day, as weIl as that "imagination •.. irreverent 
/ 

. ~nough to surmise" a eonnection between Hester~ the minister. (pp. 233, 

216, 235-36) lt ls Dimmesdale' s office to '''hold' conununion, on your be-

ha,lf. with the Most High Omniscience"'; and when Hawthorne says of the 

~ 

minis ter , standing on the scaffold,at midnight, tbat "No ·eye could see 

him. save tbat ever-watchful one which had seen him in his closet, weild-

ing the b100dy scourge, Il there couid be no c1earer indication tbat the 

narrator's eye also communes with that transcendent omniscience. (pp. 136, 

139) 

On the o.ther hand ChiIl1ngworth's point of view ia as limited as 

that of tbe err.~Of "silent and inactive spect~io·rs. If out of which he 

does not r1se 0 the overview of the scaffoid unt1l the day of judgement 
1 

, 
(election day, on which the elect. come forward): he first appears when 

Hester, "under the heavy weight of a thousand unrelenting eyes,!' discovers 

that h~ has· been watching her for "some time lt from the midst of the crowd. 

(pp. 241, 53, 56) Burroughs, dèscribing the indiscrtminate p'olice c~ub­

bing the ''Yippies newsmen, and bystanders~' at the Çhicago '68 riots, com-

ments: "There are no innocent bystanders. What are they eJ,oing there 1u 

the first place? The worst sin of man is to be born." CE, p. 94) Being 

watch~d is the most UIlbearable Und of punishment: Rester "had always 

this dreadful urgency in feeling a human eye upon the tolten," and Dimmes-

dale lets loose a shriek when, safely in the dark~ he i8 suddenly 
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\ 
"overcome with a great horr~r of mind. as if the universe were gazingl at 

a scarlet token on his naked breast" (pp. 80. 140); and ChUlingworth 

adopts the raIe of watcher. "A man burdened with a secret." says HÀlJ-
. 

thome. "should especially ~void the intimacy of his physician"; Chilling-

worth fills that office. is a kind of psychoana1yst digging "into the poor 
.. 

clergyman's heart" in search of the "animal nature" beneath the latter's 

"a11 spiritual appearance," urging him ta expose '''the deacl corpse burled . 
, 

in bis own heart.'''(pp. 117,121-22.124) Medical men in tbe co10ny, we 

art; told, are usual).y s!J preoccupied with the "wonderouB mecbaniBm" of 

the body as ta have "lost the spiritual,view of existence," '(pp. 111-12) 

~ and Dimmesdale's analyst is no exception: 

If the latter possess native sagactty, and a nameless 
something more,-- let us calI it intuition: if he 
show no intrusive egotism, nor ~isagreeably prominent 
characteristics of his OWQ; if he have the power, which 
must be barn with' him, ta bring his mind into .such 
affinity vith his patient' s, that this 'last sball 
unawares have sp'oken what he !ma'gines himaelf only 
to bave thdught; if such revelations be received 
witbout tumu1t, and acknowledged not so often by an 

. uttered sympathy as by silence, an inarticulate 
breath, and here and there a ward, to indicate that 
a11 is understood; if to these qualifications of a' 
confidant be joined the advantages afforded by his 
recognized character as a physician,-- then, ax 
some inevitable moment, will the soul of the sufferer 
be dissoived, and flow forth in a da~, but trans­
parent stream, bring aIl its mysteries into the day­
l1ght. 

Chillingworth scrutinizes every aspect of the minister, lives with ~tm so 

that aIl details "might pass under Chis] eye, It wa;(.ts for indicat:ions ta 

appear on Dimmesdale' s "surface" (pp. 118, 116); couched as he is in 

the language of romance (he has a "penetrati~g power" of glance, plans 

to discover Pearl' s father by "a sympathy that will make me cODScious of 

him," is associated vith the black arts), he nevertheless displays the 

. '" 
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5kepticism of an empirlcist, vers"d ln .... the kindly knowledge of simples.'" 

(pp. 55, 70, 120, (7) If Hawthorne suggcsts that eventually "words embody 

things," Chillingworth refutes any amenability to symbolism: "'Ye that have 
<? 

wronged me are not sinfu1, save in a kind of typical illusion; neither am l 

fiend-like, who have snatched il fiend's office from hlS hands, "' (pp, 214, 165) 

He 18 unregenerate, refusing any kind of redemption (li' It 15 our fate. Let 

the black f10wer blossom as lt may! "'), as ts appropnélte to one Itmited ta .f 

~he sphere of mechanlsm, controll ing the "engine" of Dimmesda le' s ,"or tures, 
\., ~ ~ 

carrying out "machlnations," bringlng a "terrible machinery ... to bear," ta'Tl-

pering with "the de1icate --springs of·,Mr. Dimmesdale's nature"; but the mlni.<;-

ter gains "new energy" on the'scaffold at midnight, forming wlth Pearl and 

Hester "an clectnc chain." (pp. 132-33, 151, 158, 145) 

Again at tthls pOlnt, Chllltngworth ls dlscovered watching from ground 

1eve1, his malevolent expression remalning "painted on the darkness" when 

the light of the meteor has vanished; .(p. 148) The hideous metamorphoses 
, 

to which he is subject-- horror twist!r1g "across his.,featur.es, like a snake 

gliding over them," the "&omething ug1y and evil" in 'his' .face after it 

has studied Dimmesdale, and the "transformation" brought about by several 
} 

1 

years'devotion to torture (pp. 55, 12~, 161)-- are comparable to the con-

tartions through which Agee is put by his gui1ty'voyeurism, and ta the 

hideous and uncontrollable mutations to which Burrou~s' characters are 

subject. Voyeurism and 'impersonal ana1ys1s-- "the co-nstant analysis of a 

heart full of torture, and deriving his enjoyment thence, and adding fuel 

to those fiery tortures which he gloated over"-- are the weapons of .Chilling-

worth' s "intimate revenge"; I?immesdale must, says Hester, reIl\ove him­

self from '" under his evil eye'.\)" And when Chillingworth worièJers aloud 

1 1 
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• if it would be possible '" to analyze that child' s naturt, and, from its 

make and mould, to give a shrewd guess at the fatber, ,ft he Is aèting ln 

his capacity as diagnostic ian, as when he addresaes the 'fI symptoms'" of 

Dimmesdale 1 s in'fected conscience-- ls J in the original sense of the word, 

a semio1ogist. (pp. 161, 181, 109, 128) Like Ishmael and Agee, Chill1ng-

worth la both actor in and viewer of the drama in which he ls Involvedj 

his finally joinlng the others on the scaffold is an acknowledgement 

that Dimmesdale has escaped, ~or without the suppress~on of a secret there 

can be no spy: in the redemptlve scheme of the romance» guarded obscurlty 

gives way to sun11t clarity and perfect shameles~ness. a~d dissolves t~e ' 

role of the voyeur. But in the absence of such a scheme, ChiIIingworth. 4 

unlike the.other cparacters. remains interesting: he entera e room in 

which Dimmesdale lies sleeping before an open work "in the somniferous , 

sehool of Hterature" (pethaps it WQuld not be perverse to comparè him 
., 

" 

wit1;l the- ph~tographer in Biow.-l1p as he move)J 'among the hypnotized shapes . . 

of- rQ<:k'-fans and the st:oned iomates of a party: like him, Chlllingworth 

1s un~uestionably awake)~ 8tep~ d~rectly ta bis side and uncovers the 
, 

breast on which he bears the 'À '; the combination of joy and horror ln 
-

ChillingWorth 1 s comportmene. Is ~omparable to Satan' s at t,he 1088 of a 

sou!.' "But." HawthofU~ cOII!Dlents, "what dis-tinguished tlfe physic1an's 

ecstasy from Satan '8 was the: tr~it of wonder in it!'" (pp. 130-31) 

The remarltablél differE!Dce between Hawthorne' S' worko and Mel ville,' s 
, . 

Is that the latter offet-s po cèrtain pattern .of "redemption into -which to 

incorporate and tiy which t'a justify experience. Whereas Hawthorne, whose 
, . 

,narrator partakes of :divine omnisc1.enc:~, regar~~' the collector of facts 

and, analyst of apPt!arane~s as 'villainous, Melville 'a, narrative personae 

ar~ often unredee.ed ·voyeurs J and t;he roulant 1e dtero who insists on 

" 

.. 'UL ucaœu 7 R ~ 
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u1timate symmetry is, as in Nardi ,lnd Noby-Dick. mere1y mad. The salien 

example of this narrative voyeurlsm is Typee: A Pepp ~ Polynesian Lire (1846). 

which bcars /O'Ut lts subtitle with introdustory promises of exciting 

a,t "heathenish rites and human sacrifices," and such stories as of the 

po~esian natives' stripping and de-deifying a missionary's wife, the 

~odesty of' the native king's consort before the French officers, descrip­

tions of nat1ve gir1s-- their innocence of clothing and enthu)fiasm for such 

frolic as revea1s "glimpses of their forms," their playful Jansgression 

of t;he narra tor' s sexua1 "feelings of propriety," and their entieing dan-

o 
cing-- au Nat1ana1 Geographie, and especia11y the geseriptions of Fayaway 

in "the primitive an'd summer garb of Ede~," and spreading her robe as a sail 
À 

15 ,f,or Tonuno' 5 boat. Non-sexual "vis10ns of outlandish things" are also 
1 

reeord~d, such as the numerous visions'of beautiful sky- and land-scapes 

~ 
'which might not f1ippantly be comgared to ~o~t-card seenes, and whieh 

make the narnftor a "speetator" in the,"enchanted gardens" of paradise. (pp. 

5, 49) Tommo is something of an anthropological fi~1d-observer among the 

natives, "oceupied ... either in watching the procee4~ngs o'f those around me 

or taking part in them myse1f," himse1f submitting ta ""sctutiny", by the 

natives who marve1 a t the whiteness of his unexposed sk1n, going "sa far in 
r 

their investigations as to app1y the o1factory organ"; and)ike Agee, he 

fee!s that ~s "inquiring, scientifie mood.s" are somehow profane, RS when 

Kory-Kory "whirled the idol about most profane1y, sa as ta give me the 

oppoit~ity of examining it on aIl sides." (pp. 151, 71, 73-74, 178-79) 

Repeatedly reminding us of his status as an eye-witness, Tommo provides a 

gcographieal description of Nukuheva and aécounts of its "oatura! history" 

(climate, animal population, "vegetation, diseases), the medicinal wate'rs of 
• < 

Arva Waï (though, "As l am no chéînist, l cannat give a scientific analysis 

of toe 'water"), and the, mysterious arrangement of huge and apparently 

l' 
" 
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1 
antI.q8i blocks of stone into a graduation of terraces. (pp .. 23-24, 210-213, 

153-55) He gives extensive attention to the food and culinary skills of' 

the natives, to their language (including frequent glosses translating and 

elaborating particular tenns, and a description of the "vocal telegraph" 

system of information conveyance), to details of their physical formation 

and "traces" of European-introduced diseases, and ta their political, econ-

omic, sexual and religious forms of practice, concentrating especial~y on 

the observance of "taboo" people and s:Ltuations-- for the ob&erver, at 

leapt, not governed by any predictable system, and thus impossible not to 

bungle against. (pp. 73, 224-25, lOS, 180-83) A chapter is devoted to "the 

history of a day" in the valley. (pp. 149-52) A notable amount of pre-

scriptive information appears in Famous Men (steal out in the middle of the 

night, take a certain path, and this will happen; pick cotton in a certain 

posture for so long, and see if this happens); Burroughs refers ta Naked 

Lunch as "a b1ueprint. a How-To Book ..•• Abstract concepts, bare as algebra, 

narrow down to a black turd or a pair of aging caj ones" (Naked Lunch, p. 224); 

Moby-Dick is such a book, te11ing how ta find, catch and process wha1es; 

and in ~ we learn how to make a fire Typee-st~e, how to manufacture 

"tappa," the native c1oth, h~w to prepare "arva"-root juice, how to prepare 

{ 

bread-fruit, how to climb coconut trees, how to tattoo and how to obtain 

coconut oi1. (pp. 111, 147-48, 165, 114-17, 21-315, 217, 229-30) But whi1e • 

Tommo misses n?thing obviou5 to inspection, he i5 "baffled in ••• attempts to 

""" 1earn t:.he origin" of par~icu1ar festive customs, and does not kllOW "what to 
J 

make of the religion ~f the valley," daily ceremonies being "very much like 

seeing a ~arce1 of 'Freemasons' making secret signs to each other; l saw .. 
e,verything but could comprehend nothing"; and the Typees l concea1ment 

from him of evidence of their cannibalism leaves him dubious as te what they 

, ............... ---------------------------------------------
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intertd for him. What is not obvious, that is (and this applius also perhaps 

to the Typees, whose indecisive behaviour on the day of his escape makes 

dubious whether they know what they want to do with Tommo, who is also 

"inclined to believe" that they have "no fixed and definite ideas whatever 

on the subject of religion"), is intention, purpose, a stable context of 

meaning. (pp. 169, 177) And his ambiguous situation include5 his report on 

il, and his editorial comments: "those things which l have stated as facts 

will remain facts," he says in defence of his denunciation of missionary 
f' ' 

practices; "any reflections, however, on those facts may not be free from 
L 

error." (p. 199) 

The problem of the limited point of view i5 the subject of the book, 

and the source of the excitement of the adventure: as the sounds of shouting 

and musket-fire in the hills reach their ears, Kory-Kory interprets them lias 

if he were gifted with second sight, [going] through a variety of pantomimic 

illustrations, showing me the 'precise manner in which the redoubtable Typees 

were at that very moment chastising the insolence of the enemy"; Tommo sub-

sequently discovers that the Typee leader had '~ather inclined to the Fabian 

than to the Bonapartian tactics," and reports the issue of the skirmish lias 

far as Hs results came under my observation. Il (pp. 12,9-30) Melville con-

stantly denies his narrator a comprehensive point of view, involvin'g him in 

a subjective struggle ~ith details, the' attempt ta configure ideas meaning- j 

fully., From his first thoughts of desertion he is deluded, "picturing my-

self seated beneath a coco~nut~tree on the brow of the mountain, with a 

~ 
cluster of plantains within easy reach"; he and Toby successivèly flnd 

u 
\' 

thémselves "shut ••. out from the view of surrounding objects" by a forest 

reeds, and so unable to determine their direction, attaining the "lofty 

1 

'elevation" of a"mountain crest and a corresponding "sense of security," 

) 
! 
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but seeing therefrom, not a valley like the one they have left, but a 

. "series of ridges and inter-vales, which as far as the eye could reach 

stretched away from us," and which provide the setting for subsequent mis­

constructions of the terrain, and of each other's behaviour. (pp. 31, 38-4~ 

The "Important Question" of their geographical position, relative to the 

inhabitants of the valley below, is a bi-valuErd- one: "~~ Happar?"; 

annihilation or friendly reception? Pointing out that "it was impossible 

for us to know anything with certainty." Tommo persuades Toby to avoid the 

valley l the country off~ring them "llttle choice" but by turn ta descend 

into the canyons in ,their path and climb the intervening ridges, Tommo suf-

fering alternate1y from "ague and fever," and thus driven alternately by 

thirst and repulsion from water, descending from each rise not~knowing 

"whether l was helpless1y falling from' the heights above, or whether his 

speed is an act of my own volition." (pp. 'S0-53) Deciding to risk the val-

ley and agreeing (Toby i8 " overjoyed at my verification of his theory").that 

aIl the canyons must lead chere, they arrive at a sh~er precipice down which 

they lower themselves by long roots, Tommo "taking care ta test their strength 

before l trusted my weight to tl1em, Il but fin8l1y reaching a point at which 

aIl the roots within .reach snap off at being tried, so that he must take the 

"frightful risk" of jumping for an untested root; descending a second cliff 

and again faced with '''no other alternative, ,,, he must follow Toby's example 

(','1 could scarcely credit the evidence of my senses") and leap from cliff 

to precarious tree-top. (pp. 54-63) When they approach two natives of the 

valley with the question "Typee or Happar?" and then put "together in the 

',form of a question the words 'Happar' and 'Mort,arkee,' the latter being' 

equivalent to the word 'good. "' they proceed on the assumption chat they 

are addressing the friendly Happars and r~ceive emphatic affirmation of 

, 
" 

\ 

t 
1 
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their formulation: in fact the natives are Typees, frightened hy the stran-

gers' use of their enemies' name; moreover, their basic a~sumption is false, for 

the Typees are gentle, while the Happars later seriously wound Toby. (p. 69) 

The suspicion persist~, however, "that beneath their fair appearances 

the islanders covered sorne perfideous design, and that their friendly recep-

tian of us might precede sorne horrible catastrophe"; nor, given the "fickle 

disposition of the savages,1I is the answer to questions formulated by two-

valued 10gic ever binding: death is an immanent possibility lIunder aIl 

these smil:Cng appearances. 1I (pp. 76,97) Tommo is frightened by the ambi-

guous ('''What can aIl this mean, Toby? "'), repeatedly finds Typee behaviour 
J 
1 

lIunaccountable,1I lIunpredictable,1I suspects by taste that he is eating human 

flesh, only ta discover by taper that it is pork, and forms his "conclusion 

... from my own observations, and, as far as l could understand, from the 

explanation which Kory-Kory gave me": about Toby's disappearance, "AlI 
1 

their accounts were contradictory," and with narrative hindsight 'Tommo 

notes that aIl his "speculations were in vain." (pp. 93-97, 107, 109, 128, , 

235) As for his own motives, when he rernembers IIthe numberless proofs 

of kindness a!ld respect" on the part of the natives he can "scarc~ly under-

stand how it was" that he should indulge "dismal forebodings," though he 

" '\. 
acknowledg~s the "rnysterious disease" in his leg, an "unaccountable rnalady" 

/ that com~s and goes unpredictably until after he has left; as for those 

of thelTypees, while Tonuno has sorne evidence of their "intention" to keep 

hi~ prisoner (is jerked alert out of his eagerness to meet a E~ropean 

\ 
ship: "lt was at this moment, when fif,ty savage countenances were glaring 

upon me, that l first truly experienced l was indeed a captive .•• I·w~s 

overwhelmed by the confirmation of my '\Norst fears ll
), he knows not.hing of 

!Q_._ ......... .,..i!II!! ______ .. s .. _____ .. t ... ________ .............. ________ ~_ 
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their "obj ect," the possible "treacherous scheme" be.hind their kindness. 
J 

(pp. 118-20, 142, 239) He is continually, that is, hanging by an untested 

root, just as his report must exclude knowledge of the "purpose,\ behind sorne 

customs (pp. 160, 167-68, 220-21, 224, 227); and he closes the acçount with 

a confession of ignorance as to the "mystery" of Toby's fate. (p. 253) 

Ultimate proof, the confirmation or not of aIl his suspicions, is unavail-

able: his understanding is confined to sets of words and gestures with only 

the most precariously guessed contexts, and i~ undercut by further obser-

vations. 

Edgar Allan Poe's ~ Narrative of Arthur Gordon ~~ Nantucket 
/~? 

(1837), while it does not record a non-literart'event, is a comparable 
.. 

work in that it relates a series of episodes, each involving a shift in 

perspective which undeceives the narrator by modifying his point of view. 

"In no affairs of mere prejudice, pro or ~," he s.ays, "do we deduce in-

ferences with entire certainty, even from the most simple data": awakening 

from a dream of being devoured by a lion, he discovers his dog's paws on his 

chest; stowed awaY"in the hold of a ship, he forms "a'thousand surmises" 

as to why he has been deserted, only to learn that a mutiny has occurred 

above deck; marooned at mid-ocean~ he is approached by a brig over the bow 

of which .leans a man making "encouraging" gestures, "nodding ta us' in a 

cheerful although rather odd way, and smiling constantly 50 as to display 

the most brilliantly .white teeth"-- é4 lipless corpse, in fact,' shaken from 

behind by a gull"devouring his liver. But Pym's nar:ative differs from 

'Tommo's peep in pointing toward a reso1utio~ of the ambiguous in perception: 

. the suggestion,in the appended editor's "Note" t'hat the Antarctic, fissures 

mapped by PYm have the form of Ethiopian, Arabie and Egyptian words takes 
" , 

us from a c1ose-up of the confusion and "ut ter darknes_s" of the chasm ta an 
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16 elevated ~nd meaningfui overview -- the point of view of the "eaTth-angeIs," 

as 1t is put in "The Domain of Arnheim" (1847), that ", class of beings, 

h~n once, but now invisible to humanity, to whom, from a~, OUT disordeT 

17 may seem ordet:-- our unpicturesqueness picturesque.'" No such point of 

view i8 suggested in Typee; Kary-Kory's invocation of a creation myth to 

explain the ancient stone structures on the island "at once convinced me 

that neither he nor the rest of his countrymen knew anything about them"; 
\ 

Tommo reckons that the "monument" is "doubtless the work of an extinct and 

forgotten race," though there are "no inscriptions, no sculpture, no clue, 
.-

by which ta conjecture !ts history"; they do "establish the great age of 

the islandlt and eliminate the possibility that it is the work of "the cOTal 

insect." lt is "as possible as anything else" that the island, and f~r that J 
matter the who1e of America, has been thrown up by volcanic eruption: "No 

one can make an affadavit to the contrary, and therefore 1 will say nothing 

against the supposition." (pp. 154-55) The ambiguity of a situation uncon-

trolled by an informing myth is most vivid1y illustrated by the effigy of 

the ,dead warrior-chief, seated in a canoe and~olding his padd~e ••• in the. 

ACt of,rowing, le~ing forward and inclin1ng h;J head, as if eager ta hurry 
( 

on his voyage," the direction of which is c01llJlented on by the "po;Lished 

human sltull, which crowned the prow of the canoe," sa as ta glare "face to 
1 

face" at the warrior (p. 172): the illustration is repeated in "Benito 

Cereno" (Ü~56) by the :œutinou~ Babo, who replaces the San DoUainick's figure-. 

head of Christopher Columbus vith a skeleton, beneath which is inscTibed, 

"'ollow four leader. ,,18 

Marheyo's use of Tommo's old shoes as a pendant necklace illustrates 

this 1ack of fixed contelft or meaning, the fact that "things unserviceable 

in one way, may vith advantage be applied in another ••• if"one bave genius 

" 
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enough for the purpose" (p. 146): the students "in La Chinoise, having dis-

carded their Picasso-esque toy, remark the cleverness of a passer-by who 

makes "handle-bars and a bicycle seat out of our bull's head." This is con-

sonant with Tommo's account of the Typee language, similar to other Poly-

neslan dialects in that it features the duplication of 'sorne words, and in 

"the different senses in which one and the sarne ward is employed'." sa that 

"one brisk, lively little word Is obliged ... to perform a11 sorts of duties ••• 

the particular meaning being shawn chiefly by a variety of gestures and the 

eloquent expression of the countenance"; and while he regards these dia-
f 

lects as less sophisticated than civilized languages ("the imperfections of 

their oral languages are more than compensated for by the nervous elaquence 

of their looks and gest;ures"), he notes their extreme "intricacy," the éom-

pIete black-boaI4tà conjugation of a Hawaiian verb covering "the side of a 

considerable apartment." (pp. 224.25, 142) Here as elsewhere, Tommo treats 

words simply as other things. as ~isiple tabulated marks or as sounds, noting 

the "labial melody with which the Typee girls carry on, an ordinary conver-

sation, giving a musical prolongation to the final syllable of every sen­

tence," and the "rough-sided sounds" iss~ing from the men when ln the midst 

of their peculiar sort of "wordy paroxysm." (p. 227) And he gives ~im:Mar 

descriptions of gestures, Toby on various occasions \'throwing himself into 

aIl the attitudes of a pbsture-master, vainly Œrying] to~postula;e with 

the natives by signs and gestures," at, one point "opening his mqu~h from 

ear to ear. and ~hrusting his fingers down his throat, gnashing his teeth 

and rolling his eyes about" in arder ta indicate hunger (pp. 80, 69): the 
\' 

.probr-enIwlth which Tommo and Toby consistently struggle is how messages are 

commun1cated, how·things are knpwn. Names are arbitrarily connected with 

,things: the Washington Group of islands ls "arbltrarily distinguished" 
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from the,Marquesas, for inclusion within. which Tommo offers an argument 

based on dialect, laws, religion and customs; the name 'Typee' means "a 

lover of flesh," remarkable in ,its application to one single tribe "inasmuch 

/ 

~ 
1 as the natives of a11 this group are unrec1aimable cannibals," and in fact ' t 

i 

Marnoo points out that, with reference t<;> the French, "as yet the terror of i. 
their namà had preserved them from attack." Tommo repeated1y deplores the 1 
exposure. o~ the natives to Europeans in order to beco~~ "nominal Christians," 

"enjoy the Inere name of Christians without experiencing any of the vital . 
. \ i 

operations of true religion"; he notes that "the term 'Savage' Is ..• often 

misapplied," and suggests that it i5 by civilized intruders that the Poly-

nesians liare made to deserve the t itle." (pp. Il, 24-25, 138, 195, 182, 125, 

26) References are ostensive ("Ned, pointing with his hand in the direction 

of the t~ea~herous valley, exclaimed, 'There-- there' s Typee. III) anô langu-

age learned by association: estab1ishing toat his dinner is not human flesh 

but 'puarkee,' Tolllltlo declares that "from that day to this l have never for-

gotten that such is the designation of a pig in the Typee linga." (pp. 25, 95) 

thus the language of the descriptive report does not embody but refers to 

things, just as (as in Berkeley) physiognomy is "indicative" of emotion, 

which i8 "depicted" in the countenance. (pp. 214, 351, 142) It is emphasized 

that "description" 15 inadequate to "beauty" ("but that beauty was not lost 

to me then"), ta lia scene of confusion, Il to lia sensation of horror," ta the 

feeling of "wretchedness" and ta the vividness of recollections (pp. 12, '15, 

13, 125, 237, 120, 91): as in Locke, simple ideas, in these instances en-

tering "by aIl the ways of sensation and refl_~c_tian," (Essay II. vii. 1) 

must speak for themselves; "I may succeed," says Tommo, "in rarticularbing 

sorne of the individua1 features of Fayaway's beauty, but that genera1 love-

liness of appe~rance which they aIl contributed ta produce l will not 

-, 

\ 

\ \ 
;''1.:., .A .... ~~,.:'!:!!..!:rn,.;.f.I •••• __ .4!1!1_g(!.":;,::!Jl!Iii!Z;r.dI~!D!II!IihJ!IBI __ ç --------------



\ 

o 

123 

attempt ta describe." (p. 86) Llkc Agce, Tomma of [ers lists of p~rticulars, 
1 

records of events and fa11ib1e calculations, (leaving their realiza~ion to 

his reader: when, in Chapter 31, he proposes "ta string together, without 

any at tempt a tarder, a few odds and ends not hitherto mentioned," (p. 226) 

he displays th~t insouciancé as to an organizing superstructure' that also 

characterizes Famous Men' apd Naked Lunch. Tommo is a kind of Adam bestow-
... r ...... '!,. 

ing his own names on the '" Feast of· the Calabashes'" and on '" Fayaway' s 
l 

Lake, JI' a}ld on Mehevi "thEt title of kingj (pp. 160, 171, 189); and like 
/ ~ 

Chillingworth and Ishmael, Tommo and Toby name themse1ves: 'Toby' is 
-; ~_-, 1 

"the name by which he went among us, "for < his real name he never would tell 

us"; and sin-è'e 'Toby' is the name actually used by Melvi11e's comparii~n, 

there is no reason no,t to assume that when the narrator says he "hesitated 

for an instant, thinking that it might be difficult for him to pronounce 

my real name, and thén with the most praiseworthy intentions intimated 

that l was known as 'Tom, '" he is withholding from Mehevi thename 'Herman.' 

(pp. 31, 72) 

This attitude toward words is to be dist,inguished from that of the 

captain rrom whom they escape, who "has registered a vow" not to return 

home without a full cargo of sperm oil, and at the writing of Typ~e is still 

in the Pacific, and from that of Christian navies who "burn,. slaughter, 

and,destroy, according ta the tenor of written instructions." (pp. 22-23, 27) 

Both are associated with oratory, the captain delivering a specious harang~e 

on the evils of Nukuheva, and the replacement by merciless subjugation of 

native ido1at1:y with a disinterested mercantilism making a fit " subject for 

an eloquent Bible-meeting g~ator." (pp. 34-35, 196) The taboo Marnao 

gives a "powerful. •• exhibitiôn of natural elbquence •.• during the course of"" 

his oration," éxhorting the Typees to resist the-French by suggel?ting that 

1 
,J 



.C 

o 
,-

124 

their ferocio~s "name" has real meaning-- addrcssing 't'heir faith in words: 

by speaking "a few words of their language" ta the first frightened 

Typees he meets, Tommo instills in them "a little confidénce,I,; and when 
, 

he finally suceeeds in formulating the desirable message, "'Typee Mortat-

kee,' "., his hasts are suddenly ecstatic, shouting "again and again the 

talismanic syllables. the utteranees of which appeared ta have ~éttled 
" 

·evetything." (pp. 137-38, 68, 71) While singing 15 unknown te them, they 

are, "remarkably fond of chahting, II, the rhythmic and hypnot ie repeti tian 

of patterns whlch Agee, wh en He speaks of Gudger's adopting "a saving 

rhythm" of movement (whereas Famous Men is a "dissonant prologue") defines 

as a psyehological seeurity device. Words and ferms have immutable s1gnl-

f icanee f(F the Typees, and "An exchange of names 1s equivalent ta a rati-

fication of good will and amity among these simple people"; t;.hey live in 

an unquestioned world of analogy, describe he aven in terms of finer mats, 

lovelier ~omen and more plentiful breadfruit. (pp. 227, 72, 172) 

"The penalty of the FaU pr~$ses very lightly upon the valley of 

Typee," for there ls no strenuous labour and an admirable "social arder" 
1 

without the aid of "municipal police" or "established law"-- an "enigma" 

which Tommo can tlexplain" on1y' by supposing an "indwel1in'g" and "univer-

sally diffused perception of what is Just and ~oble," pre-civilized and 

!'distorted by arbitrary codes": "It must have been by an iGherent prin-

ciple of honesty and charity towards each other •..• that sort of common-

sense law which, say what they will of the inborn lawlessness of the human 

race, has its precepts graven on .every breast. -n (pp., 2001-1) Locke rejects 

the idea of any such innate principle, (Essay l, 1-ii) allowing for a 

• 
"1aw of nature" (a 1aw, as opposed ta a right, is "what e~joins or forbids") 
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which is "implanted by nature in aH. men," discoverable in each indepen-

dently of his fellows by the ratIonal "arranging together of the images 

of things derived from sense perception," and evidenced by the presence 

of conscience and men's regard for virtue; but, while he holds that the 

Iaw of nature ls "perpetuaI and universal" in tts "binding force," he 

denies that it is "inscribed in our hearts" (or derived f~om "traditioill") 

and holds that human society i~ impossible without "a detinite constitution 
(t 

19 0 " 

of the state and form of government" sa th.1t Tommo i5 describIng a 

form of original myth of identity with sorne hold on him. and thus comparable 

to that of the White Whale which at times captivates Ishmael, to Agee's 

communal experience and feeling, with the Gddgers, of having come home, 

and ta the manie phase of Burroughs' fantasies. Whi1e Locke rejects the 

notion of "golden ages in the past" and the obscuring of an innate law by 

a "Fall, .. 20 the honesty and fraternal feeling of the Typees suggests ta 

Tommo an edenic alternative to the disparity fostered by arbitrary codes, 

life as it was meant ('intended') ta ?e lived; repeatedly the European 

intruders are denounced f.or their corrupting influence on the "ULPhisti­

cated and confiding" natives, political man:wulations resulting in "out-

rages and massacres'," the introduction of the mosquito and syphilis, and 

the hypoc,ritical championship of "the progre$s of the Truth." (pp. 15,18, 

IDS, 192, 212, 195) In Type-e there41re no snakes, birds do not fear men, 

and "the whole year i5 the long tropical mon th of June just melting into 

Ju1y"; Mehevi i5 twice referred to as "the noble savage," and Rousseau is 

invoked as an authority 'on "the mere buoyant séns~' of a hea1thf~l physical 

, l 
existence"; Na1thusian theories are inapplicable here, for there are none "of 

those large families in arithmetical or ste.p-ladder progression which one often 

meets with at home." (pp. 211-13,10, 189,127,192) If, early in his 
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adventure, Tommo f1nds sleep a "state of happy forgetfulness," for the 

Marquesans "i t might almost be stJ:,led the great business of lHe .... To 

Many of them, indeed, life is litt1e else than an oHen interrupted nap"; 

the myth of paradise is the possibility of somnolence, the young girls 
1 

~ ~ 

living "in one merry round of thoughtless happiness," the Polynesian en-

jOYinl "an infinitely happier, though c~rtainly a less intellectuai exis­
.., 

tence, than the seif-complacent European" (pp. 48, 1S2, 204, IfS): Tommo 

is a man awake confronted by a vision of sleep, a recorder of events who 

is in that interstitial space in which Burroughs and Godard locate the 

~reporter figure, between two contexts or languages, able ta identify w1th 

"-
Tommo speaks of his supposition of an innate principle as thea-

1 

, /\~either. 

&tical-- how e1se "are we ta account for the social condition of the 
) 

Typees?"-- and sUDject ta contradiction by further experience: "1 formed 

a higher estimate of human nature than l had ever before entertained. But 

alas! since then l have been one of the crew of a man-of-war, and the pent-

up wickedness of five hundred men has nearly overturned aIl my previous 
~ , 

theories." (p. 203) And he must argue that the Marquesan belligerance to-

ward whites has "ample provocation." except iI).ter-tribal enmities as out-

lets for "evil passion9." and mitigate cannibalism as a bellicose practice 

among people otherwise "humane and virtuous": "Truth," he says, criticizing 

both complete incredulity and the exaggeration of accounts of canniba~ism. 

"who loves to be centrally located, is again found between the two ex-

'tremes." (p. 205) His ambivalence i5 focused on the effigy of the warrior-

1 

'chief, paddling his canoe to the undiscover'd country. his "impatient atti-

tude" mocked by tbe reversed skull: "1 loved to yield myself up to the' 

fanciful super~tition of the island~rs, and'could almost believe that the 

grim warrior was bound homeward"; Tolnmo sees "with the eye of faith" the 
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"shores .. of Paredi$e" towards which the canoist paddles; but he, immediately 

dispels the enchanting fant~sy with the {lnthropological remar,x,. "This 

strange superstition atfords another eviden~e 0f the fac~,.t~t however . ' 
ignorant ~n may he, he still feels within him his ~ortal spirit yearning 

o 

after the unknown future."· (p. 173) Faith', la both vision ana "supersti-

tion," the "evidencen of an attitu4e; and Typee suggests but does not 

perfectly correspond to Paradise, never completely resolves Tommo's ambl-

valence: if he wnders how he could ever have thought of leaving, he also 

recalls clut~hing at na chance of deliverance" atld striking Mow Mow with 

a boat-hook-t: "Even at the moment l felt horror at tbe act l was about to 

commit"-- in order to make good bis escape. (pp. 246, 252) Like Chilling-
.. Ij 

worth, he ls an observer who ls not Absorbed by the myth of redemption. 

Written words function, according to Burroughs, "as extension of . 

21 
our 8~n8e8 to witness and experience through the writer' s eyes. Il In 

his lengthy accounts of the outrages perpetrated by whites in Polynesia 
• 

("These .tnings are se1dom proclaimed at home; they happen at the 'Very ends 

of tbe earthj' they are done in a corner and there are none to reveal ehem." 

-- pp. 26-27) Tommo is certainly the writer of an expos~; but more per­
f 

tinent 'is the distancé between his'persona1 contact and involvement with 

the ~~ives and the wr!tten text whic~ records them, in which the~ are 

i 
present to us (Tommo fTequent1y uses the present tense in extended ~ccounts, 

especial1y pp. 175-76), occasionally in the form of straightforward cata-

logue, and of which the Typees are innocent. The reader's point of view, 

the· shape of his experience, theQitemized elements of his subjective con-
o • 

scioueness, are, wbile he attends to his readi'llg, encoded upon the arbi­

trary marks of tbat written text wh1eh, encoding a1so the experience of 

the narrator, fails ta make any fixed, unambiguous eonnection with (he 
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r~ality it describes. What Tommo calls his "interest" (pp. 131, 141) and 

"curiosity" (pp. 4.l, 45) guides the reader' s a.ttention to the details of 

Typee habits and environment, p08ing only the MOst tentative relations or 

contexts to the understanding: it i8 this blueprint of attention, together 

with frequent reminder,s of its instability, which C\nstitutes the record 

. 22 
of the exp~rience, the vicarious reconstruction of something remote. 

According to Leon Howard, Melville spent four weeks rather than. 

four months in the Typee vallèy; , explorers have been unable to find evi-

dence of Fayaway's Lake; a contemporary.chart shows a coral beach which . . 
wOuld have made impoSSi1E! Mow-Mow' s final attempt to head Tommo off: 

however Melville's desertion is corroborated by Toby's story, by an affa-

davit registered by his captain in Honolulu, and by the ship's log. and 

many of the observations of the valley were in fact "recorded by Melville 

for the firat time"-- not, that is, derived from other accounts-- and show 

• 23 
a familiarity "wbicb could only have been gained by personal experience. Il 

F. O. MattHiessen has pointed out ~at White-Jacket's wierdly subjective 

account ai bis fall fram the mast-he~d 18 not a description of one of Mel--

\ 'ville' s exper~ences but the embellishment of a passage from Nathaniel -- ! 

Ames's A Mariner'8 Sketches (1830).24 Melville himself, in "The Encantadas" 

(1856), refera those "who may be disposed to. question the possibility ~ 

the character above depicted ••• to the second volume of Porter's Voyage 

into the Pacifie, where they will reeogniz'e many sentences, for expedition~s 

sake derived verbatim from thence, and incorporated here; the main dif-

ference ••• being, that the present writer has added to Porterts facts aeees-

r 
,,-~ sory ones picked up from ,!eliable sources; and where facts confliet has 

na~rally preferrld hip own authorities to Porter' s. ft (GSW, p. 146) Bi11Z 
, . . 

B?dd (11P4), Howard )j"ays, incorpora t'es facts concerning the hanging of 

.' 

(' 
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three mutineers on the U. S. S. Somers in 1842 by a captain under whom Mel-

ville's first cousin, Guert Ganscvoort,-~erved as Lieutenant, persuaded 
1 

by his captain that the security of co~hnd and th~ protection of com-

merce were .at stake. Gansevoort "had prac t ically compelled Il reluctant 

court-martial" over which he presided "to render a sentence of 'guUty,'" 

an action which had a "dev'~stating and lasting effect on him"; one of 

the mutineers was said to have exclaimed. "'Gad b1ess the f1ag~" before 

dying; and while an inquiry cleared Gansevoort of blame, ft "had not , 

fullyreSol~:d <je mystery of the clrcumstances. ,,25 Melville briefly re-

fers ta the Somers incident in Billy Budd as "History, and here cited 

wlthout comment,,26: ther'e is no question of offering the reader a secure 

grip on the facts, what 'really' happened. And just as Ishmael insists 

that his report is not, despite its improbability, "a monstrous fable, or 
.... 

... a hideous and intolerable allegory," (MD, p. 177) and the narrator of 

The Confidence Man despairs of any "consistency" in "fiction based on 

27 c 

fact," the narrator of Billy Budd notes that "The symmetry of form attain2. 

able in pure fiction cannat so readily be achieved in a narration essen-

tially having less to do with f~ble than with facto Truth"uncompromisingly 
'-

toid will have its ragged edges." (HBB, p. 274) The anticlimactic termin­

ations of Moby-Dick and Billy Budd work against the closed symmetry of 

fiction; yet facts have no pristine integrity apart from being reported 
~ / " 

or experile'nced-- being arranged, that is, in a narrative: a fact, for 

Melville, is textual, contextual, linguistic. 

Poe's attitude toward newspaper accounts is an illustrative con-

trast: Auguste Dupin salves the case of "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" 

, by doing no more than reading the newspaper account and the published 

statements of the wi~nesses; the 'facts' are aIl there, and it remains 
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only for Dupin to form them into the hypothesis that must inevitably prove 

~ 

truej just as the coded instructions in "The Gold Bug" lead to l1a defin-

i . f' di' .. ,,28 li te pOl.nt 0 Vl.ew, a m ttl.ng rra Varl.atlon, journa stie reports repre-

sent ta Dupin' s unerring eye, in sorne disguised way, the truth. The dif-

ference between Dupin' s "intuitive" and "calculating" power and mere in-

genuity is related, as Poe says, to that between Coleridge's Imagination 
'-

and Faney; Dupin is concerned only with s\lch "deduc tions lt as are "the 

sole proper ones," is gu:Lded by "suspicions" which "arise inevitably from 

them as the single result." It'The material world, ,n he says, ;"abounds 

with very strict analogies to the immaterial; and thus sorne color of 

truth has been given to the rhetorical dogma, that metaphot'-, or simile, 

may be made ta strengthen an argument as weIl as ta embellish a descrip­

tion. ,,29 Whereas ,Melville, like the empiricists, treats motive and in-

tention as proble~atic, as in the case of Claggart's accusation and 

Billy's blow, and ~egards, with Vere, the only necessity to be a 10gical 

neeessity, Dupin in each case formulates alogie that bears fruit in real-

ity, searehes for the proper chain of connections between eause and effect--

between motive, or intention, and aet. Like Holmes, with whom he sharej 

a fondness for ob~eur:L.ty and (though not opium-induced) reverie, and whose " . 
violin is the counterpart of his "doggerel," Dupin combines sharpness of 

observation with a talent for Inference, "reasons the matter throughout .. " 
)l'' 

bringing his mind ioto perfect correspondence with reality30; more empiri-

'cal detectives-- Chillingworth, Spade, Marlowe-- rely on impl\ication rather 

than infereoce, learn the game as they go along and often as not_ stumble ,) 

on the truth rather than being guided there by an infallible method. 

<. 
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'''l'm not Sherlock ~olmcs,t" Mar;lowe says in The Big Sleep; "'r dontt 

expect ta go over ground the police have covered and pick up a broken pen 

"" Dupin does: 
, 31 

point and build a case fr.om it. '" "The Mystery of Marie 

Rogêt" consists of the analysis of a number of newspaper ~accounts of an 

unsolved murder. Dupin demonstrating the fallaciousness of each argument 

and liberating misinterpreted facts ta arrange them in the proper arder. 

His own argument depends, among other things, on his analysis of the in-

tention behind other versions ("'but it i8 material that we go behind 

the Mere words, for an idea which these words have obviously intended, 

and faHed ~o convey"'), the "design entertained" by Marie Rogêt (" 'We 

may imagine her thinking thus ... '''), the "design" behind the rope around 

the corpse. But most important, Poe' s story fo11ows "in minute detail" 

the "essential" facts of the murder of Mary Rogers in New York, using 
li 

\ 
authentic reports from the New York papers and the Saturday Evening Post --
(Philadelphia), sa that "a11 argument founded upon the fiction is appli-

cable ta the 'truth; and tle investigation of the truth was the abject"; 

moreover. confessions made "long subsequent to the' publication, confirmêd, 
, 

in full,~not only the general conclusion, but absolutèly aIl the chief 

hypothe~ical details by which that conclusion was attained. ,,32 A fic-
, 

tionai detective solves a real ease: words, employed by the poet-mathema-

ticfan, can be made to have an exact correspondence with things. 
,D 

However, if Dupin "s solution of cases at a distance and mediated 
~,,,,, 

by printed reports does not correspond to Meiville's treatment ,of facts, 

neither does\Walt Whitman's boast of e?Cper:l!ence: .. ., .. am the man, l suffer'd. 

1 \ :; 

, l was there." The impor~ant thing about that seatement i8 that it si"ply 

fa not the case: Mel~ille went wqaling, Agee live~ with the Gudgers in 

Alabama, Burroughs was fifteen years a heroin addict; but Whttman had 

1ft pmw' • 

1 , 
i 
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never bcen to a quarter of the places he celcbrates; his identifications 

33 ("I am the hounded slave, l wince at the bite of the dogs") are possible 

'only through the suspension of the reader's critical disbelief. Tommo 

on the otiller 'hand, repeated1y cites an "impression produèed upon my mind" 

sa as never to be' "effaced" (T, pp. 28, 29,40, 45, 49, 207, 243,252) as 

the source of bis descriptions: "the image .. ; seems ta come as vividly be-

fore my eyes as if the y were actually present." Cp. 244) He traces each 
.* 

"idea" ta "seeing": "no one who has not beheld them can form any adequate 
...... 

idea"; "from a11 l ~aw ..• l was induced to believe"; "as nc;me of [the 

nativesJ~was sa accommodating as to die and be buried in arder ta gratify 

my curiosity with regard to their funeral rites, l was reluctantly obliged 

ta remain in ignorance of t~m." (pp. 189, 183-85, 193) And he insists 

that his accounts, while he does not regard them as infallible. are bas~d 

on, exp!,!rience: "This picture/IÎ:"S no fancy sketch; it is drawn from the 

""st vivid recoll~cuo","; let it not be 'UPPOS!d that 1 have overdrawn 

this picture"; "Incredible,- as this may seem, it is a fact." (pp. 86, 204, 

186) While he invokes the records macle by Mendanna, Cook, Stewart, Fanning 
• 1 

and Porter in- support of his'· appta:lsa1 of the beauty of the islan.ciers, and 

cites Cook, Carteret, Byron, Kotzebue and Vancouver on the unavai1ability 
\ 

of data on Polynesian religion, he 'is constantly quesq.oning "the truth 

of •.• r~ports" that don 't, talIy with obserwation, attacks the "unintentiona1 

humbuggery in sorne of the accounts we have from scientific men, concerning 

the religious institutions of ,P01ynesia, Il and the deceptive wr,ite-ups of 

native conditions which "are sometimes copied into Eng!ish and American 

,j~lsl1 ("Not unt!! l visited Honol~1u was l aware of ·the fact •••• ") ; 

J' .. _.l ') , 
~artd he adds a~ appendix, arguing from his eye-witness experience ~f the 
1 1 

behaviour of theEnglish commander Paulet against "(he distorted acco 

__________________ 0 ________ _ 

1 

,.' , 
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and fabrications" which circulated in Boston. (pp. 183-84, 177, '170', 188', 
o \ 

196) The shortage of re1iab1e repor-ts ls indeed one of ,the sources of 

Tommo's suspense: 
.J 

nIt is a singulàrv fact, that in aIl our accounts of 

cannibal tribes we have seldom received the testimony of an eye-witness 

to the revolting practice. Il the only "evidence" being either ~'second-hand\' 

or based on admissions of civilized nativesj Tommo' s "suspicions" ar'e 

strengthened by his catching sight of three shrunken heads and by the 

.-r" 
circumstances surrounding a victory celebration folTowing a battle, but 

it is not until he actually sees-- "the slight glimpse sufficed; my eyes 

fell on the disordered members of a human skeleton, the bones still fresh , 
with moisture and with particles of flesh clinging to them here and there"--

that he can be said to know: "the full sense of my condition rushed upon ., 
my mind with a force l had never before experienced." (pp. 232-38) Still, 

he is left wondering whether or not the Typees intend to make a me al of 

him, and even from the vantage point of retel!ing Toby's story qualifies 

his surmises as "only my oWn supposition ..• for as to aIl their strange 

conduct, it i~ still a mystery." (p. 267) 
~ 

An eye-witness report, that is, does not yield unambiguous know-

ledge; ~here Is no necessary correspondence batween what Melville refers 

to as the "skeleton of actual reality to [be buUt] about with fulness & 

veins & beauty" (LHM, P.' 157) and the text in which it is represented, 

such as the symbol guarante7s between Fue's records and Hawthorne's romance. 

1 
, The subject of the reports~< in ~ and Moby-Dick, and of th~ factually 

based narratives of "Benito Cereno" and Billy Budd, is the limitation of 
\ 

subjeëtive consciousness, the distortiveness and incompleteness of .avail-

each asks the question, '~how do you know1" 'To pretend 
l 

to suppl y a11 of the items w?\11d be to c1aim~ either the geometric perspective, 

, , 

'" 



o 

134 
• 

of Descartes and Dupin (that of the .latter's "Reason ... seeking the trutl1 

in detail,,,34) or Whitman' s bardie status as an omnipresent eye-witness. 

Agee, emphasizing that what he is doing in Famous Men is not '" naturalism, , 

'realism, '" discusses the problem of describing a city street, of how ta 

represent one's experienee of it: 

You abjure aIl metaphor, symbol, selection an~ above 
a,l1, of course, a11 temptation ta invent, as obstr~e­
tive, 'false, artistic. As nearly as possible in words 
(which even by grace of genius,'would not be very near) 
you try to give the street in its own Cerms: that i5 
ta say, either in the terms-rn which you (or an imagined 
character) see it, or in a reduction and depersonaliza­
tion into terms which will as nearly as possible be the 
'private,' singular terms of that asphalt, those neon 
letters, ~hose and aIL other items combined, into that 
alternation, that simultane'ity, of flàt blank tremen­
dously constructed chords and of immensely elaborate 
counterpoint which is the street itself. You hold then 
strietly to materials, forms, colors, bulks, textures, 
space relaqons, shapes of light and shade, peculiar­
ities, specializations, ·of architecture and of letter­
ing, noises of motors and brakes and shoes, odors of 
exhausts: aIL this gathers time and weightiness which 
the street does not of itself have: it sags 'with this 
length and weight: and,what have you in the end but a 
somewhat overblown passage from a naturalistic novel: 
which'in important ways is at the opposite pole from 
your intentions, from what you havé seen, from the 
fact itself. {LUNPFM, p. 235) 

• 
Interestingly enough, Walker Evans has recently denied that there 

, is Bny truth ta Agee's description of a shared consciousness of frustrated 

sexual u~gency between Emma and each of Gudger, Evans and Agee before 

her departure: Evans' contradiction points up Agee's subjective limita-

tians and the tenuous nature of pro9f, the question how either of them 
/ 

knows. The "loose, light, casual, totally actual" state of mind which 

Agee IjegarJs' a~ susceptible to a maximum awareness partakes of "some"' '. 

combination, some generalizing, sorne art, and science; but none of the 
, 

.. 

1 • • 

close-kneed priggi.shness of science, and none of the rormalism and strain-j 
l' 

ing and lily-guilding of art"; it 1s a non-transcendent, joyful condition, 

1 • 

\ 
\,. 
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"almO"~Y a ma,tter bf chance," which <ecognizes the arbitrariness of 

the line between investigation and revelation, and which, in its unexp1ained 

motility, has affinities with RichardS' notion of a readiness for action; 
, 

and it is the differenc~ between "conscious consj::iousness" and "unconscious 

consciousness," definable only by negation-- the giving of measured and 

itemized co-ordinates which it neither transcends nor is-- the awareness 

of context and its immanent rupture (as implied in Agee' s use of the colon), 

the subject's awareness of the grounds or groundlessness of his understand-

,-,. Ingo (LUNPFM, pp. 225-26) The point cao be made by the stylistic use of 

suspense (Tommo suspended from his untested root), and Hitchco~, for ex-

ample, utilizes suspense in precisely that wayj in Famous Men it i5 made 

in accounts of intensely embarrassing situations, guilty self-examination \ 

and misconceived intentions; in Naked Lunch by horrifie and unpredictable 

metamorphoses, the puncturing of fantasy and outrageous challenges ta the 

reader's expectations. The narrator of "The Encantadas," remarking the 
~ 

manner in which "feline Fate" dallies with the hopes of her victims,' ,corn:" 
1 

ments, "Un~it'tingly l imp this cat-like thing, sporting with the heart of 

him who reads; for if he fell not-he reads in vain" (GSW, p. 132); Tommo's 

resolution "to regard, the future without flinching"~ (T, p. 144) anticipates 

IShmael '8 "cool, collected dive at death and destruction" ,(MD, p. )197) and 

the morli! varied mannerS in which Melville pulls the rug out from under us, 

as he pU,l~ the Pequod from under Ishmael, thereby directing ouf attention 
o 

~ 

to the forms of our understanding. The lIanxious desire to' speak the. un-

varnished truth" which he avers in the preface ta Typee (p. xiv) thus in-
, 

'volves alerting us ta our circumstances as r~aders with sets of expectations: 

like the reader, Tommo is caught in a subjective world of language and 

impressions in which anything can happen, 'the whole shell _of experience 

1 
f 
i 
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slips into an unforeseen meaning; his attempts to understand, and ours, 

are the subject of the book. In the absence of a stabilizing symboliBlll, 

there can be no more unambiguous contact with things than the ~pu1se to 

• 
survive. lt ia the extent of Melvil~e's realism, as of Locke's, that we 

may credit a substantial reality behind Tommo's report, for he is ~he eye-

witness who has been there to see and touch it, and come back to tell; 

but bis account emphasizes spatial or descriptive formulations of experi-
, 

ence, the exploration of individual sequential situations, rather than 

their narrative or temporal context. His na~rative i8 a stringing together 

of events, sometlmes in ~ist form, no one of which necess8,l:ily implies , 
#1 \ 

, li 

the next; and there is nothing in~, or anywhere in Melville (despite 

the host of critical opinion to the contrary~ especially regarding lshmael 
~ 

and Pierre), that can be ca lIed 'character development.' Time points in 

no necessary direction-- is, as the warrior-chief~s effigy in Typee 'and 
-, ~) 

the skeletal figure-head in "Benito Cereno" suggest, on1y metaphorically 

spatial; like Chillingworth, Agee and Burroughs, T~o must learn to 
" 

wait. And he too is a voyeur, for inconclusive evidence ls evidènce for 

1ts own sake. 

The han~ling of emp1r1cal data in Typee, stabilized by no final 

conclusion, anticipa tes the modes of dealing with Sperm Whales, ,economica1ly 
\ 

depressed cotton farmers and heroin addiction: the reporter thus ltmited 

1s by definition in a voyeurist1c situation, that of'Locke's uns~eakable 

unde~standing, which can ont y be indicated i~ the 1nvalid terms of metaphor, 

8S the eye which cannot be inferred from th~ Vi8ua~ field. MObr-Dick 
, 1 • ' 

makes of Locke f s two-fold notion of substance, thak which suppo'rts mater1al 

qUalitiès and that whièh supports- attention,' a'single proble~; 
. 

when 

Isbmael names himse1f he names the taxt, the visible 'form' of tbat 

1 
•• 1 

-- i 
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attention upon which the 'content' of its substance is encoded. The name, 

as has frequently been pointed out,·ïs appropriate to a dispossed orphan: 

as a child he is already an orphan, sent to bed for the day by a "'step-
,. 

mother" and awakening in the dark, though still "half steeped in dreams," 

to an unverifiable sense of touch-- "nothing was to be seen, and nothing 

was to be heard; but a supernatural hand seemed placed in mine"-- and 

unable, in his fearful paralysis, to disengage from "the nameless, unimagin-

able, silent form or phantom" which "seerned" seated beside him; in Mardi, 

Yillah is the veiled figure of whiteness, the suggestion of substance and 

object of a relentless quest, and "the hand of Yillah in mine seemed no 

35 
hand, but a touch." Ishrnael's problern, like that of Hobbes, Descartes 

, and Locke, i8 to di8tinguish drearn from waking reality: "afterwards l 
'f 

lost rnyself in confounding attempts to explain the mystery. Nay, to this 

very hour l often puzzle rnyself with it." (MD, p. 33) Ishrnael is cut off 

from unambiguous knowledge of what his impresslons mean, is without a firm 

context:' "Our souls are like those orphans whose unwedded rncithers die in 

bea,ring thern:, the secret of our paternity lies in the grave, and we must 

there to Iearn it"; Ahab t s que st resolves tlothing fQr Ishmael, who re-
, 

mains,' when the Pequod has gone down, "anothe.r orphan" ta be found by the 

Rachel. (pp. 406, 470) lt is to be noticed, however, that Ahab 1s alsQ an 
/ 

orphan, son of a III crazy widowed mother. who died when he was only a 

twelve-month oId'''; he addresses the corposants, "Sut thou art but my 

fiery father; . my sweet mother l know not": the difference b~tween their 
~ 

respons\s to this Iack of context, to being '" tu~ned ro'und and round in this 

world, III as Ahab says, gives shape to the book-- the difference, that 1s, 

between Ishmael' s acceptance of "the 'un1versal thurnp" and Ahab' s rage , , 

against it. (pp. 77, 417, 445, 15) 

1 

" 
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• Ishmael's name, then. halO éTlso the import of its H~brew.meaning. 

'God hears, , in the sense of 'overhears,' w~ays 

Hagar is given Ishmael "beeause the Lorrd hath heard 

h · h . G . 36 on w lC occur ln enesls : 

thy affliction .... And she 
" 

called the name of the LQrd that spoke unto her, Thou God seest me: for she 

said, Have l also looked after him that seeth me?" (16: 11-13); "And as for 

Ishmael, l have heard thee" (17: 20); "And God heard the voice of the lad." 
.. 

(21: 17) Ishmael's narrative function is that of a hearer or eavesdropper, 

and b~ implication of a voyeur, who, unlike Hawthorne's narrator, does not , 

transcend but reflects upon the limits of his world: he is the formulation of 

his experience, the record of what he has seen and overheard. The ironies 

of narrative convention are a pronounced issue in Melville: in Mardi, 

Babbalanja points out that the belief that God "is not merely a universal 

onlooker, but occupies and fills aIl space" yie1ds the conclusion that 

!the cannot be perfectly good" (M II, pp. 90-91); White-Jacket 'iittributes 

it "to the fact of my havi~~e~!l a/maintop-man ... that l am now enabled 

to give sueh a free, broad, off-hand bird's-ye, and, more than aIl, im-

partial aècount of our man-of-~ar worldj withholding nothing; inventing 

nothing'~- so that he qualifies hia paraphrase of Claret's thoughts with 

the postscript, ,:'there ls no knowlng, indeed, whether these were the 

very words in which the captain meditated that night; for it is yet a 
, 

mooted point among metaphysicians, whether we think ip words, or whether 
" 

37 we think in thoug!l.-t;~," . ; . the same limitation is 'no,ted in "Bartleby." for 
~: .. 1 

'~hat my own astonished eyes saw of ~artleby, that ls aIl 1 know of him, 

i d d ,,38 d f h fid except n ee ~ne vague report... ; an the narrator 0 T e Con ence 
• 1 

~ r~~ards the empirical stance as simultaneously limiting a~d indis-

p~nsable: "Experience is the ooly guide here; but as no man can be co-

extensive with ~!,!, . it m~y ba unwise in every case' to rest upon it. 

) 
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When the duck-billcd be~er of Austral ia was f irst brought stuf fed to 

England, the naturalists, appealing to their claqsifications, maintalned 

that there was, in reality, no' such creature. fi (pp. 107-8) 

Moby-Dick teaches the distinction between restriction to and re-

liance upon experience: like White-Jacket, Ishmael regards the mast-head 

as an "almost omn~scient" vantage-point, borne a10ft by whale-ships that 

search "into the remotest secret drawers and lockers of the world," 

though the dreaming sailor is apt to be shocked by its instability". (p. 382) 

In Melville, as in Burroughs, the reader witnesses and experiences vicar-

iously through the wrttèr' s eyes: "where. l should 1ike to know, will you 

obtain a better chance to study practical cetology than here?" "have a 

peep down themouth"; "Look at that hanging lower lip!" "Look your last, 

now ... "; "But mark .... See ...... He speaks to the contingenc~es of view-

point, presenting a "Contrasted View" of each whale-head, estimating oil 
') 

yield "at a passing glance," noting that "as you come .nearer to this great 

head it begins to assume different aspects, according to your point of 

view .... Then, again, if you fix your eye .... " (pp. 278-84) Nor i5 his 

narrative funetion distinct from his scopophilia and its auraI counterpart: 

from the beginning we find hint peeking through the windows of inns-- "Tao 

expensive and jolly, again thought l, pausing on~ minute to watch the 

broad glare in the street. and hear the sounds of the tinkling glasses 

within. But go on. Ishmael, said l at last ..• "-- and confessing to rudely 

'''stariog'' at Queequeg "a1\d wa~ching aIl his toilette motions; for the 

time lUy curiosity getting 

goes whaling '" to see the 

t,he better of my breeding." (pp. 1\8, 34) He 

world'" (p.. 69) and ls, as he' suggests in chap-

ter one, a veritable tourist at sea. catching sight of such marvels as 

the, giant squid: "we now gazed at the most wondrous phenomenon which the 
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secret sea~ have Intherto revealed to mankind" (p. 237); l11s "quick ob­
" t-. 

servant eye" notes. the hier'oglyph!c aspect of the marks on the whale' s 

skin, though it- suggests no interpretation; and at t,he heart of the 

whale community: "Sorne of the subtlest secrets of the sea seemed divulged 

to us .... We watchedyoung Levi~thin amours in the deep." (pp. 260, 326) 

, 4. ~ 

Our view of what Ishmael !?ees -1<è v·icar ious, for hlS "special chance ta 

observe," as when he i~ fastened ta the monkey-rope by WhlCh he keeps 

Queequeg clear of the sharks among whLch he warks, lnvolves an exposure 

ta danger; but even here Ishmael' s experience 1.5 mediated and indirect, 

the description df an unstab1e situation, a point of view which might at 

... 1,..- JIt 

~ <~~.'" any ~ent be undercut (p. 271).:- if Ahab insists on a face-to-face show-

, 

; 

down relationship with the elements ('" Forehead ta forehead ,1 meet thee ... 

Moby D1Ck~' ")., the sailors rowing toward "the lHe and death peril so close 

ta them ahead" sit backward and~are forbidden to turn their head5, reading 

the immanence of danger "on the intense countenancè of the mate in the 

ster.n" (pp. 461, 193-94); likt_ Ishrnae1, they are stabbed from behind with 

the thought of annihilation. (pp. 527, 223'-'.24, 196) Ahab covets omniscience; 

he leans over the Sperm Whale's head 50 a~ to face it and deplores his ex­

clusion from Hs knowledge: '''0 h~ad! though hast seen enough to split 

the p1anets and make an infidel pf Abraham, and not one syllable is thine!'" 

(p. 264) And he demands 0 f the sun, "'Where is Moby DicU? ... These eyes of 

mine look into the very eye that i8 ev en now beholding hitn; aye, and in-

to the eye that ls even now equal~y beho1ding the abjects on the unknown, 

thither si de of thee, thou sun! '" (pp. 411-12) ISh
o
mae1 too would find out, 

by mounting. the con~tellation ~etus. "whether the f~bled heavens with ail 

their countless tenbS real1y lie encamped beyQnd my mot:tal sight," (p. 234) 

but neither.can he tt:anscend his eyes. 

J 

,. 
1 
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..... 
Voyeurism 16 Impossible, moreover, in a face-ta-face situation 

(un1ess, like old Roger, one returns diagnostic serutiny for a sou1-

<€"arching glance): Ishmael is in the background, or rather Hl the extreme 

foreground, and unobserved, as is the narratar of "The Eneantadas" when, 

prompted not by "euriosity alone, but, lt seems to me, something different 

mingled ",ith it," he watches Hunilla's prayer at her husband's grave: 

"She '-did not see me, and 1 made no noise, but slid aside and Ieft the 

, 
spot." (GSW, p. 136) And there ls a similar furtiveness attached ta the 

"terrifie, mast pitlable, and maddening sight" of the dying old whale, for 

it hd!; no relation ta the mereiless slaughter: "pitiab1e to see. But 

plty there was none." (pp. 298,301) An e'5tended shame game, however, re-
l 

quires two players: on the one hand, the witness is d,etached yet para-
IJ 

sitie, critica1 and uninvolved-- is lef~ "floating Ot). the margin of the 

ensuing scene. and in~ full sight of it" in an embarrassed anticlimax to 

the conclusion of the heroic quest. (p. 470) '''Oost thou then 50 much ,as 
". 

dare to critically think .of me?'" Ahab demands of Starbuck. (p. 392) 
v 

Ishmael does: with "greedy· e'ars" he absorbs the st<;>ry of the "monstrous 

monst~r" and partakes in the enthusiastic oath, but he listens to what he 

hear'-l' and ~i!lally is not true to his word to hunt Noby Dick ta the death. 

(p. 155) There are no conclusions to be drawn from his experience: like 

the narrator of "Poor Man"s Pudding and Rich, Man's Crumbs," like IAg~e 
'-... 

among the cotton tenants, and like the bystanders who, Bu~roughs asserts, 

are never innocent, Ishmael ~s without justification for his presence as 

1 an observer; his only reliab~e contact wit~lity, o~ context, is the 

survival Imperative; he searches the empirical ~orld in vain for an alibi. 

On the other hand, the only pe'rson liable to demand an alibi is one who 

resents being observed, who has something to hide: when RadnèY,of the 
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Town-Ha's story, for examp1e, fIlnches at Steelkilt's drawing attention 

to ht"s-mulish ugliness-- '" "Damn your pump stopping 

for?'''''-- he antieipates the latter's 

ey~! what's that 

revenge on hi~ as Moby Dick devours 

him befot;e Steelkilt' s eyes: '" calmly looking on, he thought his own 

thoughts. "' (pp. 212, 222) Ahab is just such a one, a man of obscurity ~ 

and secrets, like Dimmesdale, knowing "that ta mankind he did long dis-

semble, in sorne sort, did still": when Starbuck interrupts his ra'llying 

the crew ta ask if it "'was not Moby Dick that took off thy leg, '" Ah~b .. 

cries, "'Who told thee tha t?'" before acknowledging the fact. From the 

first he is closeted from view, neither sick nor weIl, but sinee the 1055 

of his leg "desperate moody, and savage sometimes," sa that Ishmael's 

attempt mere~y 111 ta see l\.im·.\' is frustrated, and he fee1s "impatience at 

what seemed like mystery in him" (pp. 162-63, 76-77); Ahab does not appear 

until the cruise is weIl under way, and keeps Fedallah and his boat crew 

out of sight until th~ first whale-hunt; but his groin in jury , the 

"secret" 'behind Ahab' s reclusiveness-- his assoclates "~~ aIl conspired .•. 

. 
ta muffle up the knowledge of this th:i.,pg from "thers"-- fina11y reaches 

the ears of- the crew, aud i5 "divulged" by Ishmael. (pp. 385-86) Jtccord-

ing1y, like Dimmesdale, Ahab cannat bear to be watched; "'Take off thine 

eye!'" 
. 

he commands StarbucK when the latter abjects ta ~is plan of ven-
~ r 

getince: "'more intoleraple than fiends' glarings is a doltish stare! "' 

(p. 144) 
, ' . 

Ishmael. however. not only sees Fedâllah ~hen he is otherwise .. 
,"Unobserved" and hears what Stubb has "soliloquized," but watches Ahab's 

most private moments: "did you deepl?{ scan him in his more secret con- e . ... 
". 

fidentia1 hours; when he thought-no glance but one was tlpon him; then 
, "\~) . 

you would have seen that evên as Ahab~s ey~s 50 awed the crew's, the in-
<> 

. , . c \. 
sç::qltable Parsee's glance awed his. " (pp\ 412, 359, 438) And lishmael 
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explores the implications of listening in when he descrlbes the vast busy 

noise of life, "the message-carrying air," as the hum of the weaver-god' s 

loom, by which we "are deafened; and only when we escape it shall we hear 
) 

the thousand voices that speak through it .... Ah, mortal! then be heedful; 

for so in aIl this din of the great wor1d's loom, thy subtlest thinkings 

may be overheard afar." (pp. 374-75) This is precisely Ahab's terror; 

when he invites the carpenter to place his leg where Ahab's is no more, 

so that "here is only one distinct leg to the eye, yet two to the soul," 

he suggests that there might therefore be an invisible interpenetrating 

and unfriendly "thinking thing" standing also in the carpenter' s place: 

"In thy most solitary hours, then, does thou not fear eavesdroppers?" (p. 

391) ~hmae1, whose name means 'God hears,' hesrs. 

Interest may be defined as the suspicion of story or pattern, a 

speculation (in Mardi all thought i5 represented as speculation) on the 

shape of things; the Confidence Man solicits intèrest by suggesting ~hat 

ofte must hold to a '" syrnmetrical ~ew of the universe. "' '" have confidence , . 

in man '" and those "fixed principles" o'f human nature which the narrator 

of that book rej€cts. (pp. 290, 367, 110) But for the empiricist, the 
.. 

relation between consecutive events, between cause and effect, motive or 

intention, and act-- the existénce, that ,is, of a st~ry-- i5 problematic: 

for Locke, causal~ity and identity are ideas of relation, and no episode of 

f 
- experience necessarily implies another. "However baby man may brag of 

his science a"d ski)l~" 15hmael warns. "and however much, in a flattering 

future, that science and skill may augment; yet for ever. and for ever,..l 

ta the crack of dawn, .the _~ea will ~nsult -and mur der· him, and pulverize 
.JIIIk' • 

the state;liest~tiffest frigate he can màke." (p. 235) Without t'he , . 
support of à possible story, t~e,explanation supplied b~ motive, interest 

Euas:zusa 

1 



................. ~------~-----------------
~ 

1 

f 
t 
f 

l (.~ 

~ , 
! 

~ 
! • 

f 

\ 

o 

J 

----~s voyeuristic, un justifie d, without alibi-- the plea .of having been 

elsewhere when something is done: on the contrary, the'voyeur is un­
, 

rnitigably present. 

That the story of Moby-Dick, which is held together by Ahab's 

insane belief in intention and the causal nexus, breaks into the uncon-

144 

nected episodes and styles of Ishmael's account, is a maj?r preoccupation 

of Melville' s critic~.!_" Ro ber t Zoellner argues aga ins t the "Ttaditional 
./ 

opinion ... that the Lshmaelian, 

the collapse getting'under way 

fir~t-person p~nt of view "breaks down,', 
~ 

iq Chap~er ~-..wh,,",e Stubb antJ., Ahab have 
... 

a conversation which Ishmael could q?t possibly hear, and becoming un-

mistakable by Chapter 37, where ~hab, alone in his cabin, delivers a 

brooding monologue which Ishmael could report to us ~nly if he were hidden 

under Ahab's cabin-table," by pointing out that "Chapter 46 .•. is a sus­
It> 

tained mass of surrnises (the title of the cmapter), by means of which 

Ishmael deals in the most explicit and detailed way with his Captain's 

'. 1 
inner thougl1ts, motives and plans," so that "if Ishrnael can give us con-

jectural material in expository forro, he çan al,so give us conjectural 

. 39 
material in dramatic forrn." Glauco' Cambon regards the shifts from 

,past-tense narration to present-tense dramatic monologue and dialogue 

as "a rhetorical devic~ very common in the classical poe,ts and historians •.. 

the historical present, whereby the \~uthor who Is telling his story of 

past events suddenly adopts the preseht tênse to bring home to his audience 
1 

the \oignanCy of sorne particùlar experience relive~ now. ,,40 And H. L. 

G~le~ba sees no ess~~tial narrative discontin~Ùy, for "Ahab is never 

completely al~ne. In his 'monologue' in 37, .Melvillé i9 careful to station 

him near the window; in 44 he rus~es from his room. Ishmael's rich 

imagiFation, prod<led by Elijah' s dark hints and fed by the ship/' s effective 
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grapevlne, sufficiently explains the narrator's 'omniscience.",41 But 

such syntheses presuppose that symmetrically consistent model of self . 

which 18 the maniacal insistence of Ahab-- "'In th~ midst of the personi-

fied impersonal, a personality stands here. Though but a point at best •.. 

yet while l earthfy live, the queenly personality lives in me, and feels 

her rights '" (p. 417) -- rather than the form of Ishmael' s experience: 

the 1atter's participation in an enthusiastic h~nt for a monster, his , 

vision of peace at the heart of the whale colony and the ghostly vision 

which overtakes him as he stares into the try-works exemplify the variety 
. . 

of his unconnected postures relative ta the fact of the whale, Just as he 

represents Ahab both as waven in "tragic graces" and "in aIl his Nantucket 

grimness and shagginess ... a poor old whale-hunter" ~pp. l04/~; if 

the business of dealing with a slain whale involves a chao tic "running 

back and forth among the crew" and "no staying in any one place .... it is 

mu ch the same with him who endeavors the description of the scene." (p. 270) 
) . 

Ishmael' s nar:ative self va'ries as and i8 not abstradable from 
1 

the granunâr and style that i8 at any p~ employ'ed: Melvill~ echoes 

Ahab's exaltation of the personality when he writes Hawthorne in admiration 
\ . 

of that" "tragicalness of hwnan thought" whe~y....-a-1îÎi~-"de~l~re~ himself a ---- . 

sovereign'nature (in ~~::~_a~r~~~~wers of heaven, hell, and<earth.~ •• 
i~sists upoq treating with aIl Powers upon ~n equal basis. If any of thuse . 

\' .. . , 

other Powers choose to withhold certain secrets, let them; that does not 

impair ~y '~~vereignit~ myself." (LHM, pp. l2~-25)'" But \"tiereas Ahab in-

sists upon,démonstrative proof_of that sove~eignity. the working out of 

\ reality analogous ·to what he feels to be a spirïtual truth, Ishma!l' s 

personal sovereignity involves letting go rather than making fast, a 
~ 

wil11ngness to critici~e any of his postures. He speaks of the soul as 

\: 
an 
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r 

"insular Tahi full of peace and joy, but ompassed by aIl the horrors 

of the haH wn life.~od keep thee! 

canst never ret ru!" (p. ~6): Ishmael 

Pusn n?t off from that isle, thou 

\ 

continual\ly pushes off, self-

destructs, just s ~person self-reference cea\ses at the confronta-
I \ 

tion with Moby Dic , only to reformulate in the ep~logue. Likewise, 
\ ' 

Pip's glimpse of the weaver-god source of things, ~iS speaking a truth 

alien to "mortal reaso\," involves the destruction lof his conscious iden­

tity-- "The intense con~ntration of self in the ~~~~dle of such heartless 

immensity, my Cod! who c~ tell it?"-- 50 that he, \like Bhmael in the 

final chapter, thenceforyar~ speaks of h1mself in the third person: "and 
\ , 

in the sequel of the narra~iv , it will be seen what like abandonment 

be'fel myself." (p. 348) 

seiool reminds Ishmael of 

And, i the serenity at the centre of the whale 
\ 

\ 

the \ erbally unamenable IImute calm" at the 

~ 
centre of IIthe tornadaed Atlantic of my being," then that sight, as in 

aIl such\incidents in Moby-Dick fs broken up ~y the runaway whale who 

slaught~rs his fellows with tK~~ - areening cutting-spade. (p. 327) Unlike 

Ahab, that is, who commands the whale-head ta "'tell us the secret th:i'ng 
\ , .. 

that is ir\thee, '" Ishmae;l does not try to establish tbat which i5 "but 
\ -. \ 

a ,point'at best't on a fixed basis of analogy. (p. 264) The sense of 
'\ 0 

'self, lDoreo~ei', i~ always accompanied by "sleep," "dream," "unconscious 
l' 

\ ~ \ .. 
reverie," as \whe~ the ~a~lor d~eams in the mast-head, or when ~ach of the 

. \ 
idle saHors s\em~ "resol~ed into bis own invisible self"; it ls at odds 

\ \ 
\ 

! both with being 'awake and w~th seeing; that .illustration of attention ( 
( 

recurltent among the ,empiricists, for ~'no man can ever feel his identity 

aright except his eyes be closed." (pp. 140, 185, 55) \ Melville speaks , . 
\ 

of the state of reverie in a lettér ta/Hawthorne, 'in which he abominates 
, 
\, 

\ 

\ , 

, i 

-</<-
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\, 

Goethe's notion of "the aIl feeling" of oneness with nature, though it 

has sorne validity when One is lying in the grass on a warm day: ':what 

A 
plays the mischief with the truth is that men will insist'upon the uni-

versaI application of a temporary feeling or opi~ion"; and a few months 

later he writes Hawthorne that if the latter answers his letter "and direct 

~ .to Herman Melville, you will missend it-- for the very fingers that now 

guide this pen are not .precisely the same that just took it up and put it , 

Qn this paper. Lord, when shall he be done changing?" (LHM. pp. 131, 

143) 
, \ 

Locke 1 s position of a universal liability to change, and his defini-

tion of self as that,consciousness which aecompanies thinking, bec orne in 

Melville a textual coneern addressed in the self~reflexive aet of writing, 

as when Ishmael deelares that the nature of the spout has remained proble-

matie "down to this blessed minute (fifteen and a quarter minutes past 

one o'c1ock P.M. of this sixteenth day of December, A.D. 1851)" (p. 310); 
o • , 

similarly in White-Jacket, "1 owe this right hand, that is at this moment 

flying ov.er my sheet, and aIL my present heing to Mad Jack" (p. 112): , the 

text r~eords the precise location of the self, is both ~hat the self is 

not and what it does not transcend. For Locke persona1 self is a forensic 

device, baunded by memory, k~d ap~ropriating ta itself and thereby respon-
, 

sib1~ for past actions: '''if Socrates and the present mayor of Quinborough 

\ 
agree, th~y are the same person: if the same ~ocrates waking and sleeping 

do not partake of the same eonseiousness, Socrates waking and sleeping is'. 

not the same person" (Essay II~ xxyii, 19); for Melville it is a narrative 

device, whether intra- o~ extra-textual, whereby experience ia organi~ 

(ideas rèlated~ and presented to the understanding, and which, as in Locke, 

, l 
\ 
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cannot be perfectIy consistent with substance, "what is." Per"sonal iden-

tity exists, as Locke says, "not in the identity of substance, but ••• in ,~ 

the identity of consciousness" (II, xxvii, 19): just as in Hitchcock's 

Psycho, for exampIe~ two personalities are encoded on the sa~c body, various 

personae-- styles, grammars-- are encoded on the text called Ishmael. "Who 

but a fool," asks the Maltese sailor, "wouid take his left hand by his 

rig~t, and say to himself, how d'ye do?" (p. 1~8) The same situation oc­

eurs in Naked Lunch: "Last night l woke up with someone squeenzing my hand. 

It was my other ·hand." (NL, p. 66) 

A text which attempts to report the facts breaks down into incon­
\). 

sistent and Iimited fragments; the first words of Moby-Diek speak of the , 
consumptive ushe~ to a grammar school and "his old lexicons and grammars •••• 

mockingly embellished with aIl the gay flags of aIl the known natjons of 

the world. He loved to dust his old grammars; it somehow reminded him of 

his mortality." -(MD, p. 1) Vocabulary and grammar are Iimited and limiting; 

Ishmael's fragmented and voyeuristic subjectivity is so limited, as Pip's 
< . , 

conjugation-- "1 look, you laok, he looks; we look, ye look, they look" 
\ 

(p. 362)--1 suggests: point of view is grammar. Thus the subtitle of 

White-Jacket ~ The ~ in ~ Man~of-War suggests both an allegorical, 

,mierocosm-macrbcosm significance and the accau~t of a literaI ahd lin~uistic 

World of "established la~s and usages" (WJ, p. 1), such as is indicateâ in 

Peleg's comment, , archant servi,ce be damned. Talk nQ.t that lingo to me:" 
v 

(MD, ~. 68) Moby-Dick is itself a lexicon, glossing whalc7 and sea-terms 

eq';Jeg's language, defining the terms of cetology ("The clas~ificatio~ 

constituents of a chaos, nothing 1ess is 'here essayed"-- p. 116), 

producing statistics, quoting an? questioning other sources, as in the 

couiment on the "elega~t 'language'; of an ati"'éient account of the R:i,ght Whale' s 

, ...... -.. ..... '" 
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whiskers, and supplying an etymology, a survey of aIl known writings and 

fi 

a catalogue of experiences pertinent ta whales (pp. 380,_ 283): an exhaus-

tive consideration of vocaburary. If Fa~ous ~ includes photogra~hs. Ish­

Mael describes Leviathin's "pre-adamlte traces in the stereotype plates of 
, 

nature," (p. 380) criticizes painted and èarved representat!ons and notes 

that th~ Sperm Whale, "scientific o'r poetic, lives not complete fu any 

literature," that completeness itself la "faulty"; he is bath the sub-sub-

librarian's "commentator," criticizing the gathered extracts, and,a purveyor 

of his own IIresearches," for he has "swam through libraries and sailed 

thro~gh oceans" (pp. 118, 2, 304); he regards his subject, as he does the 

whale's ~~~sible 'extinction, "in every possible light" (p. 383): in his 

strenuous attempt to clarify the meaning of the.language of whaling, he 18 

frequently in the critical posture of painting out what it daes not mean, 

of rejecting inadequate terms and descriptions. Pip suggests "'Murray's 

Granunar'''; the Pequod identi.fies herself ta other vessels by means of 

reference ta a signal book; Ishmael staggert "under the weightiest words" .. 
of John60n's dictionary, his chirography expounding to "placard capitals" 

in his vain attempt ta comprehend the whale. (pp. 362, 265, 379) He i6 

limited, that is, by his codes of vocabulary and grammar; while he covers 
,/ 

aIl recorded time and 9pace (his thoughts stretch "as if ta include the 
1 '\ 

whole circle of the sciences, and aIl the generations of whâles, and men, 
1 

and mastodons, past, present, and ta come" (p. 379) and himself reduc-es a 

living whale to clear ail, his knowledge remains superfici~l, confined ta 

'ideas derived from experience and related in a text-- lexieog~aphiealt fram­

matiea! and mortal. 

Melville elsewhe're suggests the textual nature of 'self" or 

1 experie~ee ' : Babbalanj a speâks of '" a new +eaf in my experience' "; 
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Lemsfor? remarks to a more fortunate sailor, "'you have peaceful times; 

you never opened the book I~ in'" (WJ, p. 397); and Pierre dies pro-

claiming "'Life' s Iast chapter weIl stitched into the middIe, ,,, Lucy 

shrinking at his feet "like a scroll. ,,42 The implications are more fully 

worked out in" Boby-Dick; Ishmael has the dimensions of the whale' s skele-

ton tatooed on his right arm, exclusive of the odd inches "as l was crowded , 
for space and wished the other parts of my body to remain a blank page for 

a poem l was then composing-- at least, what untatooed parts might remain" 

(p. 376) = he i5, his joke suggest5, a walking text. Queequeg is a "liv-

ing parchment.q" "in his own proper persan •.. a ~~dle to unfold; a wondrous 
/ 

work in o'ne volume" which cannot be read, even by himself. (p. 399) A 

,text has 'the status of a record, is itself evidential, 50 that Ishmael puts 

the oral ~tory of the TowntHo "on lasting record" (p. 208); his censorship of 

Ahab's urgent words to his boat-crew and deigning only ta hint at the groin 
If 

in jury refIect~ense of qelicacy about what is committed"to record, (pp. 192-

93, 385) as does the nat-rator' s refusaI in "The Encanta-das." regardi~g Huni­

lla! s mishap', ,,'''to file this thing complete for scoffing souls te quote, and 

calI lt firm proof upon their side." (GSW, p. 133) Ahab's injury renders him .., 

sueh a record, for if he will '" Ciap eye on Captain Ahab,'" pe·leg says, 
\ 

1 

Ishmael will' find out what whaling is. (MO, p. 69) And the whale toq is a , 
, 

textua:J. reco~d, wi th "hieroglyphical" marks visible through the isinglass 

surface, \ which a1so bears "numerous rude scratches" marking "\;losti1e con-

tact with other wha1es"; one carries embedded in its flesh a prehistoric 

"lance-head of sto~elt; '" wha1es are divided into "three'l'rimary BOOKS (sub-

1 divided into CHapters)'," folio, octavo and duodec~mo; "Leviathin," as 

--- -- ~ Ishmael says, "is the text" upon which he comxnents. 0---- i 

(pp. 260, 302, 119, 378) 
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A text ls the apparent form or soma (I~el calls his fictitious c1assical 

writer "old black-let ter") on which is encoded understanding, the con-

sclousness that accompanies thinking; referring to the doub1oon as a 
\ 

bo~f', Stubb remarks, "The fact is._!-o~~Q..oJçs must know your places. You'll 
'.'. 

do ta give us the bare words and facts, but we corne in to suppl y the thoughts" 

(pp. 19, 360): but as Locke's examp1e of the amputatéd flnger (Essay II, 

xxvii, 17) and Ahab's discussion of his missing leg show, no precise cor-
• 

relation can be made on that basis. The quest for the white wha1e Is a 

search for the substance (for Locke it is moot whether that substance Is 

"spiritual or materal, simple or compound"-- Essay II, xxvii, 17) that 

underlies understanding: Ahab seeks to restore the symmetry of his former 

self, ta confront the intention behind the act whtc1lDAs-o~traged him, and 

- sees Moby Dick as, the mirror image at which he grasps like Narcissusi 

Ishmae1, absor~ed by no such anthropomorphism ("I say again, he has no 

face"- ~. 318), able to make no correlation between self and ref1ec~ed 

image, describes the whale in detail, and finds his experience', his text, 

a8 anatomlzed and remote from life as i8 the boiled-down whale from the -
living fish. And just as understanding Is Hself unknowable: "For whatever 

18 truly wondrous and fearful in man, never yet was put into words or 

books, Il (p. 396) 80 the lHe of the whale. ~ich may o~ may not. be analog~us 

to that of man, is unamenable ta any text: "dihy in the ~ea':rt o~ quickest 

perils ••• can the fully invested lj'ha1e be truly and livingly found out. n 

(p. 378) Thus Ishmael, who neitper transcends nor identifies.with the 
) 

text, opposes the "foo11sh pride of t:eason" t? tbe "miraculous," 18 "neither 

believer nor Infidel" but regards eat:thly daubts and heavenly intuitions 

"wi th equal eye." (pp. 308,. 314) 
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The text may be regarded as a kind of map, for Chapter 45, "The 
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Chart," is "as important a one as~ will be found in this volume" <70ncerning 

"what there may be of a narrative in this book": Ahab's chart is a two-

dimensional dO.llog which pretends to the precise movements 

of Moby Dick, to reach just as his markings on it 

correspond to pencil ... also tracing lines and courses upon 
~ 

the deeply marked chart of his fo~eheàd." (pp. 175, 1H) But "true places," 

Ishmae1 says of Queequeg's home, are never "down on any map"; and "This 

whole book is but a draught-- nay, but a draught of a cfraught,1f schematic, 

incomp1ete, arbitrary, making no final connection. (pp. 56, 1289 Words 

are the marks on this map, the marks of ideas, as Locke says, without 
, 

necessary or fixed meanings: the whale is arbitrari1y denominated a 

fish, Hs isin~lass surface "the skin l1
; Peleg insists that Queequeg is 

À 
"Q'1'0g"; the funer al ship is "most mlserably misnamed the De~ight";, an 

--\ 
etymological study of the term "Specksynder" ~hows how far "usage" strays 

from original meaning; and "wild rumours" abound with only a modicum,of 

"reality for them tp. cling to." (pp. 259, 84, 441, 128, 156) Words, as . , 
.., 
Locke says, hold ideas together, juse as the text forms them into proposi-

! ,~-,------, • 

tiona which, whether true or faIse, can b n erstood; they give tbat 

symmetrica1 shape to ing, yet if the world, 

as Stubb speculates, 'If is anchored anywhere ••. she. swings with an ~ncommon 

long cable,'''' (p. 4,20) If tragedy is an event in lan~age, the breakdown 

of the symmetry of fixed verbal meanin~ then Ahab's tragie trappings are .. } 

appropriate ~o'his mission! for he goes forward "to'1ay the worldJs griev­

apees before that bar" tram 'which h~ver returns (p. ,108); he i9 quite 
c, 

literally out of joint, but sinee he finally does penetrate the verbal 

mask of the text, it remains Juestionable whethèr he has put things right • 
• 

" 
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As in'Locke's Essay, experience is the only teacher of verbal 

meaning: Starbuck is reputed one of the most "'careful'" men in the 

fisherY,' but the experience of rowing '''back foremost into death'a jaws" 

teaches Ishmael "what that word '.careful' precisely means when used" by 

a whale-hunter. (pp. 103, 196) Experience of the whale is experience which 

threatens (or for Ahab, defies) symmetrical formulation as self, or text; 

the organization of ideas derived from experience into a comprehensible, 

if fragmented, relation or pattern, operates as a veil covering an incom­
\ 

prehensible substance. Iahmael quotes John Hunter on the "'Impenetrable 

veil covering our knowledge of cetacea,' n and describes an engraving which 

depicts "one single incomputable flash of time" during a Sperm Whale 1 s 

tantrum, at which an oarsman appears "half shrouded by the intense boiling 

spout ••• in the act of leaping, as if from a precipice"; Radney too ,is 
1 

"'for an instant ••• d1m1y seen through that veh, w1l~ly seeking to remove 
, 

h~self from the eye of Moby Dick,'" who make~ his final appearance 

"Shrouded in a thiok drooping veil of mat" (pp. 117, 229, 222, 464): the 

image of the whale, the.focal 'representatiop ~n Moby-Dick of the source of 

thin8s, the substance behind appearances, is ,accom~anied by that of a veil 

or shroud 'through which can be glimpsed on1y the pani~-stricken,gestu;e! 

of threatened survivaI, Locke's single source of the certain knowledg~of 

substance; 1-the skeptic who ~hes a,gltmpse thro~gh the veil aay position, 

himself in the vicinity of an angry' Sperm Wbale'and observe the rapldlty 

of. his own movements. A parallel incident 1s related in "The Tva Temples" 
1 

(1854): the narrator Is a touristjwho has entered by stealth the tower 

of a modern cburch, "a gorgeous dungeon" whiclt' al1egorizes the subjective 
,. 

bubble. equipped ~th be1ls ,for communicating vith the outside ("Some un-
• • 1 ~ 

dreamed-of mechanismU
), and admitting on1y coloured 1ight througb "richiy 

" 

) 

, ri' 

/ 
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died glass" ("Though an insider ln one respect. yet l am but an outsider 

in aoother"). He scratches "a minute opening" to peer through and catches 

a g1impse of the man who ~ad refùsed him entrance, and who eventua11y sei~es 

and delivers him to the police: "how could l help trembling at the appre­

hension of h1s discov~ring ~be1lious caitiff like me peering'do~1 on 

him ... 7" (GSW, pp. 153, 157) What his white-lignt glimpse through the 

coloured veil shows him, that is, is the precarlousness of his subject'ye 

situation. Ahab would strike through the veil and do face-to-face battie 

with the author of that precariousness :., he clashes his quadrant, "furnished 

\ 
wi th colored glasses, Il to. the deck and tramples on i t. (pp. 411-12) The 

specifie relevanc~ of Ahab's attitude to the fact of the text la suggested 

by his declaration that he "'never thinks; he only feels, feels; that's 

tingling enough for mortal man! ta think's audacttY. God only has that 

fight and privilege." (p. 460) But a text encodes the movement of thought 

(Richards calis lt a machine for th~nking), arranging f~elings (impressions) 

into sense or order, and thereby exhibits their ha~~tual configuratio~ \n 

patterns of expectation: in the "six-inch chapter" which is "the stoneleru;; 

_ grave of Bulkington" Ishmael offers the reader' ,a glimpse of tlthat mortally 

intollerable truth; that aIl deep earnest thinking 'is but the ~ntrepid 

effort of the soul to keep the open independence of her sea" and avoid "the, 

treacherous slavish shore," the "safety, comfort" and "hospitality" of the 
op 

port; Bulkington, like Ishmael J must always "unrestingiy push off. Il (p. 97) 

If Ahab chaflenges the survival imperative in arder ta return the blow on 

behalf of his insulted feelings, Ishmael cli~gs unfailingly to no.such 

formulation, for the only real, ~ertainty about his report i8 its ~ontingency 

upon the reporter's survival. 
\ 



~ 
"v 

t 
~ .. 

~ 

~ . 
~ 

," 

155 

The influence of Locke and his0followers is {resent in Melville's 

work, not only in te,rms of overall strategies and the shapes of particular 

eptsodes, but also by virtue of more specifie allusion. The narrator of 

Mardi compares Jarl, in ~is practical attitude ~oward wbat he considers a 

phantom ship. ta "my Right Reverend friend, Bishop Berke1ey-- truly one of 
> 

your lords spiritual-- who metaphysically'speaking, holding aIl abjects ta 
~ 

be mere optical delusions, was, notwithstanding, extremely matter-of-fact 
+-

in aIl matte~~ touching matter itself"; Berkeley i8 the sour~e of Babbalanja's 

argument that n'during my absence, my wife wou14 have more reason to conclude 

that 1 was not living, than that l vas •••. To me 1t is Inot,' except wh en l am 

there. If' It be, prov~. it. Ta prove it, you carry me t~ther; but you 
-J 

only prove, that ta tts substantive existence, as cognisant to me, my pre-

sence Is Indispenstble.,n Babbalanja also quotes a Mardiian philosopher 

whd, l1ke Hume, main tains that 1HWe are bundles of <comical sensations, ,n 

argues against the illusion of free wil.~ and the pupremacy of any ft 'moral 

sense'" over clrcumstances, and poses the limits of empirical investigation 

regarding personal identity: . 

''What art thou, mortal 1" 
''Hy worshipful lord, a man." , 
"And what -is a man?" 
"My lord, ,before thee i8 a specitàen." 
(MIl, p. 157; II, pp. 145, 119, 116, 96) 

" 

l(h:U;e-Jacket, who echoes Locke' s critique of "whilt 1s ca1led g!.Dry" and bis 
, y 

position on the re1ativity of good and eyi1 ("in other planets, perhaps, 
, 1 

v~t we deem vrong, 1D8y there be deemed: rlght; even as some substânce~, 

without undergotng any mutations in themse1ves, ~tter1y change their colour. 
• 1) 

accordillg to the light ~hrown upon themn ), notes that "Locke' s Essays-

inc;oœparable essaya, é!erybody moya, but m!aerab1e reading at sea," are' 

part -of t~ ship' s library, and ~ack8 tbe chap1ain {who "dt:ank at the'"" 

\ ' ,j 
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mystic fOUll,tain of Plato; bis bea: bal be.n turn.d by the German.; and. \ . 

White-Jacket himse1f's.w h1m vith G01~idge'S Biogr.phi. Litteraria'in bis ~ 

Ising the day-to-day state of affairs 01\ the man-of-war. 
III 

White-Jacket pro-

It~sts again'st flogging as "rel:Lgiously~ morally, and imm!ltably wong," ~ut 

is "ready ta come down from the lofty mast-he-ad of an' eternal prtnciple" . 
r 

and argue on the basis of experience that flogging is ~ substitute for 
à L' 

leadership: "r myself, in several iDs tances, ~ to have been the case •• ~ ~ " 
l' 

'WJ, pp. 118, 194, 175, 62-63, 174, 152-54; Essay III, X\ J; ~, xxi, 43) 
1 -

Pierre reads in Plotinus Plin1immon's pamphlet,a tirade'agains~ 
~ ~ 

those who pretend to. have found the "Talismanic Secretn of reconciliation 
, , 

with the world: "Plato, and Spinoza, and Goethe, and many more belong ta 

th1s ~uild of self-impostors, with a preposterous rabble of Muggletonian 
0, -. 

Scots and Yankees, whose Vile brogue still the more bespeaks the striped-

ness of tbeir IrGreek or German Neoplatonical originals." Pierre la Tepeat-, ,. . , 

edly in the position of contemplating paintings, sa that when he visits 
• 

the gallery with Lucy and Isabel he reflects that "AlI the walls of the 
~ 

~r1d seemed thickly hung with the empty and impotent scope of pictures, 

/' 
grandly out1ined but· miserably filled." In}he first chapteT of Book XXV, 

~~ 
Lucy s:lts dràwing at her Jase! in a c1os~room in which n~ne window haq, 

~en~na~rabiY el~y.ted. while ~ • s~n~~.r arrangement of the iDter!or 

shuttera, the U.ght, c.ou1d in a~~ direction be thrown abou,t at will"; Isab~~ 
" , {' 

"jealo'}s of bis, attention to Lucy, soUc.its a .display of Pt~' 8 affection 
, Iq,...... 

,and "àt the,linstant of his embrace" contrives 'to open thQ, door 'to the studio; 
, ' . 

"Before the eyes of seated Lucy. Pierre,~ and, Isabel stood locked; Pierre's-

'Ups < on her cheek"': 
....... ..., .. , 

as ~n'Locke's Essay. tbe mind i8 represented as a 

'. camera oÔbscura in ·which replicas are made of inwardly impeÜed, images. 
' .. 

\ , 
l, 

., 
~ ....... ""------------------------~---~---~~ 

\ 
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But there is no conscious coming to terms with the' incestuous nature of 
, 

that image, for Pierre knows Ludy's "expertness in ciltching likeness~s, , 

and judiciously and truthfu1Iy heautifying them; not by altering the fea­

tures so rnuch; as by steeping tjen;) in a beautifying atrnosPh~Jè~'~;-' e,e at--

j 
mosphere and habituaI postures f romance are sirnilarly proof aga~~t 

Pieire 's awa reness • . rsa bel hadi de·seri ~ to Pie rre th~ series of subj eetive 

im~ressions that is the histot~ 'Of her é~dhOOd, and he suddenly wonders 

• whether the story "rnight hav been ... forged for !ter ... and craftlly impressed 
---. 

( . 
upon her youthfui mind," for 'Tested by anything real,. p~,act1cal, and 

1 i: 
reaspnable," her lack o.f knowl dge thati the sea is salt belies her recol-

lection of an early_ ocean-crossipg; his or!ginal convic~ion had been based 

on IS4'-bel' s resemblance to a portr it 'of his father (which had been painted 

on the sly, ic irnage-thief), but he now sees a 
"\ .-----

l '- - . 
similar resernblance ln the portrait of a foreigner, one which is "just as 

strong an evidence as the other," and for which there is "pe....naps .• ~nQ ori-

g~al at aIl": the pictures hUI1:g in the subjective gailery have no necessary 

corinection with the substance beyond. With the two women "bodlly touching '. " ~ , " 
his sides as he walked," Pierre turns, over the empirica.J. question: "comïng 

to the plain, palpable facts~:.:=--1.J0w did he know that Isatyl was' his sister?" 
'0 {, ...-

Unfortunately for the aroused lo~~r •. corroboration corneS with experie,nce: 
\ J,' , 

their ferry ride carries them over waves that roll in from the Atlantic and . 
Isabel ~onvulsively affirms, "'1 feel it! l feel it! It i8! It is!'" 

KnQwledge i8 the 'a-greément o'r disagreement of ideas; if the existen~e "of 
1 ~ 1 

, 
the p~intitlgs is a mere ' coincidence, 

, 
then, saYJ3 Isollbel, "'by '"'iha't word ••• 

• . . , 

we but vainly seek to explain i:he inexplicabl~. '" (P, pp. 290, 487, 459-60,-
.' --

465, 491-94), ; 

.' l' 

( 

. , 

\ 
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The na-rrator of "Bartleby" also experiences an undermining qf his 

"authority," finds his every assumption about Bartleby' s behav:f,ou negat~d 
/ 

'by his ambiguous substantial presence ("ln the legitimate carrying out of 

this assumption, l might enter my office in a\great hurry, and pretending 

not to see Bartleby at aU, walk straight against him as if he were air"), 

and rrsorts ~o "E~wards E.!!. ~ Will ~ and Priestly on Necessity" in arder ta 

obtain a short-lived and simila~ly ~us}ed comfort with Bartleby's persis-

tence behind his screen: "At last l see it, l feel it; 
r-

l penetrane to the 
") 

predestined purpose of my life." (PM, pp. 501, 497 ~ 500) Like the White 

Whale, Bartleby represents the intractable substance behind appea~ances 

and out of reach of the understanding; th~ corresponding illus'tration in / 

"The Encantadas" :Ls that of the tortoises ,\ whase chief impression on the 

narrator 15 "that of qge:-- dateless indefinte endurance": 
/ 

his description 

~ -----. 
of their first appearance on the deck-- "They seemed newly crawled forth 

, 
from béneath thle' foundatians' of the world. Yea, they seemed the identical 

tortoises whereon the Hindoo plants his total sphere''\GsW, pp:- 104-±-S-Y: ... - l" 

echoes Locke' s compans-omrôf 'the notion of substance to ~ thê Indian'philoso­

pher's tortoise. (Essay II; xiii, 19;'xxiii,"'2) The descriptions~o~ Ama~s~-
° Delano.!..s in "Bénito Cereno," like the narrato\r's str~ggles in "Bartleby," 

\ 
question the auth'ority of any su1)j~ctive account of appearances. whlch must', 

be formulated according to habitual associ~ons: "Fr<p no train of 

did these faIJt!ies come; not f;~~ wittin, ibU{ fr~Q.u.t, .•• ye~i as 

thought 

soon to 

vanish as the wild run of Captain ·Delano' s good nature regained its meridean"; 
--r~ 

,--- r 
','i?nocenée and guilt ••• through casual association with mental pain, stamping 

f'any visib~e impress. uses one seal-': a hacked one"; "the sight ••• evoked â 

thousp.nd' trustful associations"; "he felt a slight twinge, from a sudden {i. 

in~efinite 'SSOCJ~, in hi~, mi~d ••• ~:' (GSW, pp. 258,.266, 271, :9)_::~~' s 

! 1 

,1 
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• 
definition of· the understanding by negation, 'his invalidation of rnetaphor 

and ana1'Ogy, consistently inform Melville 1 s ,model, sb tha t,' in Pierre, the or­

pharted sou1 "still èlamouis for the support of his rnother the world, and 

" r. 
its fatl\er ~he Deity. But it shall yet learn to stand independent. th~ugh 

not without many a bitter wail, and many a miserable fa1l." (P, p~4l2) 

Ernpirical facts offer no more hold on subjectivity than statistics' or des-

criptions do on Moby Dick, or than the text called Ishmae1 does on Ishmael' s 

attention: after everything has been told about Pierre, Isabel gasps, 

\ If' All' s 0' er. and ye know him not! III (p, 505); and the narrator of "fBartleby" 

remarks that "it was his ~oul that suffered, and his sou1 l could not reach," 

(PM, p. 489)' Like Bulkington, the individual subject is neither amenabl.e to, 

nor can he rely upon, the dry-land hospitality of synunetry and analogy Bug-

'\. 
gested 9Y verbal formulation; part of Delano 1 s problem is his unwavering 

confidence in "the ever-watc~ful Providence above" (p. 293): his point of 

view, like Pierre' B, i8 limited by the rigidity of its grammar, While 

there are frequent allusions tQ the terminology of empiricism in ~ ~­

dence Man (a shoernak~r' s calling "is to defend 'the understa~dings of men 

from naked contact with the substance of things"), metre central rs the criti-
, 

que of the "doctrine of analogies" ,' •. Fallacious enough doctrine when wie1ded 

against o~e' s pr:ejudices, but in corroboration of cherished suspicions nO,t 

without likelihood": ':' analogy, '" one of t~e wiser Irnarks poin~ o~t, 1s not 

"'argument,"; he accuses the confidence man of punning "'with ideas as 

another rnan<rttay with words. '~', Litée IShmaei, < this man names himse~f: "my \ 

name it Pitch; l stick to what l say"; though just' as lshmael 1s hypno~ 
, • Il 

'tized lb)' Ahab, Pitch i's {:Io.on prieod ioose. (CM, pp: ... 315, 200, <189) ,\:' . . 
Locke t s Essay contributes to Mob}l-Dick the model of the mind as 

mediator between corpore'ti:l~l substances, and the apptopriate 

" 

, 1 , . 
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terminology: Ahab ident~fies with the whale' "not only aIl his l;lodily woes, 

but aIl his intellectual and spiritual exasperations"; his "intellect," 

\ , 
-whic.h had .been an "agent," is now an "instrument" of his madnèss, though 

, 
to describe a mental faculty is to speak in metaphor: "If such a furious 

1 , 

trope may stand, his special Iunacy stormed his generai sanity, and carried 
1 ... 

it, and turned aIl its concentrated cannon on its own mad mark." (Essay II, 

xxi, 19; MD, pp. 159-61) Starbuck, whose "stubbornness of lUe" is con­

tit:lUally asserting' itself against Ahab, is not proof against him, but whil! 

Ahab domi,vates Starbuck's body and intellect, "the chief mate, in his soul,1 

abhorred his cdptain' s quest. Il (p. 183) Ahab confuses Starbuck' s obj.ections 
~ 

( , 

by invoking the doctrine of analogies, the existence of "the little lower 

layer" (p. 144): like Dimmesda1e, Ahab i8 powerfu1ly eioquent and spurred 
1 

by his own secret agaony;' Ishm~el, on 1e other hand, remarks of the cus-

tomary calculation of the Right Whale' sage by counting the markings on 
~., \ l 

\ 
certain bones, that "the certainty of thi, criterion is far from" demonstrable, . \-
yet has . the savor Qf analogical probabil~t~." (p. 282) While "the mind does 

not exist unl~ leagued with the soul," Ah~~'S "living principle or 13ou1" 
\ 

1 \ 
bas been 80 thoroughly subdued by the "characterizing mind" that it seeks 

~ \ 

escape wh en h~ sleeps; he 'insists, that, i8, th'~~ words have meaning ("r' 
~ ; , -

\ ' , 

like to feel something in this slippery wor1d that can ho1d"), that sub-
o fi 

of, stance, physica1 or spiri~ual, oonform to intellectuàl design: ' tolq of 
. ' 

FedaJJ.ah's disapp'ea~ance, he exclaims, '''Gone1-- gone? J Wt'.at means that 
f \ \ 

little word?'" (p~" I7S,~.-:t90, 458) Abab and 'Fedal.lah, in fact, are silent 
\ ., 

, 
if in \ tôgeth~r "as one man," gaze at each other "as the Parsee Ahab saw 

1 / 

~iS forethrown shadow, in Ahab the Parsee his abandoned substance" (pp. 4,l"l, , 

439); and if Fedallah is repeatedly a "sh~dow" r,ather t~an "mortal_ub-. 

-: ___ ~~::~~b 
". 

. 
" 

,.. 1 

qeplo~y to transcend his" vulnerable 

..., , 

....., ' 

.. 
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physical condition, referring to his '" body'" as his '" crav-en mate''': "he 

this Parsee what he may, a11 rib and keel was solid Ahab." (pp. 43,8, 458-60) 
1 

He employs dualistic terms, opposes "'man's old age'" to "'matter's~ ,ft and 

considers his flesh a debt or fallen form: "1 would be free as air; and 1-

l 'm down in the whole world' s books." He also o,pposes sensual pleasure. 

"the 10w enjoying power," to bis "high perception," finding hims~lf, as ,such 
), 

terms dicœte, "damned in the midst of Paradise.'! He ia obseaaed vith an 

inscrutab1e intelligence behind and distinct from intractab1e appearances: 

Il' al1 the things that MOSt exasperate and oùtrage mortal man, aIl these 

things are bodiless, but ouly bodUess as objects, not as agents. There' s 
, 1 

a most special, a most cunning, oh, a most malicious difference.'" (pp. 461-

392, 147) 
, -

In Islunae1 we have the mediating intellect, the encoded pre-

sence of understand~g which attains to no 'unambiguous knowledge of sub-

J stances: "hell," he tells Queequeg, tris an idea first born on an undigested 
1 .... " 

. apple-dumpling. Il (p. 63) If I~ael would throw both Kant' ~d Locke over- " 

board in order to float light and right, he, 1ike Starbuck, is "held to 

knowledge, Il an~ he employs the vocabulary of the empiricists in setting 

forth what he knows: " t here ia no quality in the world that ls not what 

it 11; merely by contrast. Nothing exists in itself." (pp. 148, 55) He 

echoes Lo~ke and Berkeley in his discussion of vision, noting' its passivity 
1 

and 

) 

delineating tbe problem of attention: ' , 7 
So long as a man t s ~yes are, opê:é. i~-th:t!s'ht, the act 
of seeing ls involuntary; that is, he cannot tben help 

'mecbanica1ly seeing whatever objects are before him. 
Nevè'rtheless, any one' s experience will teach him. tha~ 
though he can take in an indiscrimina ting sweep of 
things at one glance, it fs quite impossible for, ltim. 
attentively, and completely, to examine any two fhings 
-however large or however small-- at one and the same 

_/ 'instant of ti1l1e; nev~r mind if they lie side by side 
\ -, 

," 

, 
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and touch each other. But""1:f you now come to 
separate these t~o objects, and surround each by a 

\ circ le of profound darkness; then, in order to see 
one of them, in such a manner as ta bring your mind 
to bear on it:, the other will be utterly' exc1uded from 
your contemporary consciousness. How ia lt, then, with 
the whale? True, ,hoth his eyes, in themselves, must­
simul:taneously aet; but 1s his brain so much more 
comprehensive, combining, and subtle than man's that , 
he can at the same moment of time attentively èxamine' 
two distinct prospects. one on one side of him, and 
the other in an exact1y opposite direction'l If he 'fr 
can, then i8 it as marvellous a thing in him, as if a ~ 
man were able' simultaneousl'Y to go-through the demon~ ____ ,~~ 
strations of two distinct problems in Euclid. Nor, 
strictly lnvestigated, is there 80y incongruity in 
tliisf c.omparison. (pp. 279-80) 

\ 
The association of ideas derived 'from experience accounts for attitudes: 

Stee1kilt is "nurtured by .•• ,agrarian free-booUng impressions" - (p. 209); 

r "by the cOntinua~it1on ~f ••• 1mpreSS10nsll of ~he sea's p~wer, "man1\ 

has 10st the sense of the full atifulnèss" (p. 235); Ahab lowers for 

the squid, perhaps, because "he wa,,! now prepared to connec.t the ideas of 

mildnesa and repose with the first sight of the particular whale he, pur­

sued"" (pp. 236-37); and hiEt--sjmbolizing imagination combines arbitrary 

associations, as when he transfèrs "the idea" of the Christian formulation 

of evl1 "to the abhorred White Whale," or when, wat:ching the homeward-bound 

Bachelor, he holds a vial of sand, and "looking from the ship t5» the vial 
'1 

seemed tbereby bringing two remote associations together. for Ithat vial was 

filled with Nantucket soundings." (pp. 160, 408) Whereas Ahab resents 

u'Tht! dead blind wall [that] butts aIl inqtiit;ing heads at ~east,'~' Ishmàel 

investigatea the wall, insista that aIl ideas are derived from experience ,., 
1 

('!the on1y way in which you can d,erive even a tolerable idea of his living 

\ 
" ~ contour, ia by going a whaling yourse1f"). refers to what "bas been proved 

_/ 

by exper1ment," check~ bis opinion concerning the whale' _I!...skin--wtt:n . "experl-
_ _ ~ 0 , 

encef whaléman afloat and learn~d naturalists ashore," though "it Is only 

, ' 



0, 

'. 

o 

163 

an opinion, fi and distinguishes the lIanatomica1 .• fact~ the whale's 

breathing apparatus. which is "indisputable," from "the supposition founded 
1 \ 

upon H," which may be "reasonable and true" (pp. 427, 229J 259-61, 311); 
". 

his scholarship is likewise tentative, the organizatian of data into a prob-

able picture, for if "you proper~y put these statements together, and reasOn 
_".-'0 

.... ---~~ 

upon them à bi t. you will clearly percei ve tha t •.. Prat op ius' sea-mons ter ..• 

must in al! probability have ~een a Sperm Wha1e." (p. 182) He finds insol=-

ub1e the prob1em whethèr the "mistifying" spout 18 water or vapour, for the 

substance dissolves human skin ("The wisest thing the investigator can do 
t'\ 

\ then •.. i8 toi let this deadly spout alone"), though he puts forth the un-

8ubstantiated "hypothesis ..• that the spout is nothing' but mist." (pp. 310, 

313-14) It "hypothetically" occurs to him that the "lung-celled honeycombs" 

in the whale' s head serve for buoyanay (p. 289); hypothesis is the recur-

tent condition of the human mind, which develops towards "manhood 1 s ponder-
1 

ing repose of If" only to gi ve way again ta faith, skeptic ism \ and disbe1ief 

(p. 406); Peleg fishes for Ishmael' s interest. wi th an hypothesis-- '" Sup-

pasing it be the Captain of the pequod, what doest thou want of him?' "_­

and Ahab sneers at the carpenter, "puddini-hea~s sqoul_d ne'll.er... grant pre- 1 

-r' 

mises" (pp': 68, 391),: to grant ,a premise 18 to suspend di8belief, to accept 

... 
and pursue the consequences of what/might be true-- a task, Ahab implies, 

---~ -~ -. 
appropria te tcï-those of exceptional staturé." 

Ishmae1' s' humble!' approach fi, to insist upon his experience. how­

ever ambiguous: he offers "sornethin,g like the form of the whale as he actu- \ 

ally appears ta the eye," i8 a "veritable witness" who records the circum-

stances of his ~'e)(act knowledge," has "had ta do with whales with these 
~ 

vis:J.ble· hands." and, will himself only accept the evidence of a witness: 
1 

"Here, then, from three impartial witnesses, l had a deliberate statement 

\ 
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of thé entire case." (pp. 224. 373. 118. 1;6) He ref ers ta "woll-authontica G" 
instances, points out that "there are. skeleton authorities you ean refer 

to, to test my accuracy," supplies excerpts from 1\, tJstimony entirely 1n-

~ 

dependent of my own," and jokingly remarks of Scoresby' s facsimiles af 
\ 

li 

Aretie snow crystals, the "over-sight not to have procured for~very crystal 
---->~ --------- ' a swcrrrr--iffTadavit." (pp. 208, 375, 178, 231) Authenticity is an empiriékl 

problem; Ishmael's final recourse against his report's being rece1ived as 

"a ma~strous fable, or •.. a hideous allegory," is his word, that which he has 
1 

l , 
given ta Ahab and rtot kept, and which, as his self':"introduction indicates, 

he regards as a..rbitrar.y: "Such things may seem incredible; but however 

wondrous, they are true"; "take my ward for it." (pp. 177, 267) In "The 

Affadvit" he repeats, "1 have personally known three instances ..•• l say l, 

myself, have known .... Here stanc~, then, which l personally 

know the trut:\h of'.'; when mand to know if the Town-lio' s story 

'" is in I:?ubs~ance really true,'" Ishmael sends out for the larges t available , \ 

bible on which to swear that it ('fis in substance and its great items ,true •... 

l have seen and talked wfth Steelkilt since the death of Radney.'" (pp. 17;-. 
7~, 224) The uncertainty of Ishmael' s credibility has to do with the empir­

ical critique of l~age and its relation to substance: to speak, Burroughs 

1: says, is to lie. The narrator of "Bartleby" cannat guess the reliability of 
\ )-r ) 

the "report" he hears abo,ut the scriveQer's identity: "Upon what basls it 

rested, l could oever ascertain, and hence how true it'is l cannot tell" 

" 
J 

(PM, p.' 511) j as Vere knaws, to pronounce sen tente is to employ an arbgrary 

code. 

In his, inconsis tency, Ishm;:lel 

catly , Il but is "conte~;~ to produc7 th~ 

does not 

-­de~ed 

present his 'proofs "methodi-

imp~essién by separa te cita-
• 

tions of items practically or r~liab1y known to me as a whaleman; a~d ,from 
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these citations, l take it-- t,he conclusion aimed at will naturally follow 

of itself" (..p. 175): this 1s how Agee defines his effort .in human actual-

- ity, the setting f~rth of discontinuous fragments and leaving their realfza­
~ 

tion to the reader; realization, or understanding, is as unspeakable and as 

self~intèrrogating as the notion of substance, and is ta the text what the 

living whale is to his skeleton. The reader must assume' a critical attitude, 

must constantly consider the question, "how do you know ... ?" which occurs 

three times in the discussion of the substantial nature of the spout (p. 313); 

unlike Starbuc~, who prays, "'Let faith oust fact; let fancy oust memory,'" 

Ishmael rails aga'inst "precedents ... traditions, .. old beHefs nevel' bottomed 

• on earth, and now not even hovel'ing in the air •.. [and] orthodoxy, If and de-

. 
clares himself "a savage, owing no y_llegiance "but to the King of the Canni-

-~ 

bals; and ready at any moment ta rebel against him." (pp., 262, 232) And • srnce "aIl men 1 s minds and opinions [and] ,l,. the thoughts of thinkers" are 

1 
Loose-Fish, apt to be captured by lIostentatious smuggling verbalists," the 

, -'1" J. ' 
l'eader, who i5 both 'a Loose-Fish and a Fast-F.ish, too, Il mult beware of 

being captured by any particular fûtmulation. (p. 334) 
1 s 

This i5 consonant with Ishmael's allegorical mode, as opposed to 
p" 

Ahab' s symbolism; the forme" frequêntly ends a' description 'by giving his ,/ 

material an allegorical signification, as he c~nverts whales' heads to'Kant 

and Locke, 9r ,ta "Plato's honey head." (p. 291) Whi1e, with referince ta 

the "presumed congenèali ty" between the dense elastic head of the beached 
\ - . 

sturgeon and that of the English king to,whom the law awards it, Ishmael 
'" • uses the words tlallegorical" and IIsymbolically" as' if theY.lwere inber-

l ,- n' 1 

changeable, he elséwhere uses 'symbol' in a more speciali~ed sense: symbols 
\ 

are the rneans of communication, such as perhaps are the gestures of the 

tail, whiq.h sorne say are "akin ta Freemason s;1.gns and symbols; 'that the 

1 
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1 

whale indeed, by th~se methods. intelligently conversed with the world"; 

they generalize a particular situation, as Queequeg ho1di~g a10ft ~he light 

of the swamped boat is both "the sign and symb01 of a man without f~ith, 

hope1essly holding up hope in the mldst of despair lf
; and they suggest a 

transcendent reaUty, sa that the wind se~ms "the symb01 of that unseen 

agency whlch 80 enslaved them to the race" after MOby:Dick. (pp. 336, 318, 
7 l' 

195, 454) But whereas Ahab, for wHom Moby Dick is a symbol, regards mean-

lng as immanent and discoverable, for Ishmael it ls delegated and casual, 

a passing and not necessariIy related comment. Melville doubts, he wrltes 

Hawtho~e, that symbols have Any meaning beyond themse1ves: IIWe incl.ine 

to think that the Problem of the Universe ls like thetFreemason's mighty 

secret, sa terrible to aIl children. lt turns out ••• to consist'in a tri-

angle, ~ 'ma11et, and an apron;-- nothing more!" Even within the depths of 

symbolizatlon, that is, there are only constituent signs; and tlie under- -4 
standing, whicb warks against synthesis and ultimate signif1cance, procedes 

by negation: "a11 men who say, yes, lie; and aIl men who say no- why, 
, . 

t~ey are in the happy condition of judicious, unencumbered traveIlers in 

Europe; they cross the frontiers into Eternity with nothing but a carpet- " 

bag-- that is to say, the Ego." (LHM, p. 125) In the absence of symbolic 
\. 

purchase, the text itself 18 as liable to rupture as the pequod, the seriaI 
1 

situations of typee, and the disconnected grammatical stances of Agee and 

Burroughs, and abounds with situations of poised su~pense and sudden sur-
\ 1 

prise: before he dies Starbuck is,""deadly calm, yet expectant,- fixed 

at the top of a, shudder'" (p. 46;3); the grest squid disrupts a. "profound 

bush, n just as ~y Dick at Iast "bodily burst into V:t.~:y' (p. 236. 455); 
,- . 

the Wordeworth1an "dreamy qu1etude" which converts waves to rolling hills, 
1 _. 

so that "faèt and fancy, half-way meeting, interpenetrate and form one 

________ L __________________ ~ ____________ _ 

• 
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seaml~whole." ls a calm to be dis~upted. for there ls "a storm for 

every calm" (p. 406); 'and just as "the profound calm which only apparently 
, 

precedes and pr:opbecies of the storm, is perhaps more awful than the st"orm 

- ! , 
itself," sa the gracefully serpentine whale tine, before it is in "actual 

play," i~ the most terri,ble aspect of the hunt, suggestlng the line around 

aIl men' s ntcks: "but it 15 only when caught in the swift. suddent turn of 
1 

death, that mortais realize the silent, subtle, ever;-present perils of li fp , " 

a terror felt a~ntenSelY by the philosopher at his fire-side as by the men 

in the whale-boat. (p. 271) 

Anti-pattern is the only pattern Ishmael finds useful, hence his no-

tian of metempsychosis: hardly has the crew s~wed down and cleared up 'after 

processing one whale, and hardly has a man "learned ta live in the clean 

"1'- ' 

tabernacles of the soul. .. when-- There she blows!--, the ghost is spouted up 
, 'i-

and away' we sail to fi:ght sorne ether werld" (pp. 35 7-58); death ('" explo-

sive death, Ifl as Benito Cereno caUs i~-- GSW, p. 313) ls defined negatively 

as a rupture of con~ext, and thus has everything to do with the Sperm Whale. 
i 

for "N<;>t t,he raw recruit, marching from the bosom of his wife" .not the dead 

man' ~ ghost encounteri~g the first 

nei\~er of these cao fee! stra"er 

• unknown phantom in the other world;--

and stron&,er emotions than that man. d~es. 

who for the first time finds himself pu11ing into the charmed, churned circ1e . '-

of the hunted Sperm Whale,'" (MD, p. 193) Locke r.egards the supposition of 

metelllpsychosis as having "no apparent absurdity in it," pointing out that - . 
~ince "those who place ~ought in a purely material, .animal constitution. 

void of an immaterial substan e,'; must conceive of "persona1 identi.ty [a~J 

pre,l:lerved in something else n identity of substance" (for the particles 
• 

",'1 .. 
conceivable that it be of the organism are always c 

"preserved in the change of i substance" ; and -aince "the word I" . 

'. 

\ 

.. 

" ' 
,1 
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re fers ta the idcntity",?f the same "man," and it is "possible for the same .. 
man to have a distinct incommunicable consciousness at different times, it is 

past doubt the same man would a t different times make different persons." 

(Essay II, xxvii, 14, 12, 20) The notion of metempsychosis, that is, has 

implications for' the inconsistencies of Ishmae'i' s narrative, which encodes 

or interweaves the thousand voiees which can only be heard whe1\:;lthe loom is 

escaped (pp. 374-75); "'in one lifetime we live a hundred lives,'" says 

\ 

Babbalanja: "'By the incomprehensible stranger in me, l say this body of 

mine hagbeen re,lLee.. out scores of times, though always one dark chamber in 

me is retaineù by .the old·myst~ry.'" (CM II, p. 116) White-Jacket's specula-

tion as to whether we think in words or thoughts i~ interesting in this re- f~ 

gard; Agee, referring to the metonymic "shaded room" of psychoanalysis, 

says, "Night is, for sorne, tha~ shaded room; and in this room these talk of 

1 

th~mselves to themselves in silence, and may, sometimes ptofit of it, and may 

sometimes break the paralysis of their parentage" (LUNPFM," p. 223); as in 

Hitchcock's Psycho, more than one voiee is encoded on a single larynx, each 

voiee programming the behaviour of the subject. Brion Gysin, t~ originator 

a '" 
of Burroughs' cut-up method and eollaborator with him in Minutes to Go, 

1 ·speaks of the various contradic tory "voices" or grl)mmars tha t make up any 

text or subjective œonsciousness, and ~rgues(,~ith ot~er voiees in his text: 

UJust talk to yourself for a minute. You hear that little voice? Well, now 
>" • ( 

argue with yourself: take two sides of a question .••. l hesitate to advise, 

beeause l know only for me, that something pret"ty saucy will often get you a 

sharp answer. Realize it i8 an answer when you·hear it and not just you •.•• , ~ 

l ' ' This ain't,no monopoly, lady. Shove off, you! WeIl, as 1 was saying before 

. 43 
1 was so brashly interrupted ..• Stop and Li~ten." Attention ïtself ls a 

, 
sÙbmis,sive and salutory tool, and metempsychotic notians provide no 

.. 

,1 
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e~planatory mytns that guarantee its security or validity; the 'dissolution 

of verbal context provides the subject with knowledge by negation,-of what 
• 

hefis not but does not transcende 
, 

Melville's use of Lotke ls most clearly evident in his treatrnent of 

whiteness, the dumb blankness full of meaning which st~bs from behind with 

the thought of annihilation; a colorless all-color, it suggasts that sub­
I 

stanc~ which, Locke says, is "only a\uncertain _SUPPosition of we know not 

what, i.e. of something whereof we have no particular distinct positive 
, 

idea~ which we take to be the substratum, or support, of those ideas we do 

know"- (Essay l, ii!, 19): of the'colourless substantial world and its asso-
'/ 

ciated terror, Ishmael says, "the Albino Whale was the symbol." (MD, p. 170) 
, ' 

y 

Whiteness, has a similar functlon in Mardi: Yillah, whose "sno skin" 

sets her apart from the Polynesians among whom she i5 found, .is, . ke Moby 

Dick, 'a~ elusive and veiled dream "\apparition-- "hence the impulse which had. 
, . 

sent me roving after the substance of this spiritual image." (M I, pp. 125, 
/ 

145) ~ite:"Jacket' s jacket is his name and identity, "an outlandish garment 
'. 0 

of my own, devising. 'I the "sto.rehouse" of his possessions, a "burden',1 to him 

when·wet and very n..early his "shroud" , .. ~ it aIso suggests the text, for its 
, 

- ~ 
material is sUt in the making "much as· you wou19 cut a leaf in the last new 

• .. 
novel," and by means of it the nar~ator "b'iCame a universal absorber": when 

/ 

he falls from the mast into' the sea ('jthe feeling of death crept over mè with-

-
the billows") he a.rrives at 'a "life-and-death poise, " and discards the jacket 

'which drags. hiin .down~- thé' sub"~ance upon which ,hiS identity is enc~ded7- J 
and ia Feborn. whereupon the jacket i5 harpoonef by his comrades, who take 

.0 .,. .l 

it for a ".'white shs.rk, '" (lo1J, pp. 3-4, 40, 414-15) Pierre, upon recognizing 
, 
that he has '" no paternity and no past,' 1\ speaks of lit the Fùture '" as "I one 

blank to aIl tI" (p. p. -277); 
. , -

, . 

i ' 

. ' 
and Babo regarcJs Don Alexandro' s skeleton, 

1 , 

# 



':> • 

~ . 

., 
~ 

l 

~ 
1 - , 

, 

j-
-,.r 

t 
1 

1 

. \ 

o 

... 
.... 

~ -:;~ ....... -' ...... ~~,. ~ ~-~ .. ~ ----.:..t 

170 

... 

mounted on a "bleached ~ull as ~ chaulky comment on the chaulked words be-, 

, ·t 
low, 'Follow your leader,'IIj,as 8 "whiteness" whiêh i5 common to both càucas-.. ~ 

tan ~n1negro: '(GSW, pp. 296, .3'04-5) It i5 Ishmael's fear of the"'future, 

his'concern for survival, that iûforms hisprolonged meditation on the whale's 

,thiteneSS; the ,~le leaves such' a wake, acc~rdi~g ta Job, "'One ,,"uld th'nk 

,'the deep to be hoary'" (MD~ p. 2); Moby Diè'k is an "object remote and blank 

_(tin t'he, PU;SUH,:, and absence or negativity-- a If~road white: shadow" rising 

_" ' ,~rom the sea-- rather t~n a positive presence, who presents his negating 

'r "blank forehead" ta the ship he 18 about to smash; he 18 the-'1>ossible mani~ 
/ f-e.station of the "big white God aloft· ... there somewhere" to ~hom Pip prays. 

, ,. 
,J. ~ spiritual 

1 ta him as 

~ " \ 

(MD, pp. ,183, 268,_ 466, 155) é That Moby Dick' s whiteness is associate.d wit,p 

as weIl as 'corporeal substanc'e 'is, indicated by, the initial reference 
, \ ' 

a "grand.lrooàèd" R"hant~~. like a snow hill in the air:": th,e spout, 

! the substantia! nJture of which is a poi,ntedly insoluble myst~ry, j.s not, ,only 
1 

.' 

," 

il. manifedtatio~ of whiteness+ Ishmael lodges under a sign '\with a white -
\ I...\", ( ;.. , ,. -

paiuting'upon it, 'faintIy representing a tpll straight jet of misty spr~, 

and these words underneath-- 'The Spout(.er Inn:-- Peter Coffin'''-... but is&-an 
~ ~\ 

allegotical representation ot' the s04l. (deàth oli:curs when ll t he ghost ls 
.,# ", 

spouted u,?"; Stubb declares himself "1 as good a fellow as ever spouted up his < 

ghost! "), which in Ahab is "a ~ày, of living light ••• but without àn object ~o 

itse~.11 '(~p.,~16", ~8, 3~~, 467, ,fItto.?) , color, a?d 
'b 

And- death, 

dead whal'e 

therefore ;'blanKeness in 

fi ".l", 
as'Coffi~'s name suggests, is also connected wi~p whitèn~ss. the 

" . ' 'io. '-, • 
, /..' • • 1'""', ' 

turning up "the white secrets .sf his belly," the dying QueeC(.ueg 
. 

preparing ·to saH "the white.breakers of t-he milky way" ('pp. 301,' 396); the 
;'~ 

~ 

uncoloured subl3.tan~ial worlq\ wear's 4 llwhite .shroud ll :whic~ 15, f~na1iy péne .... , 
"'\ . 

trJted by Aha1;J and the Pequod (just as Ràdney approaches'Moby Dick "throùgh 
, • ... .",. 4 .. , • ~ 1) '" ... "'-' 

a bÙnding foal!1 that bient two whitenesses' toge.tlleé-), "a ~ul1en wh"ite surf" 
,'1 - • ~ f 'II'. "" . .. .. 

, t ., 
'; 

. " 
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1 

• 
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beating the tide of the gulf until "the gr,t shroud of the sea rolled-f>lo!,\ as 

it roUed fi\re thousand years ago." (pp. 170, 222, 469) Whiteness sta.JJis _ -

t for that which cannot he spoken about, transcends subjective experience. 

The most complete treatment ls in "The Tartarus of Maids" (1855), an 

allegory of the mechanism of birth: the narra4iJr, a seed sa1esman, journeY'8 

to ~ paper-mi11 to contract for the production of enve~opes for the dissemin­

"" 
ation of his seeds; th\2 "whitewashed" miU st,ands near the bottom of a hol-

1 
low through which runs a "brick-colored stream" called "Blood River·," ;,md . 

WhiC~ through "Black Notch" into "Mad Maid' s Bellows-pipè"; the whole 

uterine set-up faces west.\ ..... --The narrator sets out in Januar!( and Hnds fro'sty 

"whi te 'vapours" curling up from t'he "thite-wooded top" of Woedolor Moudtain;' 

1 
his horse "Black" is IIFlaked aU over with frozen 

~ t swea t, whi1te as a milky 

--'ram"; in the "whitell hollow ana aniid buildings wlth a "cheap, bla'nk a1t"--

a lIsnow-white, haJ1l1~.t ami,?st the )nows"-- the narrator has difficulty seeing 
'-. 

the mill., The asso~ations are both of birth and of death, for t~~ forests 
.. (j , ~ . , ' , 

groan with II t he sàme a11-stiffening influence" and the mou~tains are "pinned 
• i 

in sht-?uds-- a' pa~s of Alpine corpses"; 
il 

moreover, the rocky nat'ure of the 

• r 1 

gro'und forbids lIa11 meth'O'"d in their [the buildings 'J rÙative arrangement'," 
j 

• . 1 

, "~o that the narrator is entering a region which i8 allegorically bath pre-

"'-
~n~post-conscious, ou~de methodic~l' art'~nge~'ent. Inside the ";ntollerably 

lighted" f~tory, "At 'row~looking counters sat ~ow~ of. blank-1qoking 
u , 

~ir~~, with blan~, ~te fo1ders in tbeir blank hands, àll 
;;-- /' iIIf' 

blallk paper,"; sinee the humari vofce "is "banished""by the 

~ot. a sYlléilbl,:::' iB spoken. 
• Q ~' 

The two men in th~ 

blankly fcrlding 
1\\ ' 

m of~he m~hinery, , .) 

rk-compie:doned" . 

. éltld /'red-cheekéd," t'he former at~ending to ItT~o white sp.ot~,' 6f fro'st-bite~ 

'on 'tlie' narra~~orÇs 'èheeksci '~nd th~ power that rûns it cornes from a "dal'k" 

" :to,lossa!. ~ater,,:"whe'el, ~ grim with one immuta ble pU~i>0se." • BU,t the women' who 

" 
, . 

" 
04 ," .. , 

1 
r 

.'\ !l " " , 

" 

1 
1 
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process rags 'Iwash~d white" for, conversion in ta paper are aIl "pale" with 

~ labour. Guided by red-cheeked "Cupid," the attend'ant of the. machines, the 
... .......-.--.<;!-~--, / --._ ... 

narrator follows the cours,e of some "white pulp" into a room "stifling with 
,~.- ~, ' 

-~ . 
a st~ange, hlood-11~e abdominal heat, 'as if here, true enough, were Being 

f'ina,lly developed tJe germinous particles, Il and on ta Hs comPletion' a~' paper ~ 
(lIaua11y III foolscap, III but soritetimes III finer stuff 1 "), a proceS6 which takes' 

/ 

"'Nine minutes to a second,'" rather than nine months; it is "delivered in-
, J 

to': the hands of a. woman wl10 had, rormerly been a "nurse." The m~inery, 
. 

'~'a miracle ,of inscrutahl-e intricacy, '" is compared, not to Leviathan, but 
~ . ..,..., 

te:' "sorne living, panting Behemoth," though.At operates with, the Sperm Whale' s 

"metallic necessitP. •• [an~J unbudging 'tatali'ty": it"'~ go::' .. just that 

very way, and at that very pac~ you there plainly ~ :i.t go, ",'Jtnd the p~lp, 

passively man~uvered by, the machine, '\' can' t help going. ," (GSW, pp. 210-22)" 
\ 

The birth th~ eventuates, of I~ourse" "is Locke' s "white paper, void of a~l, 

il 
characters, without any ideas" (Essay II, i, 2): whiteness is that which 

substantiates the text-- Ishmael speaks of the untatooed part~ of ~iS body 

as "a blank page" (MD, p. 429) -- an1 tne narrator' s reflections f. tne text­

uai nature of consciousn-ess suggest the "paIl id hopelessness" engendered in 
.. l' • \ 

Bartleby by his work in the dead-letter office (PM, p. 512): 

Looking at'that blank paper continual1y drQPping, droppidg, 
dropping, my mind ran on in wonderings of those strange 
uses to which those thousand sheets eventually would he 
put. AlI sorts of ~ritings would be writ on those now / 
vacan t things-- sermons, Iawyers' briefs, phys'icians' 
prescriptions, love-1ett~s, marriage certifica~es, bi~1s 
of div9rce, regist~rs of births, death-warrants, and 80 

on, without end. Then, recurring back ta them as they 
here 1ay aIl b~ank, ~ could not but be~hink me of that 
celebrated comparison of John Locke, who, in demonstration 

Il 
of his,theory that man had no innate idéas, compare~ the 

~ '.~uman titind at birth to a' sheet of' bla,nk paper; somethiag 
,~es~ined ta be scribb1~ on, but what sort of cha~acters ( 
no soul might tel1. (GSW, pp. 220-21) ~', 

, .. 

" 
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Substance, or context, js finally tb~0problem of motive and inten-

am I.q.?d how did l get here? The hunt for Moby Dick 'is both 

of intention and a search for motiv~, the hidden ~~urce of the 

images which appear on the walls 'of the subjective jar, and of the language 

which relates them. 
.,\ - '-

Q 

Melville notes in his preface to Typee that "in des-
1 

cribing their customs, [he] refrains/in most c~ses from enteri~ tnto their 
, (11 J 

origin and purposes"; Tommo's mak.j.ng'up his mind, to jump ship is taking 

stock of his "circums-t:anees" and the formu1~tion of an appropriate plan-­
\ 

an ~ntention-- whicn/is confuted at every step; the "bloodthirsty disposi­
~.J 

tion of some of the 'islancler~ is mainlY!O be aseribecl t? the lnf1uenc~:.f 
[E~,ropeélgJ examples"-- that is, to a mode! or plan (T, pp. xiÙ, '23, 27); 

, Tommo' ls repeatedly ignorant of the "cause" of Toby's disposition, of the 
i 

l f" f Happar attack, 0 the failure of sorne bread-fruit trees tq bear fruit, 0" the 

dtsease 'in his le~8f its healing, of th,e variety of comj1exions in, the 

valley, of the'melancholy feelin~s associated with a certain sight, of
o 

the 

"taboo and of the chant-tng ceremony (pp. 32, lOI, 117, '118, 123, 182, 216; 274, . ' 
226-27) ; 

\ 
his movement are the consequences of having "litt1e choice," "'no 

altermative, '" Çlnd his 'intention to leave the Island is as circumstanÙa1 as 
,-" 

that to leave the ship: "There was no one with.whom l cou1d rree)-y converse; 
\ \ 1 

no one to whom l could communicate my thoughts; no oné who could' sympathize 

',with my sufferins." He has no reliable knbwledge as to his captors' "in-

t'1ntion," is constantly,'forced to "~upposi~ion." (pp. 51, 63,231,143,267) 

\ ' The narrator of Mardi' h~s~ a ~imo;lJ.ar reason, as dis,tinguished from a cause, 

Ji"' 
for quitting the srl~p: "There was no soul a magnet tc? mine; "TIqne with ,whom 

to mingle sympathies." Re suffers "lost and,<·leaâen hours," and like Tommo, 
, l ":, -1/ 

who charges hi's' captain with violating their contract, regards bis 'captain' s 
J , P, , . 

course as "a tacit cQnttl:lvention of the ag'reement be.twee'n us. Il (M r', pp. 3-5;, 
i "'< 1 1 

'<l',.< .";'-
~' ~ft 

" 

, ' 
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.,.. 
T, p. 20) These are circumstances which point those who live them in a cert 

tain direction, but do not necessarily lead ta the actions taken, actions 
1 

whi~h;, as the ti t..1e, "The Wa tery World Is AU Befo-re Them," sugges ts, con:' 
, ;/ ~ .P \)1 

,stitute a kind of death and rebirth, the foresaking a predictable context 
"\ , 

for the instability of chance. Tajï's assertion that "Those who bol'dly 

.. 
c launch'cast off aIl cab1es .... Hug the shore naught ne,w is seen," suggests 

-~ 

that the new is visible only with the breaking up of old habits of thought: 

Babo's substitution of a skeleton for the image of Columbus aligns with 

Taji's statement that the "new world here sought ••.• is,the world of' the mindj., 

wherein wanderers may gaze arot,tn.d-wi-t-h"more of wonder than 'Balhoa' s band'." 
..,.--_....----...- r •• ___ 

(M l, p. 27; II, p. 7-07) ForoTaji, however, who does not name himself, dis~ 
J ' 

\ 
covery becomes a ~ornpulsive quest for paradise rather t7f1n a 1ettin~ go: 

\ ~~ , 

with Taji's recepti~n of his name, Ishmae1 b~comes Ahab, and the book changes 

direction. 
\ \ 

In ~ Lunc~, a book about literary and linguistic al1:d weU as 

heroin h~~its, Burroughs refers ta being "Obsess~d with codes •... Man con­

tracts a series of diseases which spell out a code message"; Agee also 1 

speaks of the "d~sease" of "syrnmetry" present in "the deity the race has 
,j 

erected ~to sheil/d it from thè horror of the heavens, in the pressl1d wall of 

a ,small Greek res~aurant where sorne of the Greek disea5e persists through 

the persistence of a Renaissance disease" (LUNPFM, pp. 229-30): "Cure;" 
. 

Let go!, Jurnp!" (NL, pp. 66, 222) Burroughs says, "is +;~lways: 

~. • 1 
ta let go i test it, 

, ), 

\ 1;, 
discontinuous\.and digital awprenessj 

l, 44 
. A code i5 an' analog device : to j'bring in-, \ 

to p1~y'an unaccountable, uns'upported, 

the diff~rence fs bètween Ahab's map, his imposition tif a story wit~ a sym- , 

'metrical plot, his' demand for justice and the'restoration pf symmetry, and 

Ishrnael.' s counting up the pieces of evldencé. Letti~~, go ls associated in 
, 

~elvill~, with the;wèsterly dire~tion ±n which the ~achlnery of bi~th faces 
" 

, . 

'. \ 
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in "The Tartarus of Maids" and towards which move the -frontier explorers of 

The Conf~dence Man and tne pequod, the symbol of civi1ization; Jarl and 

the narrator of Mardi set off on a "western voyage" ("Though America be dis-
1 

covered, the Cathays of the deep are unkno~'); and Ishmael speaks of the 

Pacific as 1!uncivilized," "terra incognita, i: a grave-yard and finally the 

home of Moby Dick CM I~ pp. 24, 35; MD, pp. 180, 269, 4S6-SJ) : while for 

Ahab it i8 a direction towards, for Ishmae1 it is a direction away, alle-

gorizing the movement of th~èt away from an implicit acceptance of _...--------
codes. Babbalanja's formtÎlation sums up the'problem of motive: '''1 am a 

blind man pu~hed from oehind; 
1 • , 

in vain l turn about ta see what propels me'''; 

he seem8 ',"not sa much ta live of rnyself, 8:5 ta be a rnere' apprehension of 

th~ unaccountable being that is in me. Yet ,aIl the time this being i~ l my-

self. '" CM II, pp. 114-15, 116) White-JaFket,~,who l~ke Ishmael must 
1 

"surmis~" the motive of nis captain, like~isè speaks of men as "sailing with 

sealed o~ders ... the repositories of the sbcret' packet, w~ose mysterious con-

tents we long to learn •••. but ~et uS'not give ear ta the,superstitious, gun-

deck gossip about whither we may' be gliding, for, as yet, not a soul\on board 

of us knows-- not even the commodore himself; assuredly not the Chaplain; 
• 1 

even our profe.Eisors scientific ~urmisings are in v;ai~"; his protest àgainst 

flogging is a critique of habituaI rationalization, a ,suggestion that de-
p 

pravity among the men is, "in a large degree, the effect, and not'the cause 

and ju.stf.fication of oppression." (WJ, pp. 117, 419,' 148) ,The narrator of 

, Pierre notes that /'ln their precise tracings Ol.lt and subtile causa tians , the 

strangest and fiercest emotions o,f lHe defy a11 analyt,ical insight. We see 

the cloud and feel its boIt; but meteorology only idly ess~ys,a critical 

scr,utiny as ta how that cloud became charged, and how this boIt sa stuns." 

0p, p. 92} B~~. too, simply appears on the scene without story or 
____ -- , l , ---- , -....------- " 

1 

, 1 
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context: "'And what 18 the reason?'1f dema da the narrator; '''Do you not , 
~, 

__ -aee--t-ner;~-;on for yourself?' he indifferently r~plied." an anawer which his 

employer proceeds ta misconstrue (PM, ~ 429); like Lock~ Bartleby points 

ta the presence of the self-evldent, the futility of explanation. The nar-
1 

rator of "The Encantadas" says of the attainment of the point of view from 

Rock Rodo.do. "Uow we get thexe. we a1.ne know~f '"' 8.ught 

what wi~er wer~ they? Suffice it that here at the summit you 

ta tell others. 

and l stand" 

(GSW, p. 111); but the narrator of "The.Two Temples" ia not so comfortable 

about his unaccountable presence at his point Qf view: ""~~lanation will 

be in vain. c~rcumstances'are against me." (GSW, p. 157) Whereaa these twa 
~ 

stori$s play with yhat la to be known abbut attention, "Benito Cereno" em-
(. (~ 

p~aai~e8 the ambiguity of what "ia attended to: Delano regards 8 series of 
\, . 

gesturês, at first "Thinking he divined the cause,1I and becomes progressively 
, 

, less certainftbout the motive or intention indicated: 
\ 

"suddenly he thought 

that 'one Or two of them returned the glance' with a sort of meaning"; "the 

ides flashed across him, that possibly master and man, for some unknown pur-

pose, were acting out, both in ward and deed, nay, te the very tremor of Don 

Benito' s limbs, seme juggling play before him."' He becomes aware, that ois. 

that his ideas occur in "coincidence," that their meaning ("What meant th-is? 

••• had sorne random unintentional'm?tion .•• been mi~taken for a significant 

,. beckening?"~ is _ambiguous, that causality, intention and motive are neither ab-

,stracl:ab.le from 

that [Cereno 1 s] 

nor necessarily inherent ,in t~em; "Absurd then, to f.!UPPOB.~ 

questions had bean. prompte~ ~ evil des;lgns";' the narrator,. 

who pleces the s~ory __ together·from the court records, m~st similarly use 

words like "perhaps" and lIpossibly" when speculating about, Delano. 

(GSW, pp. 254, 265, 282, 26~, 269, 263, 288-29) Realizing that he has 

been taken in by the Confidence Man, Pitch likewise "revolves, but cannot 
-. 
;' 

• 
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comp,rehind, the operation, still 1~ the operator .... Two or three dOII~~S 

the ",otive to sa many 'niée wi1!es?" (CM, pp. 199-200) Like the reader, who 

constructs a continuity out of the episodic textual information and assumes 

a single actor or causal agent behind the mask (though the final chapter 

implies that he is legion) , Pitch seeks the' e~anatory mO~ive,.a~d is there-

by duped. ,t 
Billy B4dâ, fina11y, is a study in ~e na.~ure of judgement: Billy' s 

bidding good-bye to the "Rights-of-Man," his spilling soup in Claggart's 
\ l ' • 

path ("'Handsomely done .... And handsome is as handsome did it .too!'''), and 

tne blow with which he MUs Claggart. fo11owed by his "impassioned disclaimer 

of mutinous intent," are a11 pOint~d, inst~nces Of, the ampig~ity '~nr 

misconstruct'ion of fi intention , fi as, ~t the moment of Billy' s crime are 

Vere's words which, "contrary\"lé the effect intended ••• prompted yet io-
-~ , 

1 

lent efforts at utterance" (MBB, pp. 142, 180, 239); the ensuing blow, 

"Whether i~tentionally or but owing to!the young athlete's superior height," 
• 

strikes Claggart ',s forehead and kil1!1 him. (p. 226) Like Bart1eby, Billy 

simply appears, is "dropped into a world" dangerous to his innocence, without 

'-:x~anation: "'Don-'t you know'where you were b~r,n?-- Who was YOu/,father?lfI, , , 
Il'God knows, Sir. III (pp. 1.77, 146,) So does Claggart. concerning whom, in 

','the dearth df exact knowledge," 1the crew circul~ reports which "nobody 
\ - -'" 

could substantiat'e, 1'I"'~or "About as much was known .• ,of-r:he Master-at-Arms' 
D Jo, 

/""~ , 1 
career before entering the service as an astronomer knows about a'cometfs 

trave1s prior to its first observable appearance in the sky." (pp. 169, 172)· 

Romance, as ls implied by the crew' s aptneps "to exag'gerate or 'romance it" 

'concerning Claggart's otigin, invokes an explanatory context or nexus, but 

JUlly is not the "conventiona1 hero" of a "romance" (pp. 172, 149); ,and -the 
\ 

narrator refusés "to invent something [which] .8light llvail .•. to account for 

., 
" 

, 
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whatevcr cnigma may arrêh to lurk in the case" of Claggart' s "spontaneous 

and profound ll antipathy toward 'Billy, II t he cause" of his being "down on 

him;" which is "in its very realism as much charged with that prim~ element 

of Radol'~ffian romance, the mysterious .. ',as any that the ingenui~y of [thJt] , 

author ... could devise~" (p. 183) There is no clearing up this mystery: ~n 

the en~uing discussion of motive the narrator quotes an old sCholar, "'the '-"1 

/' 

adherent of no organized religion, much less of any philosophy built into a 

\ 
system, "' who has nevertheless advised him that experience can supply '" but 

a superficial knowledge'" 'of the workings of human nature, and that Il'for 

anyth,ing 'deeper'" something eise is required, n, that fine spiritual insight Il' 

whereby a young girl, for example, has been known to get the better of an 
\ 

. old lawyer; "and since "that lexicon which is based on Holy Writ" has fallen 
1 

Il ~, --...rJ..l' 

int~ disfavour (again, i7~ problem is of vocabulary and grammar), the~arra-

tOI' applies Plato' s definition of "'Natural Depravity,' 11 the phrase which 
t 

, l' 

critics invariably emphasize, to Claggart 1 s p.eculiar IImania." (p. 184-87) 
\ 

If Ahab' is fated to live out the implications of a name which he did not 
'1 ...., 

1 • giv'e himself (and j>recisely as Ahab is drawn to l:10by D~ck, ~xperiiencing him 
" 

1 as '" a11 a magnet, '" C1aggart "magnetically" feels "that ineffability" which 

"-is "the Spjl;it lodged within Billy," is left "apprehending the good, but ... - . 
powerh~ss to be i tif); Claggart' s' natu~e also exemplifies a words-before-

• 1 1 1 

things situation, must, "like the scorpion for which the Creator alone is 

responsible, act out to the end the part allotted to it," sinee he cannot do 

other th en identify with his own designs. (MD, p. 368; MBB, p. 192) But the 
1 

! -' \ 
nat"ralor" s 'recourse to P~ato, like his comments on the decreasing confidE;nce 

• 'in the Bib~- ,they occur twice and wit:hout quali:Éication of tone, (MBB, pp. 

185, 189) and are comparable ta that' of the eavesdropper .-_'!-J Awake in his 

sleep III who when the Çonfidence Man describes the gospel as ,lI'good ' " news, 
, 1 .' 

\ 
1 

J, 

',-

, 

'-' 
/ 
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o 

-179 

>"mutters "'Toa goO,d ta,be trué!'" (CM, pp. 366-67)-- suggest irony. In 

1 
"Hawthorne and His Masses," Melville states the wish ta glorify excellent 

boaks "withaut including their' astens~~e authors," for, "the names of aIl 

fine authors are fictitiaus ones"; the problem af authority sa, put is to 

be connected with MelviIIe's refusaI ta mythologize Shakespeare into ane 

of the "Angl'o-Saxan superstitians," .(PM, pp. 400.409) with Ishmael 1 s savagely 

reoellious critical stance, with attempts ta resist the Confidence Man, and 

with Vere's awareness of the àrbittary nature of autharity; it is also ta 

be connected with the final source of error with wpich Locke deais in the 

Essay, thdt of authority, whether of "friends ~r pàrty, neighbourhood or 

country," or of "reverend antiquity," for "AlI /fien are liable to errar, and 
1 

most men are in ma~y paints, by passion ar interest, under temptatian t~ it." 

(Essay IV, xx, 17) Since "ane mus~ turn ta sorne autharity," says J~he n~}ra-
tor of Billy Budd (tlle~~by-_ summarizing the argument of the noyl), he will 

refer to "the, authentic" translat~on af Plata; but he nates tat in more 

usual cases neither lawyers nor "rernunerated rnedical experts" can agree on 

qurstions of moral responsibility; nar" were they asked, coùld "clerical 

praficients." (MBB, pp. 185, 1~8-89) The ship's surgean has the last ward 
o 

on c1assical autharity, with reference ta Billy's -final motive: "'Eut!hanasia, 

Mr. Purser, is something like your will-power; l daubt its authenticity as 
J' 

a scientifi~ terrn •... It is at once imaginative and ~etaphysical,-- in short, 
, 

Greek!" (p. 268) Çlaggart's "'nature," desp'ite thé use of P1ato ' s lexican, .. 

remains hidden, the narrator tentatively referring ta his "manomania ••• if 
o 

that i~deed it were" (p. 211); Vere, moreover, answers on Bil1y ' s behalf 

'the questian, "unintentianally touchin~ on a spiritual sphere wholly abscure 
/ 

to Billy' s thoughts," what ëould have mativated Claggart 1 s makin-g a false 

charge: 
\ 

" 

" 



" 

o 

.. 

/ 

"The question you put to him cornes natur~11y enough. 
But how can he rightly answer it? or anybody else? 
un1ess indeed it be he who lies within there, Il 
designating the compartment where 1ay the corpse. 
"But the prone onê there will not rise to our su~ons. 
Iri effect though, as it seems to me, the point you 
make is hardly material. Quite aside from any con­
ceivab1e motive actuating the Master-at-Arms, and ir­
respective of thè provocation ta the blow, a martial 
court must needs in the present case confine its atten­
tion ta the blow's consequence, which consequence just1~ 
is ta be deemed not 'otherwise than as the striker' s deed." 
(pp. 240-41) 
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Just as Claggart's "motive" cannat be cpnsidered, neither can the 

intention behind the "prisoner' s ,deed," for "War looks but ta the frontage, 

the appearance" (h\,:!re might be tecalled M~Y Dick's unreadable brow, and 

C1aggart' s s'tricken fp.!èhead): "Budd' s 
~ , 

intent is nothing ta the purpose:" 

(pp. 241, 247) Like Ishmael, and 1ike the narrator of Billy Budd, Vere 

operates within the confines of a conventional code, and cannat strike 

through the mask a~ Claggart pretends ta: the 1atter's "conscience being b~t 

the 1awyer ta his wi1:l" builds. a "strong ca~e" on the basis of "th,e motive 

lmputed ta Billy in spilling the soup" (p. 195); he argues to Vere that 

Billy i8 "'a ~eep one'" and offers to produce "'substantiating proof, "' 

which is'but his own fiction. (pp. 219, 221) lt is for Vere ta judge ~làg~ 

gar:t"sJ 'l,Ifoggy'," tale: a Fairfax, he must do fairlYi aOVere, he must seek 
'/ ' 

truth, as he insists thilt the doctor !l'verify''' that Claggart la dead. (p. 

2~8) Aware that he i6 ,"not authorized" to act in any way but 8'tcording ta 

u ' 
the martial code, and b~ing "no lover of authority for authority's sake," 

~tjlat the implic;1tions of ,his name are arhitrar~. that there is nO 
-=-~ -.-' 

-- Justice,beyond codified law, no Truth beyond "'facts.'" (pp. 235-36, 246) 

e 
'.' 

, - \ ' 

,'''Who' s to. doom, '" demands Ahab, "'when the judge himself i5 dragged ta th~ t 

bar?'" (!ID, p. 445); Burroughs is .. or. cheorful: "As one Judge said to)~ 
other: 'Be just and if you can"t be just. he arbitrary: III (Nt, p. 4) It is , 

-
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in the adherence to an arbitrary 'code, 'in fact, that Vere's situation is 
" " 

comparable ta that of MelviIIe'~ cousin, who pressed for cônviction, though 

t' 
in quite diff~ient circumstances, under "Articles modeled on the English 

~ Mutiny Act": motive again is irrelevant, for "the urgency feIt, w~ , 
.-1, 

warranted or otherwise, was much the same." ~B, p. 249) Vere acts, he 

says, in '''military necessity'" under ff'heavy ... compulsion, "' since th~ 
r 

of ficers. like such Itmpressed men as BillX, are not Il' natural free agents "'; 

tl'\e cO,de must be ~nforced pecause t,he sailors,' .. 'long moulded by arbitrary 

discipline, '" ,!:,!i11, however they feel about Billy. expect such enforcement 
.. 

of efficient commanders (pp. 248, 245): the on1y justification for aoy 

. coùrs~~o.f action consists ,in habituaI patterns of association and expect~~ion 
1 

-- the basis,for Locke, of language and .t;hought. The official It'code,'" of 

course, is digital: "'We must do; and one of two ,things we must do-- con-

, "1 " 

demn or let go "'; and Just as it limits the field of consideration, we are 

excluded from knowledge of what passes between Billy and 'Vere during the' 

"communication of the sentence," though the narrator vèntures "sorne con-
l , 

jec\tures." (pp. 246-47, 251) The code having been fol+~wed, the ships com-
1 

pany echoes Billy' s blessing of Vere "Wfthout volition as it were," murmering 

something "inartic,ulate ... dubious in significance" after his death, but 

ev.entuall~ "yielding te the medhanism, of discipline. Il, (pp. 265, 269-70) Tbe 

awesome 's~bolism' of Bil1y's ascension at sunrise is undercut by the in­

"" trusion at that moment of the later comic scene- in which the Purser at,ttri-

butes the remarkable motionlessness of Bill~'s body to "'the force lodged 
, 

in will-PJwer. III and i8 rudely 'contradicted ,by the surgeon,! s denial that 

,the absence of '''mechanica1 spasm <in the muscular system'" b at~ributabïe 

f 
" 
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"Hm. th('n, my good Sir, do you'account for its 
absence in this instance?1I 

, "Mt". Purser, i t is clear that' your sense of the 
singularity in this matter equals not mine. You account 
for it by what you calI will-power, a term not yet in­
cluded in the lexicon of science. For me l do not, with 

1 my present knowledge, pretend to account for tit at .111. 
~ven should one assume the hypothesis that at the fi~ 
touch of the hOLyards" thê action of Budd 1 s heart, inten- . 
sified by extraordinary emotion it its~limax, aoruptly 

• stopped-- much like a watch when in carelessly winding yt ç 

up you strain at the finish, thus snapping the chain--
even under that hypothesis how account for the phenomen n 
that followed?" .. ' 

~Iyou admit then that the abs~nce of spasmodic movement, ' .. 
was phenomenal." 

"It was pehnomenal, Mf': Purser, in the" s,F-?e that it 
., was an appearance the cause o,f which is nct /iminediately < 

ta be assigned. Il (p. 268) 0 • ' 

, 
Ishmael's status as a record of empirical data makes sense of thè . 

fact tha-t he spends the first chapter of Hoby-Dick-- "Looming!"," ~r indis­

tinct appearanEes:~}rying fO formulate his motive for going tO'sea~ wpich 

is "a way l have of driVin~-/Off, the spleen and regulciting the circulation"; 

he lists four "whenever" conditions-- symptoms like grimness about the mouth, 

dreary weather in the soul, funeràl attendance, the urge to knock hats off-- . 

1 - ift', 

,of which the s~quel 'is, "then, 1 account if high time to get to sea as saon', 
1 

as l can~,-:----rwnenever 1 l see the alphabet written up to K, 'then' l know that 

. 
IL eomes next,' Ishmael, that is, is "in the habit of going , sea"; arbi:-

trary h~bit is his, as it i8 Vere's, sole explanation: "With a philosophica1 "-, 

" flou1:ish Cato throws hfms~lf upon hi~ sword'; l quietly take to thel ship," '. 

There 19 evidence in Manhattan that things are set up that yay, where "Right 

and left, the street~b-.take. you wa~!3rward"; and one must ex~lain why so ~any 
1 

,people' stand gazing out '1:0 seà ("Wbat do they here?"), why' a walk in the 
o , 

country inlv~ably leads to water, why a landscape painting is incomplete , , , ' 

without ~t, "wtv" poets place. the sea abpve practical needs', "Why!1 'th7 Greeks 
. " .. ~ 

.", 

deified it with the brother o~ J~ve, if one is to explain lshmael' s ~oti~e.: 

.. 
, . 

( -

" 
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c • 

(MD, pp. 13-14) Later on Peleg demands tHat exp1anation'of Is~mae1, w~' , 
... 

\ 
answers that he wants "'ta see whàt whaling, is •..• to see the wor1d"';. for-

the fo~~er, says P~leg; it is necessary only to ~lap eye on'Ahab; for the 

,latter, "'just step forward there, and ta~e a peep over the W84~~her bow''': ....... . 
Is~mael is foorced to acl<no'wledge that he does in ~act see the worlJl-- "'Well, 

what's the r'eport? "'-- and cannot exp1ain why'he wants ta see more of it; "I 
.... 

was a littl~ ~taggered. but go a-whaling l ~ust and,I would'." (p. 70) His 
"'-" 

lis~ of reasons for going as a ",simple ,sai10r" rather than as passenger or 

off~cer 
, 

re~nforce his wise-guy persona1ity, are witty'rationalizat'ions, that 
'-

l " 
, " 

1 is, of a situation over which he has no control, abd emphasize his consent-

ing passivity before " t he ,universa1 thump"; but 'he cannot 'explain why he 
, , 

Il goes as a whaleman rather than a merchant ~sa.il6r.' j'lnd parodies the t nption of 1 

a program drawn up .by the Fates '. wedging Il LING ,YOYAGE BY d:E ISH~EL" (~ 
between a pr,esidential elect'ion and a batt!e n Afghanistan. While he "can-., 
not tell why it was exactly," hi~ recollection of "a11 the circumstanc:~sll 

. . 
affords him a Îimited an'd retrospective gl~mpse iqto the thep. "~unning1y" 

disguised "springs and 1l\o,:iv
o
es" o.f hïs becomin~ a wha1eman, whtch not only 

. ", ) 

dir~cted him but cajoled him, '''into the de1usion that it was a choice resuit-

ipg frq~ own unb~ased 'free Wi~r-:nd discdminati~g j~dge"ment";· these are 
\ '\ ~, t 

the des ire to 'Witness lia tnousapd Patagonian sights and sounds" and the lute 
, 1 $f. , ; 

of danger ai\d of the' se<;:Q but l'Chief among ~hese motives was th eU over'whelming 

i~ea ~f.,i:he whal~ himself, Il dotrtinsa ted in turo by, Of, aU ~h~e: (ne ~rand 
- - , P' '1 ~ ~: 

hooded ~phantom, like a snow hill ,in the air." The~ fotlnula, 'wha1e, especi-
, r 1 IA).J 

'ù. .' ally MOby., OÙ:k, èqua,ls, motivé:' sets up the empirica1 boundary of in~èstiga-

't~ if the -Narcis'sus story of !~the image of the ungrasp~bl.e· phanto'~ of 
: 1 

'life" 19 "the key fOI' it laH," (pp. 14-16) then IShmael, whose ~ of 
r _ 

, 1 - ,. 

h~~. ,~tI1t1 motive ,l.eads him to, ~nv~~_i9n' ~ge White t.fuale, jbins the search for it·-

... !' 

, 
, -

~ /" 
1 ; 

. - 1· 
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ln order Lo flnd out what, flf1illly, can he known of motive. \~h,Jlce; are 05-

tenslvc motives ta aC'tlon, whale-hunts praviding (lil "for almost aIl the 

tilpers, lampc;, and candles tha't burn round the globe," thaugh it is l~onic 

thilt the pltlful old whale must C'ruclly "bl' mllrdered ... ta 111uTpnate the 

solemn churchee; that prcach uncondltional inoffl'I1Sivpnl'se; by aIl ta aIl" 

(pp. 99, 301); .1nd Alwb identifles his tenilclty-- "'Ahab's hawser towe; his 

purpose yet '''-- wlth the motIve force of harpooned Spcrm \.[halès~ winch taw 

boats at terrlfying speed: "'Here we go like three tin kettles',at the tall 

of a mad cougdr: ... thls is the way a fel10w feels when he's gOl~g to Davy 

Jones. '" (pp. 459, 299) Ishmael 'e; Investlliatl0n of ",hat moves Aihab, the 

crew and himself le; l11s investigatlOn of what moves the whale, a search for 

the substance behlnd .1ppcarancps; "there 15 death in thls bUSIness of whal-

Ing," he says, but perhaps "\ole have largely mistaken this matter of Life and 

Denth'" banl e;hlng his morbid thoughts ln the chapel he opines that his "true 

substance" hearkens to .. II Dellghtful inducements to crnbark," for death is an 

Event of the body which, Il ke the text, can nel ther be transcended nor Iden-

tifIed with; "take it l say, it is not me," (p. 41) 

Although Ishmacl gives us a chapter of surmises on Ahab's motIves for 

contlnuing to lower for whales while hunting Moby Dick, aIl he can certalnly 

report-- "Be aIl this as lt may ... "-- are Ahab's orders for vigilance (p. 185); , 

whether he fo11ow5 an associative pattern or wherher sirnply "betrayed" by his 

eagerness, "whichever way it might have been," what Ahab perceptibly does is 
.. " 

lower for the squid (p. 237); as to his conciliating gesturc to Starbuck, 

"It wcrl' pcrhaps vain to surmise exactly why it was that. .. Ahab thus rted," 

whether out of "honesty': or "mere prudential policy": "However it waj, ,his 

orders were executed." (p. 394) Cornpulsively identifying himself wHh the 

design which, except at night when he rushes from his state room, i8 al1-



1 

~l 
1 

, : 
, 1 

1 
_1 

} : 
î 
r i 
i,' 
" t 

I! 
1· 

~ 
\ 
t 
# 
1 

1 
1 

',! 

(, 

.; 

() 

185 

1 

consuming, A~ab help1essly acknow1edges that "aIl T}lY means are sane, my 

motive mad"; his actions from the loss of his leg forward are a successful 

but unwilling "dissembling" his mad motive, sa that the "report of his un-

deniable delirium" on the return voyage and his subsequent "moodirtess" are 

1 
mistaken1y "ascrf!>ed to a kindred causEI,," natural grief at his casualty (pp. 

161-62): lshmael can ooly guess at which might be behind Ahab's geaturea as 

he carries on according to normal "forms and usages ..• incidentally making use 

of them for other and more private enda than they were legitimately intended 

to subserve." (p. 129) At the tirat appearance of Fedallah and his crew, 

the men, owing to Archy's having overheard them, are "for the time freed from 

Buperstitious surm1sings; though the affair still left an abundant room for 
1."..-

aIl manner of conjectures as to dark Ahab's precise agency in the matter from 

the beginning": Stubb's comment that tI'The'White Whale'a at the bottom of 

i t'" suggests the Umit of understanding on that s,core. (p. 189) Ishmae1 is 

equally in the dark as ta "with what intent" Elijah might be following him, 

as he seems ta be, after the il' interview (p. 88); what "possessed Radney ta 

meddle with such a man in that corporeal1y exasperated state, 1 know n?t; 

but sa it happened" (p. 212); and he cannat g~ess the content of the threat 
1 

which stays the captain's hand from Steelkilt, and gives even Radney pause (p._ 

219) He mere1y speculates as ta the owners' motives for sending Abab back 

to sea (again, "be aIl this as it may ... "), and renounces any knowledge of 

what motivates the crew, including himself. to chase Ahab'a whale: "a l1 

this to explain. would be to dive deeper than Ishmael can go. The subter-

ranean miner that worka in us aIl, how can one tell whither 1eads his shaft 

by the ever shifting, muff1ed noise of his pick? •• What skiff in tow of B 

seventy-four can stand still? For one, 1 gave myself up ta the abandoament 

of the time and the place; but while yet aIl rush to encouater the whale, 

{ 
~. 
'1 , 

~9 >,~, 'i 
~~-j ::4" "~l:~~~: _"' ~ 
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could sec naught ln thélt t~;~.e but the deadl iest Ill." (pp 162-(3) 

Di<;cncumbered of th"e Illusion of frce wlll, Ishmal'l remains a WIt-

ncss; whi le Ahab, who pOSI ts a world of metaphor and" 1 l~nkeù analogIes, '" 

identifies with bis will and InSl<;ts upon its integrity-- "Wh.Jt r've dared, 

r've willed; dnd what r've wll1ed r ' .11 do:"-- Ishm.lel remarks of his posi-

tian at the end of the monkey-rope that "my free 1..1111 had received a mortal 

1..10 und , " and moreover that "this situation of mine was the preCIse situation t 

of every man that breathes." (pp. 147,271) rn the chapter uumediatelyXiol:-

l~ing hlS surmlses of Ahab's motives,lshmael sits weaving ~ mat, threading 

the shuttle of free wiLl among the hxed th~ads of necessity, stretched on 

the "Loom of Time," Queequeg's carele<;s m.:lnipulation of his sword function-

ing as chance, which "has the last featurtng blow at events"; chance, free 

will and necessity are neither incompatible nor abstractable one from an-

other. at the moment that, Tashtego slng<; out at tht' slght of the fust 

Sperm Whale of the voyage-- "you would h.Jve thought him sorne prophet or 

seer beholding the shadows of Fate"-- IshmaC'l leaps to hlS feet and "the 

baIl of free will dropped from my hand." The Sperm Whale pre-empts notions 

\.::> 
of free will; like the threads of necesslty, "subject ta but one single, 

ever returning, unchanging vIbration," and like theO'Behemoth machinery of 

birth i'n ~'The Tartarus of Maids," the "Sperm Whal~ blows as a clock ticks, 

with the same undeviating and reliable uniformity" (pp. 185-86): whether 
l' 

that neces4>ity assumes the anthropomorphic proportions of "Fate" approp~iate 

to Ahab's tragic stature, or d005 not transcend the observation of constant 

conJunction, as in Locke and Hume, is a central question in Moby-Dick . 

... 
The idea of weaving is recurrent: when Stubb abandons Pip ("he did 

not mean ta") at mid-ocean, the latter sees IIstrange shapes of the unwarped 

primaI world ..• the multitudineous. God-omnipresent coral insects, that Out 

of the firmament of waters heaved the colossal orbs. He 

.. :t~ ~ ", ~~ f ~~~..:~- .~;~~ 1!~" 1,'> ~ 1~~~ ~f .:j ~~J~~ ~~ ok 

'- ~" 
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the treadie of the Ioom, a~d spoke it; ~d therefore his shipmates ça lIed 

him mad." (p. 347) The "weaver-god" 18 again Iinked with the Sperm Whaie 

when Ishmaêl measures the skeleton: "as the ever-woven verdant warp and 

woof intermixed and hummed around h~~the mighty idler seemed the cunning 
• 

weaver; himself aIl woven over with vines"; Ishmael's threading his way 

among the bones of the overgrown skeleton, marking his path by unravelling a 

baIl of twine, makes him a weaver. or rather a shuttle in search of the 

weaver, just as the whale is Doth "weaver" and "wovert"j examining the 

. 
wha1e from head to tail-- here, as throu~ut the book-- he searches in vain 

among the anatomized fra~ents for the ung~Spable phantom of life: "1 saw 

no living thing within; naught was there but bones." Empirica1 investiga­

tion becomes a thoroughly seIf-reflexlve interrogation of subjectivity; 

• 
"on1y when we escape" the deafening hum of the loom "shall we hear the thou-

sand voices that speak through it" (pp. 374-75): Ishmael does not escape, 
/' 

is a text which encodes and inter-weaves many voices, just as he weaves 

"tragic graces" around his characters. (p. 104) The word. 'text,' appropri-

ately enoug~, is der!ved from the Latin for 'that which is woven' (OED): 

Ishmae1 is a text wlthout a context, for likeothe whaIe, he Is b6th weaver and 
'. 

woven. 

.-
His later reference to "the mingled, mingling threads of life ••• 

woven on warp and woof" reinforces this se1f-reflexiveness, the inseparabil-

ity of weaver and wov~n. intention and gesture, motive and act, as does • .' 

Ahab 1 S reflection., with the school of whales, among who.m "Moby Dick himself" 
~u 

might swim, before" him, and Malay pirates behind, that he is "both chasing , 

and being chased to his deadly end" (pp. 406. 321):. but unlike Iahmael~. 

Ahab will not accept that what is bef~re his eyeSJiS the~imit of what 

be known about wbat ia behind them. Ishmael desc ibes the Sperm Whale as 

can 

" . 
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"a mass of tre'mcndous life ... and all obedient to one volition, as the small-

est Insect" (though he repeatedly wonders "that such bulky masses ... can pos-

sibly be Instinct, in aIl parts, wlth the' sa me sort of life that lives in a 
\ 

dog or a horse"; "Tlnnk you not that brains, like yoked cattle, shou1d b 

put to this Leviathin ... 7"), noting that "his tail is the sole means of 

propulsion"; he theorizes, but "canrt demonstrate," that "the sense of 

touch is conccntratcd in the tail," and doubts'that "any ,>ensatlon lurks" 

in the head. (pp. 234, 376, 285,116) He is barrpd, that is, 
," 

whare's subjectivity, "his Incommuniéable contemplations" and t 

, . . 
symbollsm of his tad gestures: "But if l know not even the tai 

"whale, how -understanq his head?"; '''think, '" says Stubb, '''of h 

an acre of stomach-ache. '" (pp. 314, '318, 296) ( 

. . 
JU,st as lshmael does not know the cause of Tashtego's falling into 

the S{lerm Whale'g he1' sa that lt throbs "as if that moment selzed w'ith sorne 

momentous idea," or whether ambergris 15 the "cause", or the "effect" of the 

wha1e's dyspepsia, he does not know to what degree the wha1e is an inte11i-

gent agent capable of intention: the "resernblance" of hlS sku11 to a human' s 

is sufficiently close that, "scaled down ... among a plate of human skufrs ... 

.you 

Hs 

~ involu:~arilY confound 

site gives "any indicat ion of 
'( 

. 
it with t~m," though neither its shape nor 

"his true brain." (pp. 288, 342, 293) The 

puzzle of what motivates the whale-- "r put that brow before you. Read,it 

if you canIf (p. 293)-- is the puzzle of Ishmael's own motive: the whale i5 

spoken of in the Shaster as the avatar of "VishIlQP." ,md in Se.ubb' s song as 

"a joker" (pp. 306, 413); it is rumoured~ "the superstitiously incl'ined ... 

that Moby Dick was ubiquitous; that he had actually been encountered in 

opposite latitudes at one and the same inst~nt of time" (p. 158)i 
"\ -. 

he is " 

characterized as an "'immortal'" to~ol of fate, a dream apparition, "the Shaker 

'. 

'. 

. 
i 

.. ~ ',~ 
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Cod incarnate" and "the old grc·at-grandfather." (pp. 221,'"1'2 ... 24, 267, 365) 

If death is "speechlessly quick," approa,ching with "a last revelation, whieh 

only an author from the dead could adequate1y tell", (in Mardi it lS "voiee-

less as a ca1m"-- l, p. 217), the whale a1so "has no voiee .... But then again, 

what has the whale to say? Se1dom have l known any profound being that had 

anything ta say to this world" (pp_ 41, 396, 312): death, whieh might be a , 
slumbering èlteam or an "eternal unstirring'paralysis, and deadly, hopeless 

, trance," is an-"endless end" and eannot be witnessed (Ahab ls "voiceless1y ... 

shot out of ~h,oat, ere the crew he was gone"), is ob!'lervably 0.nly an in­

animate gejiture, Tashtego's hammer "frozen" to the mast as th; sky-hawk ls 
1 ••• 

dragged down. (MD, pp. 399. 395, 468-69) And just as Ahab's brow i5 dented-

with "the foot-prints of his one unsleeping, ever-pacing thought," and the 

"shades" of thought 5weep over Queequeg's face, 50 ~he birds are "the gentle 

thoughts" of the air, and whales," swordfish and sharks "the strong, troubled, 
"V' 

murderous thinkings" of the sea (pp. 140, 442); but the intention behind 

these visible manifestations, cannot be!~ueed, for the calm swelling of 

the sea 1s both the lulling' of "the seductive god ... Pan" and a treaeherous 

surface hiding "the tiger's h~art that pants beneath it": Queequeg's remark 

that '''de god wat made shark must be one dam ing!n'" ep'itomizes Ishmael's 

'Ii 

puzzlement as to the motive source of things. (pp. 400, 405, 257) 

Locke suggests that the problem of cosmic causality is subordinate 

te the qlo0re obv10us one of the subj ec',~ve phenomenon of will: "my thought 

ooly changing, the right hand 

and make it intelligible, and 

rests, and the left han\oves ... ~eXPlain thls 

then the next step will be to un~er5tand crea-

tien." (Essay IV, x, 19) Ahab too focuses on the problem of yoluntary action: 

"'What ls it, ~hat namele~s, inscrutable, unearthly thing it it; what coz-

zening, hidden lord and master, and cruel remorseless emperor 

; 
<' 

, . 
" .. '. 
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••• 1s Ahab, Ahab? la it l, God, or who, that lifts this arm?'" (p. 445) 

But unlike Locke, he insists on a continuous and consistent identity, and 

regards necessity as something more than the observed conjunction of ideas: 

"'Ahab is forever Ahab, man. This whol act'Ii itD!!'utably decreed. 
1 

'Twes re-
\' , 

hearsed by thee and me a billion years before this ocean rolled. Fool! 1 

am the Fathers' lieutenant; 1 act under~orders.·" (p. 459) His personifi-

cation of necessity as Fate invests every event with intention, sa that bis 

groin injury is "but the direct issue of another woe" (p • .385); words come 

before things: the causal nexus has the force of a predetermined gesture. 

\ 
"But in each event- in the living act,. the ~doubted 
deed- there, some unlcnown but stUl reasoning thlng puts 
forth the mouldlngs,of its features from behind the un­
reasoning mask. If man will strike, strike tbrough the 
mask! Ho~ cao the prisoner reach outside except by thrust­
ing through the wall? To me, the white whale is tbat wall. 
shoved near to me. Sometimes 1 think there's naught beyond. 
But 'Us enough. He tasks 1Ile; 'he heaps me; 1 see in him 
outrageous strength, with?an insc~utable malice sinewlng lt. 
That inscrutable thing 18 chlefly what 1 hatej and be tbe 
white whale agent or be the wbite whale principal', 1 will 
w-reak that hate upon him.II. (~144) 

• 

A prlsoner, li~lshmael, of his subjectivity, Ahab insists upon regarding his 

uniqueness as a-punlshment or exile, and thrusts through the wall of experi­

ence b~ prOjectin~iS compulsively aut:nomous sense of purpose or in~:ntion 
("Swerve me? The ath to my fixed purpose 18 laid with Iron rails; whereol1 

" 
my sou! 18 gt"<>pved to run"-.. p. 148) anto the -emp:1rical appearance of thinga, 

investing them with the depth' of fixed signit1cance: for him Moby Di.ck' s 

assault 1s a rational and intentional gesture. Nor, lshmael points out, la 

this belief an ,anomaly: maritime rumour8 1ncorporate "aIl manner of morbid 
1" ... ..,.~ fi 

hinta, and balf-formed foetal suggestions of supernatural agencies, which 

eventually.invested Moby Dick with new terrors unbotrowed from anything tbat 

vlsibly appears.," (p. 156) 
, 

While accidents in the fiahery are frequent, 
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"such seemed the White Wha1e's infernal aforethought of ferocity that every 

dismembering or death that he caused was not wholly regarded as having been 

inflicted 'by a'n unintelligent agent. Il (p. 159) When Ishmael demonstrates \ 

that "the most marvellous event in this book is corroborated by plain fa~te 
, 

of the present day" by ciUng Owen Chace' s "plain and falthful narrative" 

of his ship's having been rammed and sunk by a Sperm Whale, he notes Chace's 

mention that "'Every {act siemed to.warrant me in concludlng that lt vas 

anything but chance whlch directed his operations ..•. He came .•• as if fired 

with revenge ••• producing ••. impressions id my mind of decided, calculating 

mischief, on the part of the whale. '" (pp. 179-80) Ishmael himself expects 

the reader to renounce "a11 ignorant incredul!ty" regarding some of the Sperm 

Wha1e's "more Inconslderab1e braining feats." (p. 285) 

However, wheréas Ahab seeks a showdown with Moby Dick, that "set Ume 

or p1ace ••. when aIl possibi1ities would become probabi1ities, and, as Ahab 

fond1y thought t ever possibi1ity the next thing to a certainty," Isbmael's 

vision ls obviated by 'the blank brow: "1 say again he has no face." Nar-

clssistic Ahab s es to the exclusion of aIl else his own image in the depth 

of the pool, but Ishmael, wbo doea not identify with-- know the meaning of--

bis own image, i left on the 
\ 

as bis k~owledge of the whale 

surface of r~ur and report, 
l'......, l 

is lrremediably superflcial: 
\ 

the text, just 

"Dissect hita 

how l may, chen, 1 but go skin deep; l know hi.', not and never will." (p. 318) 
'~ 

Despite Ahab's ing told by the surgeon of the Samuel Enderby that "'what 

you ~ake fer the '\White Whale' B . malice 18 oilly his Bwkwardness,'" despite 

tarbuck's outra,e at the bl~8P~~ ~f n'Vengeance on a dumb 'brute ••• tbat 

s 1y smote the~' frOID bl~deli~ instinct, ", and ,despite the latter's insis-
, 1 \ , , 

tence, as the whale f?ld~ a~ !Y, z" that "'Moby Dick seeks thee not. lt is. thou, 
,y 1" 
l '''1' 

thou, that madlYj,(é'ekest him, '" Ahab immovably bel1eves in the wbale's reputed 
\ ' 
.r' 

\ 
\ 

\. 
~. 
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( 

"intelligent malignity." (pp,' 368, 144, 465, 159) At his own coming into 

the presence of Moby Dlek, lshmael describes his movements in tentative, con-

'" " ditional tenDs: "as if perceiving thls strategem, Hoby Dièk, with that mal-

icious Intelligel1ce 8scribed to him ... " (p. 448); be "seemed ooly intent 

on annihila ting every separate plank" (p. 456); "whether fa8ge~ by three 

days' running chase ••• or vhether ft was some latent deceitfulness and malice 

in hlm: which~ver was true ••. " (p. 465) j- "catching sight of the Dearing 

black hull of the ship, seemingly seeing in lt the source of aIl his per-

secutions j bethinki~ it-- 1t uy be-- a larger and nobler foe ••• " (p. 466); 
( " 

Ishmael 8imply doesn't know. Whether the "Retribution, sw~ft vengeance,. 
, 

etemsl malice" in Hoby Dick' s "whole aspect" 8S he charges \he Pequod 1~-

dlcHte the tnteDtionsl gesture of a mirror-image intelligence, or are the 
. 

figments" of s Umited, fictive vocabulary, remBins moot (p. 468); there 1s 

finally n~ ground for a~ anthropomorphlc vision, or p08sibility of making 

things'amenable to wo~ds: symbols are without ultimate purchsse. Unlike 

Billy Budd" Ahab is t.he hero of a -romance, but Isl1mael' s curtaln-speech 

prevents Hoby-Dick fram being a romance, works against the symmetrical re-

solution tow~rd8 vhich a story presided over by Fate should proceed, and 
• 1 

~uestions the'inevitability of the redemptive pattern suggested thereby; 8S 

in Billy Budd, the conclusion of a narrative "having less to do vith fable 

than vith fact. ••• 1s Apt to be less Unished than an architectural finial." 

(MBB, p. 274} In his episod1c narration, his taking things apart for close 

investigation rather than draw1ng them towards the hub of a single compre-

hensive point of view, Isbmael does the opposite of the narrator of The 

Scarlet Letter-- turns a rQDl8nce, that is, into a digital, discontinuoua 

record: whereas tbat book tells,of the work1ng out of the redempt1ve plan, 

" - the final realization of divine intention. Ishmael' s experience 18 of- wbat 
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hl' politely and ironirally caUs an "interregnum in Providence." (MD, p. 271) 

Ahab' h romant ic promise to break through the empi r icai surface rema}ns im-

manent, but like lshmael we are left fl~ating on it. 

According to Tommo, "As wise a man as Shakespeare has said, that 

the bearer of evil tidings hath but a losing office" (T, p. 198); like the 

reporters who return to Job, Ishmael brings bad news, for no news is good 

news: Chillingworth-style, he has watched and listened. but his very pre-

sence, his commission of what Agel' describes as the faux pas of anticlimax, 
\ ... 

t~stifies that he has not been absorbed into the rituai Iast aet: "The 

~ 
Drama's donc. Why then does one step forth?" Like David Locke, he has left 

his tape-recorder running, and replays it-- retells the event-- for our con-

sideration; but there are things that t~e text will not compute-- "awe," 

for ~xample (pp. 78, 395-96); and if there is "an aesthetic," it is "in aIl 

thingb" (p. 238): Hl the course of the ongoing translation that we witness, 

what does not compute is lost, for "however pecul lar ... any c'hance whale may 

b~, they saon put an end to his peculiarities by kflling him, and boiling 

him down into il peculiarly valuable oil." (p. 176) Given a11 the possible 

co-ordinates, the knowledge of what a whale 15, or .... ho Ishmael 15, is un­
I. 

availab1e; "though of real knowledge there be little" yet of books there 

are a plenty." (p. 117) Therc is a message in evidence, but there is no 

empirically detectable sender or receiver: it ls the Confidence Man who 

deals in "'communication. '" (CM, p. 367) The shape of the story of Moby-

"':J.:'" 

Dick Is f innlly a jokt', the mad gcsture of il ÙUlOsceÎldt'ntal symbolist, for 

che,critique of metaphysics and the anthropomorphic vision leBve the reader 

in a voyeuristic situation, observing (literally', adhering to) without alibi, 

data without context. It·is possible, Moby-Dick suggests, to escape one's 

habituaI terms only by means of a kind of violence, 50 that the White Whale 

~ 

, . 
" 
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smasbes tbe roaantlc shape of tbe text,by ..asbing tbe Pequod, 1eavina a 

baseless and unlikely post-script. As the quotation beading tbat post-aeript 

iapl1es. the reader 18 final!y in the position of Job. to vbOll .aseUlera 

r~port the news that evet;thiD& bas been destroyed: "But vbere ahalt' viadom 

be found? and vhere la the place of the understanding? •• The depth aa1ab, 

lt 18 not in me: and the sea saith, lt 1& not vith M." (Job 28: 12-14) 

Cod' s chastiseaent of Job- ','Where was~ t~en 1 laid the fOUDdaticni8 of 

tbe earth? declare if thou hast onderatanding" (38: 4)- doea not clesr op 

the aystery. but coapounda lt vith a catalogue of ln,xpllcable wonders: 

"Caost thou drav out Leviathan vitb an book? •• Will he .. b a convenant vith 

thee1 ••• Who cao open the doora of hie face?" (41: 4, 14) Vorda do not 

Irasp the ungr4spable phantOli of life- neither tbe undentandiDg, IIOr vhat 

is unders tood. t1 A word," say. Godard t s volc~"'OVer in !!. Chilioiae, nie vha t 

reùina unsaid. fi 
\ 

',' 
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,/ 

smashes the romantic shape of the tcxt by smashing th0 Pequod, 1eaving a 

base1ess.and unlikely post-!/cript. As the qlJot.'ltion heading that P05t-~cript 

Implles, the reader 15 finally in the position of Job, to whom messenger~ 
J 

report the news that cverything has been destroyed: "But where sha1l wisdom , 

be found? and where i5 the place of the understanding? .. The depth saith, 

J 
It is not in me: and the sea saith, It 15 not with me." (Job 28: 12-14) 

God' s chastisement 0 Job-- "Where wast thou when l laid the foundations of 
f 

the earth? declare if thou hast ~nderstanding" (38: 4)-- does not clear up 

the mystery, but compounds ~t with a catalogue of inexplicable wenders: 

"Canst thou draw out Leviathan w!th an hook? .. WU1 he make a convenant with 

thee? .. Who can open the doors of hls face?" (41: 4,14) Words do not 

grasp the ungraspablc phantom of 1ife-- neither the understanding, nor what 

Is understood. "A ward, Of says Godard's volce-over in La Chinois'e, ".ts what 

rema i ns unsa id. " 

rJ 
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"Look here, this ls a book he had when he 
was a boy. It just shows you." 

He opened i t at the back cover and turned 
it around for me t? see. On the last fly-leaf 
was printed the ward SCHEDULE, and the date 
September 12, 1906. And underneath: 

Rise from bed .................... 6.00 A.M. 
Dumbell exercise and wall-scaling. 6.15-6.30 A.M. 
Study electricity, etc ........... 7.15-8.15 A.M. 
Work ..........•.................. 8.30-4.30 P.M. 
Baseball and sports .............. 4.30-5.00 P.M. 
Practice elocution, poise and how 

to attain it ................. 5.00-6.00 P.M. 
Study needed inventions .......... 7.00-9. 00 P .M. 

GENERAL RESOLVES 

No wasting time at Shafters or [a name, inde-
cipherab1e] . 

No more smokeing or chewing 
Bath every other clay 
Reacl one improving book or magazine per week 
Save $S. 00 [crossed out] $3.00 per week 
Be better to parents. 

"1 come across this book by accident," said 
the old man. "It just shows you, don't it?" 

"It just shows you." 

\ 
" 

F. Scott Fitzgerald, 
The ~ Gatsby 
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CHAPTER III. The Print and the Paupers: Narcissism as Nostalgia 

'\.,. . 
Following the extensive prel1minaries, James Agee begins Book Two of 

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men by queeffoning the motives and intentions of 

the project as set up by Fortune magazine: 

'1 spoke of this piece of work we were doing as 
"curious." l had better amplify this. 

It seems to me curious. not to say obscene and 
thoroughly terrifying. that it could occur to an 
association of human beings drawn together through 
need' -and chance and for profit into a company, an 
organ of journdism. to pry intimate1y into the 
lives of an undefended and appallingly damaged group 
of human beings, an ignorant and helpless rural 
faroUy, for the purpose of parading the nakedness. 
disadvantage and humiliation of these lives before 
another group of human beings, in the name of science, 
of "honest journa!ism" (whatever that paradox may 
mean), o~ hwrranity. of social fearlessness, for 
money, a~ for a reputation for crusading and for 
unbias which, wheo skillfully enough quallfied. Is 
exchangeable a t aoy bank for money (and in politics, 
for votes, job patronage. abeliocolnism, etc. l [ lmoney] ); 
and tbat these 'people could be capable of meditating 
this prospect without the slightest doubt of their 
qualif~cation ta do an "honest" piece of work, and 
with a conscience better than clear, and in the virtua! 
certitude of a1most unanimous public approval. 

That Agee and Evans have "so extreme1y different a form of respect for the 

,,~Ubject and responaibility to ... rda it" (LUNPFM, p. 7) mitigates ~heir 
:-. 
invol vement in this exposure nor th~ir hope that their publishers will re-

caver the il' investment and na little of your money might fa11 t.o poor 

little us. Il (LUNPFM, p. 15) The passage sets up the self-interrogative 

themes of t~e prose, for without recourse to the excuse of respectable , 
mo.tives IUld intentions the book 18 an act of unredeemed voyeurism. Agee 

described it to Father Flye, in fact, as a "piece of spiritual burglary," 

lia sinful book a\ least in a11 degree~of 'faUing short of the mark' and 

l think in more corrupt ways as weIl." (LFF, pp. 111, 135) 

\ 
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The status, of the witness as voyeur is a majo issue throughout 

Agee' s work. The early story. "Death in the Desert" Cl 30), offers the 

image, mediated by a car wlndow, of a marooned and despera Negro ges-

turing wildly for help on a south-western desert highway-- "For sorne shame-

fuI reason the effect was grotesquely funny. if indeed there was any effect" 

(CSP, p. 80) -- who is abandoned i the narrator, by definition a teller' of 

staries, and a liar even to those with whom he collaborates by his silence, 

finishes by struggling ta arrange his thoughts into a credible arder, a 

story by which that collusion might be extenuated. The'na\"rator of "They 

That Sow in Sorr6w Shall Reap" (1931), who gives the Richardsian meditation 

on epistemology quotcd earl1er, regards himself as "a horrible failure" at 

carrying aoy "one idea through," gettiog "at the bottom of anything": at 

writing a coherent story, His fello,", lodgcrs, lUe him "myopie" in then 

limited points of view, are unaware of his taking note of their mundane 

attitudes: "when, caught in these flimsy ineseapable cogs, they are 'con-

templated in their unrealized relation to the timeless severence of the 

v~ radiance of life, and the enormous shadow of deatb. they become 
? 

magnificent, and tragic, and beautiful." (CSP, pp. 96-98) "1928 Story" 

"written in the late 1940' s, published 1968) describes the tentative re-

collection' of a phase of his youth by a middle-aged writer, who feels that 

his reconstruction is "Very likely ... completely subjective"; this self-

examination uqio1ds like a teleseope, for this early phase is itself given , 

over ta intense self-contemplation; faseinated, at that Ume, by the 

image of a girl he has seen only once, he seeks her family's cottage at 

dusk and watches through the window: 

Taking care to stay out of the light, he tame closer. 
She read in a way that fascfnated and satisfied him, 
d~tachedly~ yet in complete absorption. Each time 
she turned a page, it was like watch1ng someone take 

; 

J,' • 
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another mouthful of food, with perfect clegancc. 
Then, with the same eleganee, she put her finger 
tip into one noc;tril, and worked, patiently, with-< 
out interrupting her reading, until she had extrac~ed 
the annoyance. Still reading she rolled It between 
the-tips of her forefinger and thumb, until it was 
dry, smelled of it, and flieked it ta the jute car-

;l'pet. Gad, Irvine thought: she's wonderful! He 
( felt ac;hamed of himself; for now he waited,- hoping 

that she would do this or 50mething like it again; 
and when he becfme sufficiently aware of his shame, 
he withdrew, ta past the rear of the cottage. There 
on the line, he could see bathing suits. He struck 
a match 50 that he might enjoy the cedar color. 
Sudden ly \ .. e lsie] wanted to smell the suit. What 
sort of a Peeping Tom am l, he said to himself, 
touched it-- lt was a fine silk-wool-- and walked 
away.l 
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liA Mother's Tale" (1952) describes a cow's relation to an audience of calves 

of the apaeryphal story (ll'It was my great-grandmother who told me .... She 

was toid by her great-grandmother, who elaimed she saw it_ with her awn 

eyes, though of course l can't vouch for that''') of the one who came back 

from the stockyards bearing "the mark of the Hammer ... like the soeket for 

a third eye," baving been hung up and flayed before aetl,lally dead, inviting 

his bearers "ta examine his wounded heels ... as closely as they pleased," 

(CSP, pp. 255-56, 250) and telling of the fate that awaits aIl cattle: 

Ishmael, escaped alone ta tell us; Christ as reporter. 

Just as the prose in Famous Men is Agee's investigation of his own 

mèmory images and states of emotional poise, The Morning Watch (1951) and 

! Death in the Family (1957) are progressive extensions ioto ànd researcpes 

of his more remote subjective past, much as is suggested by lrvioe's medi-

tation in "1928 Stary": Father F1ye remarks of ! Death in the Family that, 

with a few modifications, the circumstances of Agee's fatrrer's death and 

the portraits of the characters involved "are just taken literally from 

> 2 
fact; that. ls, they're practically photographie." In 1937 Agee proposed 
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ta the Guggenheim foundation the ",ritig of an autobiographical novel of 

which "Only relatively small portions would be fiction (though the techni-

ques of fiction might be used); and these would be subjected to non-

fictional analysis" ("Plans for Work," CSP, p. 165); and he later ,wrote, 1 

"1 find that l value my childhood and my father as they were, as well and 

as exactly as l 'can remember and represent them, far beyond any transmuta~ 

tion of these matters ... into poctr?, or fiction." ("Four Fragments," CSP, 

p. 142) The title, The Morning W<ltch, connects the idea of ~elf-investiga­
tian with looking, and portrays the child's effort to fix his attention 

~ ~ 

during the ritual vigil of Good 'Friday morning ("Could ye not watch with me 

one hour?" "Pay attention, he told himself. Nind your "wn business") as 

the vision of "his mind' seye, ,,3 before which images appear' against his 

volition: of Christ, in a maudlin portrait of affected passion (MW, p. 31); 

of Christ's wounds profanely compared, via the line, "he saw more wounds 

than one" in Venus and Adonis, with a "taw1). intimate glunpse" of a fèin-ale 

playmate (p. 56); and of his father's corpse, (p. 49) the same image which 

is the final, meditation of ~ Death in the Family. Whereas Agee' s aet of 

devation, his watching or concentration of attention, i8 ta his minutely 

remembered past, Richard's memories aree an impious interruption of his 

vigil. Richard himself 18 watched by God ("remembering Thou Gad seest 

me"-- p. 27), by Father Whitman ('''non't think l won't be watehing for 

you"'-- p. 25). by the forest ("each separate blossom enla'rgi,ng like an 

eye"-- p. 27) ~ by the loeust sheU ("the eyes looked lnto hi6"-- p. 130), 

by the snake ("the eye seemed to mee t Richard' s"-- p. 144). by his C0l!l­, 
panions as they und~ess ta swim, by Agee, and by the reader: his own 

coming to manhood 1s a movement away from his naive"sense of piety and 

, 
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anxiety for precedent. and a defiance of watchfui auth?ri ty, by an awaken-

ing attention that strains against the "silly ruIes" of the school. (p. 40) 

Agee' s id'ea of God, l ike 'abbalanja' s, requires that "either he delivers 
\..., 

auton~ to aIl his creation and creatures and in compassion and ultimate 
\ 

confidence ",atches and awaits the results, or he is a second-rate God, a 

sort of celestial back-seat driver." (LFF, p. 180); In A Death in the 

Family, Rufus struggles with the idea that "'God wants us to make up our 

01070 minds"': "'Even ta do bad things right under his nose?",4 To watch 

and wait is to endure the ambiguous without the guarantee ,of precedent, as 

, 
Richard does when he overstays his watch and goes truant from school, an 

act which affords him his> unprecedented vision of a brilHantly coloured 

snake: "for a few seconds he saw perfected before him, royally dangerous 

and ta be adared and to be feared, aIl that is alien in nature and in 

beauty: and stood becharmed." (MW, p. 141) 

Whereas Richard 's attention ought to be an ageltt of discipline 

("you just watch your mouth"-- p. 44), it ls sacrilegious in its uncontrolled 

wandering, furtively deployed in a giddy, unsteady freedom: with his com-

panions, "their six eyes emphatic in the sleepless light," he .admires senior 

·students at work, the1r 0I0I0 eyes "fixed in the profound attentlveness of 

great sc~entists," (pp. 36-37) particu1arly relishing "this surprising 

chance to be so near [the athelete W111ard,J and to watch him so closely," 

especially the hump between his shoulders, which. Richard "had never yet had 
'0 

the chance to examine 50 private1y." (pp. 41. 42) Later he eavesdrops as 

these seniors discuss him, becoming suddenly "frightened bes-ause he was 

spying." (p. 101) His attention is limited by, but not to be identified 

with, the position of his eyes, which can disguise his inspections: "a10ng 
~ 

l' 
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the side of his eye Jimmy advanced" (p. 51) i "he openèd his eyes ... and 
• 

without turning his head glanced narrowly around him through his lashes." 

(p. 78) When he sur'veys the appar,ently 'empty mannerisms of Claude, he 
J 

f~els it "as shamefu1 ta be watching him this" way. so unaware that he was 

being watched, or that he miJht look in the 1eaat silly, 50 defensel-ess, as 

it would be ta peer at him through a keyhole." (p. 81) Meditatit;& Christ's 

sufferings at the hands of the soldiers, Richard "can see him only as if 

he spied down on what was happening thr~g~ a cellar window," a point of 

view comp~rable tD that of Peter the Betrayor, "hiding on the outskirts, 

spying through the window. He was afraid to ~how himself and he couldn' t 

stand to go away." (pp. 113-14) Just as Peter strikes an eat from the ser-

vant of the serpentine Judas, Cp. 22) Richard strikes the head of a pot,en-

tially venomous' snake j a contrite voyeur, he too confronts his terrifying 

solitude, intensified both for Richard and for the narrator by the lack of 

unambiguous connection between the subjective image and 'reality' ("he 

began to wonder whether these tricks of visua1ization were not mere trieks 

and temptations of emptiness"-- p. 105), by the sense of having ~'failed" in , 

the meditative quest for knowledge, respectively, of God ("malte me ta know, 

thy suffering"-- p. 23), and of se~f, the nature of attention. "My cup 

runneth over, something whispered within him, yet what he saw in his mind 1 s 
, 

eye was a dry chalice, '-en empty GraU." (p. 119) 

"Dream Sequence," unpublished until 1968 and apparently written as 

an introduction to ~ Death in the FamUy, ls set in Knoxville, Tennessee, 

Agee's h'Ome tOWll; a frightened dream~r awakens in doubt "that the meaniQg 
, 

of any dream could ever be known," but "sure that that was wherel. .. the dream 

indicated he shoulq go. He should go back into those years. As far as he 

. .. ' 
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could remember: and everything he could rcmembèr ... nothing except ... what 

he had seen with his o~ eyes and supposed with his own mind." As for try-

ing to "understand" the experience, he will "make the journey, as he had 

dreamed the dream, for its own sake, without trying to interpret." Sudden-

" Iy he is aware of his fa ther' s presence in the room, a witness "who al so 

". 
knew the dream, and no more knew or hoped ever to know its meaning than the - , 
son," a ghost similar tp one of Hitchcock's, whose function, like that of 

the camera, is to look on. Comforted by the presence of his father-- "God 

keep you. Or whatevtr ir i5 that keeps you"S -- the qreamer takes up the 

third-per50n narration of the evénts surrounding the death of Rufus Follet's 

father, including such scenes as are built around words and noises heard by 

Rufus in the night through sleep, and sa forgotten "that years later, when 

he remembered them, he could never be sure that he was not making them up." 

(DF, p. 29) The empirical problem of distinguishing dream from rcality i8 

identified, again as 50 often in Hitchcock, as a problem of reconstruction, 

as ls 11Iustrated by the long family argument over whether or not it has 

been visited by Jay Follet's ghost (pp. 76-85); the existence of ghosts 

i8 problematic for Rufus, who cannat sleep for fear of a darkness which i8 
4r 

alternately gentle, "hollowed, a11 one taking ear," "all one guardian eye," 

and protective of a menacing and abysmal "creature •.• wh1ch watched him.'I'f 

(pp. 82, 84) Like Richard, Rufus feels" spied in upon, ashamed of his 1n-

appropriate bebaviour before the ghost of bis father: "But if his father' s 

sou1 was ~round, always, watching over them, then he knew. And that was 
~, 

worst of anything becausc'tncre was no w~y ta hide tram a soul, and no way 

to talk to it, either. He just knows, and it couldn't say anything to him 

either, but it could sit and look at him and be ashamed of him." (pp. 264-65) 

azaJU 
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Rufus himself is an indefinable attention, struggling vith the meantnga of 

vorda and of his father's death: the narrator of "Knoxville: SUIIIIIler. 1915" 

(written in 1938 and added by the publishers as an introduction), speaks of 

"the time vhen 1 lived there 50 successfully disguised to myself 88 a chlld." 

and of the sound of the b~.ood "which you /realize you are hearlng on1y when 

you catch yourself listening" (pp. 11, 13) j there 1.s a painfully hil~ious 

scene of panic when Rufu8 and his sister are almost caught eavesdropping on 

the~r Hather's conversation vith the mintster (p. 281); and in that view 

of his father's body which climaxes the bo~- ~iven in a series of descrip­

tions beglnning IlHe could see ..• Il "He wa~hech .• " "He watched .•. " "Ue 

gazed ••• "_- the body is "actual" as 18 nothing eise in the room, and Rufus 

is able, 10 his hushed wonder, to see him "much more clearly than he had 

ever seen him before." (pp. 290-91) 

W. M. Frohock has pointed out that Agee brings to ! ~ ~!!!! 

Fami1y the techniques of script-writing. moving his narrative vision over 

6 
the details he describes like the view-finder of a camera; we are notified 

of this method, in fact, in the description in cbapter one of Ru~us and his . 

father sitting twice through a William S. Hart movie, the sequence of scenes 

connected only by a recurrent "and then," and the dynamized rectangle viewed " 

as if by a detached analyst, so that "the great country r.ode away behind 

[Hart] as vide as the wodd": the appearance of Charlie Chaplin, booking 

a woman' 8 skirt up vith his cane and "looking very eagerly at her leg8," 

(pp. 19-20) sugge8~8 the nature of that watching. Aaee'~ 8creen-play. COD-

sistent1y portray the camera as interloper and spy, entering and exploring 

a Victorian house 80 that the "whole qual1ty of emotion sbould be tbat of 

a microscopic slide dra~ into razor focus and fram DOV on totally at tbe 
\ 
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mcrcy of the lens," and paus ing to look "at i tself close and hard ln the 

mirror." ("The House," 1937, CSP, pp. 184, 187) The cflmera in "Man's 

Fate" (1939) 15 rcgarded by a Chincse sold ier "sternly, and with a kind 
, 

of cold tragie scorn, as if into the leaning and questloning eyes of a 

likewise doomed comrade who does not fully understand the situation" (CSP, 

p.233); in "Noa Noa" (lis 3 , 1960), which makes repeated use of Gauguin's 

painting, "The Spirit of the Oead Watches," it advances with other onlookers 

to gaze at Gauguin's corpse, reads his mail over his shoulder, 15 caught 

intruding on his privacy-- "Then for a moment he seems ta catch sight of 
1 

us, staring at us"-- and receives the resentful glances of a half-dressed 

7 
mode!. In his "Introduction" (1940, 1966) ta a series'of photographs taken 

1 

'by Walker Evan .. with a concealed camera on the New York subway, Agee speaks 

of them as privileged moments comparable to that which ends f.!.!1 Lights, 

at which the subject' s guard is down: "The simplest or the strongest of 

these beings has been so designed 'upon by his experience that he has a wound 

and nakedness to conceal, and gu~X{ds and disguises by which he conc~als It,,8; 

the series is rhythmiëally punctllated, in fact, by the startled glares of 

those who catch the camera at work. As a film critic, Agee praises a war-

time report composed of captured film for presenting "an image of a world, 

a phase, which we shall never see by any other means, since it will be wholly 

altered by tne mere presence of our fighters. cameramen, and observers, once 

they get there, tI and recommends it "ta anyone who wou1d like to be walking 

in/Europe, invisi'bly. tOday,,9; and scenes in Rosse7lini' s Open City are "as 

shatteringly uninvented~looking as if they had been shot by invisible news-

reel camera!!." (AF I, p. 195) Sorne scenes ln the war-record film ,Attack! 

are of such power 8S to have "made me doubt my right to be aware of the 

.* 

, . ~, 

: . 



c) 

G 

, ... , 

208 

beauty at a11." and Agee reco.aeads. for the "cOIIIIIlunicating" rather than 

just the "recording" of var. "a stll1 more intrusive use of the c .. era iD 

places where cameras are GOst unvelcome ... since the reaction of those who 

resent the prying vould react in turn upon the c:onsclouaneS8 and con8cience 

of the audience. Il (pp. 99-10Q) He l1ke8 .Th!:. Raider, played ,by .. Uors re-

enacting actusl experiencea, for its realizati.on that "you bave no dght 

to record tbe aufferinga and houor the fort1tude of men expoaed ln a life-

boat oole8s you make those sufferfngs .t 1east rul enougb in nollen fea-

tures and livid coloring. feebleness of motion and obvious crushing head-

ache, to hurt an audience and hurt lt badly" (po 224); and he qualifies 

bis praise for two editions, by Par8lllOunt and Fox, of fil.ll recordlng the 

Sattle of Iwo Jima: 

Very unhslly, 1 am beginning to believe that. 
for a11 that may be aaid in favor of our sedng tbese 
terrible, records of var II< ve bave no business sedng 
this sort ·of experience except through our presence 
and participation. 1 bave neither space nor mind yet, 
to try to explain why 1 beHeve this is 80 but 000 l can­
not avoid 1Ientioning my perplexity .• ~. If st an incur­
able distance from psrtiéipation, hopeless1y incapable 
of reacHona adequate to the event, we wstcb men kllling 
eacb other, We may be quite as profoundly degrading our­
selves and, ion the procees, betraying and separatigg' 
ourselves the farther from those we are trying to iden­
tif Y ourselves vith; none the lee8 because we tell 
ourselves aincerely tbat we sit in comfort and trgltch 
carnage ln order to nurture our patrfotism, our con­
science, out: understandlng, 'and our"'ayuÎpathies. (p. 152) 

Motive and declared intel\tion do not mitigate the vicarious nature of tbe 

voyeuristic experience. 

This la ,the central. aur.ety addressed 1ri Famous Ken: AI .. is • 

'''northern lnvestigator" in depTession Alabama, na spy, trave1.l1ng .. a jour­

naUst"; and Evans is "a counter-spy, travelling as a photographer •. ~ 

,(LUNPFM, pp. 377, xxii) Agee regards Ifaspects of [} Youns coupl.] vhicb , 
~ . 
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Il 

are less easily seen ... when one's own eyes and face and the eyes and face 

of another are mutually visible and appraising"; Agee and Evans are, "in 

spite of our knowledge of our own 

wish to break into" and examine a 

m~ings. ashamed and insecure in our 

Negro ehurch; and Agee ago~zes over 

hls unworthiness of Emma Wood ' s declaration, "we don't have to aet any dif-

ferept from what it cornes natural ta act, and we don't have to worry what 

you're thinking about us, H's just like you was our own people." (pp. 40, 

64) In aIl such sitQ,8tions he plays his "part through, Il rehearses and 're-

rehearses "ml demeanors and my words," ls "unable ta communicate to them 

at al! what my feelings were"(pp. 31, 32,37); yet he takes every oppor-

tunity to ohserve- "While we talked 1 was looking around slowly"-- and finds 

"even the lightest betrayal of our full reaetions unwisÎ;L" (pp. 431, 470) 

It ls "most important of aIl," he says, ta realize that those of wh am he 

writes are actual human. beings, "liv~ng in their world, innocent of such 

. ". 
twistings as these which are taking place over their'heads ... [wh~ were 

dwelt amang, investigated, spied upon, revered, ~nd loved, by stHI others" 

still more a~ien; and ... are now being 100ked into by still others, who have 

picked up their living as casually as if it were il book. Il (p. 13) The 

prose in Fatnous Mén is a vB6ba1 transcript,. "simply an effort to use words 

ln such a way that they wi1,1 tell" as much as l want ta and can ntake them 

tell of a thing'which happened and wh1ch, of course, you have no other way 

of knowing," and as such ls comparable ta the war-record films he later 
-, 

reviCW8 for its implicattion of the reader in his voyeurism: "Who are you 
. 

who will read these words and study these ph~tographs, and by what right 

do you quallfy ta ••• ?" (pp. 246. 9)' The presence of the reader's attention, 

• emphasi~ed by Agee's use of the first person plural as he explores tbe 

- .. 
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dcserted Gudger house, (pp. 137,171) is of que'itHJnahle motive, "actuJted 

toward thl'i reading by various possible rcflèxes of syrnpathy, curiosity, 

id1eness, et cetera, and almost cartainly in a lack of consciousness, and 

conscience, remolely appro'priate ta the enonnity of what [he iS] doing." 

(p. 1,3) Involved in his perception of the beauty of the tenant's world, 

"best discernible to those who by economic advantages of training have on1y 

a sharefu1. and a thief' s right ta i t," is the interrogation of the '" sense 

of beauty, '" of his 0\0111 perspective: "but hy what chance have l this 'opin-

10n' or 'perception' or, l m~ght say, 
Ir 

'knowledge'?" '(pp. 203, 314) Agee 

is fiercely def.ensive against his ~wn and hlS reader' s prying, and cele-

bratlve of that about the tenants which cannot be described, their own con-

dition as crippled and deprived witnesses or subjective "centers"; his 

"ef'fort, " he says, lOis ta rccognize the stature of a portion of unimaglned 

exis·tence. and ta contrive technlques proper to ltS recording, communication, 

ana1ysis. and defense. More essentially, this is an independent inqUlry in-

tà certain normal predlcaments of human divinity." (p. xiv) He df!lfines 

this div~~y, and his 0\0111 attention, empirically-- that ls, by negation-­
,..) 

dealing only with recorded data and its mode of availability: the record. , 
He self-reflexlvely adf?resses the medium of this 'exposure, the word and the 

photographie and remembered image: his subject, like Ishmael's, is himself, 

who "must mediate, must attempt to record, you warm·weird human lives" (p. 

99): "The immedlate instruments are two: the motionless camera and the 

J 

çprinted word. The governing instrument-- which is also one of the centers 

of the subject-- is individual, anti-authoritative human consciousness." 

(p. xiv) 

./ . , 
Like Thé Nornin-a Watch, Famous Men abounds in images of eyes and 
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'Watchlog: a sky 'Which "he1d hcrse1f él'Way from us and watched us" (p. 21); 

Negro workers "watc hlng carefully ta catch the landowner' s eyes, should 

they be glanced after" (p. 27); a child' s "repeated witness" of his par-

ents' intercourse, which "he lifts his head and hcars and sees and fcars 

and i8 torn open lyll (p. 109); the knee-high details of "the earliest and 

profoundest absolptions of a v~ry young child" (p. 149); the freshness of 

light in a shuttered room "as if the abjects were blinking Qr had been sur-

prised in secret acts" (pp. 157-58); the floors, roof, waUs and furniture 

of a room as "a11 watch upon one ho11ow center" (p. 220): the "wild blind 

eyes of the cotton stJrlng in twilight" as the work day ends, and surveying 

"like the eyes of an overseer" the daily picking (pp. 344, 327); Ricketts 

compulsively talking and laughing "while, out of the back of his eyes, he 

watched me" (p. 388); and the tenant women undressing, "turned part away 

from each other and careful not ta look." (p. 71) Most distur'bing are "the 

eyes of the streets" of the Alabamà town, "(eyes, eyes on us, of men, from 

beneath hat brims)," of people who "slowed as they passed and lingered their 

eyes upon us," and of people on farrnhouse porches, lfisible in the rearview 

as the car passes. (pp. 9, 67, 25, 32) Agee deals with the eyes of by-

standers in "They That SO'W in Sorro'W Shal1 Reap" and in t'Wo fragments des-

cribing mobs who witness gory deaths and respond 'With "the craziest, gayest 

sort of laughter" (CSP, pp. 137-40); a,nd the Knoxvi-Ue townspeople of 
, , 

"nteam Sequenc~l' exhibit an :i:mpassive "interest .•• strangely out of ratio to 

the ·thing they were looking at. ,,10 But the "fol,lowing: the swerving, of 

the ~low blue dangerous and secret small-town eyes" in Alabama, with which 
• 

he must cope at his first meeting with the tenant farmers, ia tha't of the 

potential 'Southern mob salient in the American imagination from Huckleber,ry 

Finn to Easy '~, "mean white fa,ces that turned slowly after me watching 

: ... ~"f};;._:' Z::'~'\I ;;"b!.\;i~~~;»J~:ati~-'i2,;;Mii~'u(p.~ALC2!ŒL2. • 
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me and wishing to God l would do something that would give them the excuse." 

(pp. 373. 362. 377) 

An equally dangerous and impersonal kind of watching is that of the 

camera. "an ice-cold. some ways limited, some ways more capable eye," (p. 

234) the danger of which is the "so nearly universal a corruption of sight" 

resultiI1g from !ts misuse. Il (p. 11) Appended to Famous ~ is a New York 

Post interview with Margaret Bourke-Wbite about her co~aboration with 

Erskine Caldwell on You Have Seen 'J'heir Faces (1937), another photo-prose 

coverage of impoverished farmers: her statement that "One photograph might 

lie, but a group of pictures' can't." (p. 453) is at odds with Agee's, in' his 

introduction to Helen Levitt' s "A Way of 5eemg" (1965; w.ritten in the late 

1940'8). that '''The camera never lies' 1s a fooliah statement .... The camera 

is just a machine. which records with impressive and as a rule very cruel 

faithfulness precisely what ia in the eye. mind, spirit. and skill of its 

11 
operatora to make it record." In this sense, as an instrument of sub-

jectivity sharply limited in its relation to any exterior 'reality,' the 

camera, "hand1ed cleanly and literally in its OWIl' terms ..• is, like the phono-

graph record and l1ke scientific instruments and unlike any other leverage 

of art. incapable of record,ing anything but absolute, dry t:ruth." (LUNPFM • 
• 

p. 234) And Agee regards as central ta his "sense of the importance and 

dignity of actual!ty and the attempt to reproduce and analyze the actual.~. 

a sense of 'reality' and of 'values' held by more and more people, and the 

beginnings of somewhat new forme ~f, calI it art if you must, of which the 

still and moving cameras are the str~ngest instruments and symbais." (p. 245) 

, " 

Thus much of the description in Famoua,Men is in terms proper ta the camera: 

the quality of withdrawal in the dead of dght 18 compared ta "the lifted 
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foot arrested ln stopshot" before completing !ts step Cp. 52); details of 

the countryside emerge at dawn "like a print in a tank" (p. 87); light in a 

dark-walled room is "restricted, fragile and chemical like that of a flash 

bulb" (p. 198); leaves twitter in heavy rain "as under the scathe of 

machinegun fire, or alternate frames cut from a stretch of film" (p. 394); 

the erosive action of a river is conceived as if "by sped up use of the mov-

ing camera" (p. 251); the geometry of furniture legs and the grains and 

scars of a bare wood floor are such as "a moving camera might know" (p. 149); 

and the various gestures of work are seen as "the grave mutations of a dance 

whose business is the genius of a moving camera, and which it is nat my hope 

ever to record." (p. 324) The image of Mrs. Gudger and her family as they 

diminish in the distance and disappear over the horizon is set up as a linger-

ing shot in a filmic memory, and dissolves into the present tense-- "They 

are gone"-- with Agee alone in their undefended house: "upon this house 

the whole of heaven is drawn into one lens; and this house itself, in each 

of its objects, H, tao, is one lens." Ageels clandestine exploration of 

the dwelling, his "being made witness \:0 matters no human being may see," 

(pp. 135-36) his thorough itemization and description of its contents ànd , 
their arrangements, his "knowledge of those hidden places ... those griefs, 

beauties, those garments whom l took out, held ta my lips, took odor of, 

and folded and restored so orderly," (p. 188) his activity as a "cold-laboring 
, 

spy, Il (p. 134) ls paralleled by the "cold absorption" of the camera, lia 

witchcraft. .• colder than keenest ice, Il used secretly and repeatedly under 

the guise of "testing around" or "using the angle Hnder": "(you never 
~ 

caught oni l notice how much slower white people are to catch on than 

negroes, who understand the meaning, of a camera. a weapon, a stealer of 

images and souls, a gun, an evil eye.)" ~362-65) Among the objects 
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Agee examines is a photograph of Annie Mae's mothcr, the face faded "as if 

in her death and by sorne secret touching the image itself of the"fine head ... 

had softly withered, which even while they stood there had begun its blos-

soming inheritance in the young daughter at her side" (p. 164): death at 

wotk. 

The photograph, which records the "triple convergence" of sun, ob-

Ject and lens, (p. 39) is a two-dimensional grid or map de5cribing one as-

pect of an arrangmentj the book i5 a series of such maps, like the carto-

graphical representations of non-Euclidian space eal1ed for by the Theory 

of Relativity-- a series of notes, plans and tangential comments on a 100se 

skeletal structure. For Agee "a contour map is at 1east as considerably an 

image of absolute 'beauty' as the counterpoints of Bach which it happens to 

resemble" (p. 233); he supplies a precise floor-plan of the Gudger house, 

(p. 138) speaks of "having examined scientifically or as if by b1ueprint how 

sueh a house is made from the ground up," (p. 184) finds maps in wood grain, 

(p. 142) rain-shaped ground (p. 406) and the surrounding landscape, (p. 111) 

and recorranends "Road maps and contour maps of the middle south" as supple-

men~to his study. (p. 449) A map is a descriptive record in terms of 

given co-ordinates, is the limit, within those terms, of what can be known; 

so that "a new suit of overal1s has among its beauties those of a b1ueprint: 

and they are the map of a working man." (p. 266) 

Mechanisms and instruments a~e related concerns: leaves tremble 

"as delicately as that needle which records a minute disturbance on the far 

side of the thick planet" (p. 85); the tenant families, their cotton "de-
" 

persona1ized forever" by the monstrous gin, ar:e "sown once more at large 

upon the slow breadths of their country, in the precision of sorne mechanic 
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and superhuman hand" (p. 347); flexing the hand as lt is flexed in picki~g'" 

cotton will demonstr.1te "how this can very quickly tire, cramp and deterior- ' 

ate the whole instrument." (p. 399) Just as, in "They That Sow," the eight 

roomers are "endowed with as many different machines for att3cking existence, 

and defending themselves against it," (CSP, p. 97) subjectivlty is described 
, 

in Famous Men as mechanism, the carried child's head swiveling "mildly upon 

the world's globe, a periscope" (p. 135): while the senses cau be assisted 

"by dream, by reason, and by those strictures of diamond glass and light 

whereby we punch steep holes in the bowels of the gliding heaveus ... and 

step measurements upon the grand estate of being," the tenant child is 

deprived of "instruments" whereby even to recognize complex moral issues, 

for "the lenses of these are smashed in his infancy, the adjustment screws 
~ ~ 

are blocked." (pp. 105, 108) The universe can be seen in the Blakian grain 

of sand, "as good a lens as any and a,plUc.h more practicable one than the 

universe," though Agee declines its use (p. 242); words are the "instruments" 

of the writers art. (p. 236) In "1928 Story," as in The Passenger, memory is 

connected with the replaying of a phonogra'p,h record; in Famous Men il is 

;onnect~"d with a11 reeording devices, but chiefly with the camera: "the 

ehild, the'photographie pla~e receiving: These are women, l am a woman ... 

this is how Women are, and how they talk." (p. 72) Such comparisons empha-

size the p~ssivity of the witness before his experienee. the impossibility 

of abstracting himself from it, and of any exhaustivè, self-consistent mode 

of representing it; the "taking" of the senses 

'is titanie beyond exhaustion of count or valuation, q 

and is aIl but infinitely populous beyond the know-
1edge of each moment or a 1ifetime: and that which we 
receive yet do not reeognize,' nor hold in the moment's ~ 
foeus, fs nevertheless and continuously and strengtq­
fully planfed upon our brains, upon our blood: it holds: 

! 
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ft holds: each cuts its Little mark: each blown leaf 
of a wood land a quarter-mile distant while 1 am absorbed 
in sorne close exactitude: each of these registers, cuts 
his mark: not one of these is negligible: (pp. 106-07) 

Agee refers to this vast and cumulative transcript as the "record in 

the body" (p. 10): like Gauguin, whose q)rpse ts found "savagely paint-

marked," (AF II, p. 145) and like Ishmael, Agee's body i5 a text, a record 

or piece of exposed film. And he insists upon a maximum exposure: to hear 

Beethov~n's Seventh or Schubert's C-Major Symphony, you must turn the sound 

up and "get down on the floor and jam your ear as close to the loudspeaker 

as you can get it and stay there, breathing as light1y as possible .... As 

near as you will ever get you are inside the music; not only inside it, you 

are it; your body is not longer your shape ~d substance, it ia the shape 

and substance of the music." (pp. 15-16) He becomes "entirely focused" (p. 

49) on an object he describes, defines himself as a focus unabstractable 

from what is observed. A detailed present-tense description of Ivy Wood's 

c10thing, as she waits under the stares of sorne town men to see a doctor, 

finishes with the observation that "her dark sweatéd nipples are stuck to 

the material and show through, and it i8 at her nipples, mainIy, that the 

tnen keep looking" (p. 285); "Two Images" also comprises detailed present-

tense descriptions, one of Squinchy Gudger being breast-fed, center€d upon 

his partly erect penis, the other of Ellen Woods asleep under a flour sack, 

8 celebration of her vulva (pp. 441-42):each description holds in focus 

" and explores an image, and each excludes mention of the watcher, who stares 

" at Mrs. Woods as surely as do the Cookstown men. Agee's contempt for him-

,self as a voyeur and his reverence for bis victims involve him in a proble-

matie self-negation which aligns with the implicat~ons of his epistemology: 



() If I were not here; and I am alien: a bodyless 
eye; '. this would never have existence in human perception. 

Il ha Cl none. 1 do not make myself welcome here. My 
whole flesh; my whole bcing; is withdrawn upon nothing­
ness ..•. What is taking place here, and it happens daily in 
this silence, is intimately transacted between this home 
and eternal space; and consciousness has no residence 
in nor pertinence to it save on1y that, priviléged by 
stealth to behold, we fear this Ieg~nd: withdraw; bow 
down; nor dare the pride to seek to decipher it: 
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The wasp who cruises the roof, on the other hand, "is not unwelcome here: 

he is a buUder; a tenant. He does not notice; he is no reader of signs." 

(pp. 187-88) More positively, watching is the metaphor for at~ention, aiert 

and joyfully participating in the actual. "the whole realm of what our bodies 

lay in and our minds in silence wanderéd, walked in, swam in, watched upon," 

the body "ins~arable from the mind, identicai with H": "at such time we 

have knowledge that we are witnessing, taking part in, being, a phenomenon 

analogous to that shrewd complex of the equations of infinite chance which 

become, on this early earth, out of lifelessness, life." To watch, to be 
fil 

conscious and know it, is Iiterally wonderful. but wonder is perhaps, Iike 

beauty, merely a lingui~tic "sense," part of a provincial and transient 

vocabulary: 

the difference tween a conjunc~ion of time, place and 
unconscious consciousness and a conjunction of time, 
place and conscious consciousness is, so far as we are 
concerned, the difference between joy and tl'uth and the 
lack of joy and truth. Unless wonder ls nothing in it­
self, but only a moon which glows only in the mercy of 
a sense of wonder, and unless the sense of wonder is 
peculiar to consciousness and is moreover an emotion 
which, as it matures, consciousness will learn ;~he juven­
ility of. and dis~ard, or only gratefully refresh it­
self under the power of as under the power of sleep 
and the healing vitality of dreams, and aIl this seems 
a little more likely than not, the materials which people 
any intersection of time and 'place are at aIl times mar­
velous, regardless of consciousness: (pp. 225-27) 
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The q~estion, as always, 15 whether we may project past the data of experience. 

Like Antonioni's camera within a camera, Agee's bodiless eye is in- 'c 

exptessible except by invalid analogy; similarly, what lt regards can be 

described only in tentative, subjective terms, for there is no striking 

through the mask of appearances to an unambiguous hold on reality: as for 

the narrator of "They That Sow," it i5 impossible to get at the bot tom of 

anything. 1n The Morning Watch, Richard prays in his Oedalus-like fervour 

to "know" Chbst' s suffering, pictures himself crucified with â' reporter' s 

flash-bulb PQPping in his face, and tries "to imagine how it would feel to 

be scourged . ".and to wear a crown of thorns." (MW, pp. 75, 152) His 
'fi< 

attempts to comnunicate with Christ, to xealize his suffering, are guided by 
.,. 

the liturgical forms which control and limit experience: it 18 sinful "to 

be 50 unaware of where you were that.,.a thought could occur spontaneously." 

(p. 50) Time is "a power of mea5ure upon the darkness," (p. 87) and Richard 

trfes to reach Christ in a way analogous to that in which he alters his 

visual focus to eliminate the hands and numbers of a clock, the-face appear-

ing as "the grest Host in a monstrance. II (p. 87) But like Wittgenstein and 

Godard, Richard finds that he cannot take another's place, experiences Christ 

as an absence, for there ls "Nothlng at a11" on the altar dtirlng this "dead 

time between, " (pp. 46, 116) and contemp1ates the words, "God: Death; so 

that the two were one" (p. 48); his own hookey-playing hiatus, his solitary 

death, rebirth and dcfeat of the serpent; are meaningful only ta Richard, 

though their shape Is litu~gical1y derived. His acceptance of the failure 

of communication reduces the mythic power of those events over him: "Bee lt 
o 

doesn't hurt any worse than that," he says of the locust's struggle with 

its shell. "to be crucified." (p. 131) Similarly, in ~ Death .!!!. the Famlly, 

\ 
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--- ----- --- ... , 
a realistic epistem61crgy -15 portrayed as to b~-Oût~ry Follet spends 

~'-

aU her time trying ta make her thoughts appropriate-- to her ~-law' s 

illness, to her husband' s laek of religious faith, and ehiefly to the p~i­
''''-." 

bility of the latter'. death,.during an anxiously ambiguou. ~ime b~tween. ~ 

She prays that Gad wi~ ma~e her right, (DF, p. 57) and is shocked when 

Rufus' eIders tease him with untruths. (p. 232) Her aunt suspects "same­

thing mistaken, unbearably piteous, infinite1y malign" about her faitl\ (p. 

129); and her father eomments on the naivety of her care ta learn every 

detail of jay' s death, and her summing it up in a terse epitaph:. "50 you 

feel you've got sorne control over the death, you ~ it, you choose a name 

for it. The sarne with wanting to know aIl you can about how it happened. 

And trying to imagine 1t as Mary 'Has." Such knowlèdge i5 finally a "subter-

fuge." (p. 166) 

Commenters have chiefly found in Agee's film criticism a 'realist' 

12 
aesthetic, a1though Edward Murray alone troubles over th"e definition of the 

term, deciding that Agee uses"it tao variouqly ta make precise definition 

13 < 

possible. While' realism' in the philosophie sense, one which informs 

Agee's aesthetic requirements, 15 built into the ernpiricism he derives from 

Richàrds, lt i5 a reali5m which presumes an unknowable world of substàntial 

things, unamenable to comprehensive formulation, knowable on1y in terms of 

the language with which it i5 explored. While he opposes images to ~poken 

or written words, especially in bis recurrent defe~ce Qf silent comedy, (AF 
1 

l, pp. 3,4,6,24,84) he refers to its "language,\"1'vocabulary" and,"idiom," 

(p. 3) to Harold Lloyd's "thesaurus of smiles," (P.\P) to Chaplin's "lexicon" 
~\ 

of emotions, (p. 13) and to "the basic vocabulary of c~nventional movies," 

-~ 
"the movie alphabet" and "the documentary manner" (pp. 263, 266); a 
-;, J 

\ 
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"situation" is a "logie" whieh can be inercdibly extcnded by a comic genius--

iodccd, aIl humour i9 ruthlessly logical (pp. Il, 18); il captured German 

film "moves ... in ,resonant sentences, which construct irreducible paragraphs, 'l' 

becomingr.at times "smaH fine poems" (p. 34); certain shots are "basic to 

decent film grammar." (p. 79) 'Realism' is an aspect of this grammar, 

"'reality' in its conventional camera sense," (p. 191) the rules of which 

may be violated by Hack Sennett, and less happily by Hol1ywood's use of pro-

fessional actors to portray "'rea1' people,'.' (pp. 31, 129) or attempts to 

represent the speech of peasant farmers: "1 think that finding a diction 

proper to so-called simple folk is one of the most embarassing, nat to say 

hope1ess, literary prob1ems we have set ourselves." (p. 109) Agee manipu-

1ates these rules himself when he calls, in "Noah Noah," for "'documentary' 

noonday sunlight," in "Th~ Blue Hote1," for a shot "heightened above realism" 

by the use of every third frame and simulation on the sound-track, (AF II, 

pp. 146,464) and, in "Man's Fate," for film that is "grainy, hard black and 

white, fIat focus, the stock and tone of film in war n~ls .... It should 
1 

not seem ta be fiction." (CSP, p. 244) And he admire~ Open City a,:td The 

-
Raider, "not because they use non-actors, or are semi-documentary, or are 

'realistic l'" but for the!r "aesthetic and moral respect for real.ity-- which 

'realism' can as readily smother as liberate"; "most documentaries," in 

fact, '!are as dismally hostile to reality as most fiction films" (AF I, p. 

237): The Raider succeeds by virtue of an understanding lIof what, artiati-

cally, ls more 'real' than the llctu:'ll and what is less real." (p. 233) 

\ . 
The camera is uniqudy able' ta "record unaltered reality," (p. 296) 

~ 

and Agee is 

brilliantly 

interested in an(âlert use 

lock men an~/t~~forts 
of details , lllittie thingsc·1Ahich 

and feelings into the exact real 

.... 
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place and time of day," (p. 240) in films which have "approached and honored 

rather than flouted and imprc;>ved on reality." (p. 127) In Helen Levitt's 

still photography, "the actual world constantly brings to the surface its 

own signaIs and mystcries": the strcnuous perception of actuality involv~s 

resisting the impingement of habituaI grammars, for "The mind and the spirit 

14 are constant1y formed ~Y, and as constantly form, the senses." If, as 

Richards says, our hold on reality consists in patterns of expectation, 

Agee disparages film sets which "seem over-prepared, with nothing [le,ft 

to chance," (p. 174) "the utter1y contr~lled and utterly worthless effect." 

(p. 137) -the stultifications of "tigor artis" (p. 66) and the timid use, 

in "straight record films," of the idiom of "American commercial romanti-

cism, as taught, for exampIe, by the LHe school" (p. 65); he praises a 

concern with "what happens inside real and particular people among real and 

particular objects," (p. 118) an_d the feeling, in da Sica's Shoeshine, "that 

almost anything could happen, and that the reasons W?y any given thing hap­

pens are exceedingly complex and constantly shifting their weight." (p~ 280) 

The intricately detailed sets of ~ ~ Grows in Brooklyn prove "that the 

best you can do in that way is as dead as an inch-by-inch description or a 

perfectly naturalistic painting, compared with accepting instead the ~tilr, 

scarcely imagined difficulties and the enormous advantage of submerging your 

actors in the reat thing, full of its irreducible present tense and its un­

predictab1e proliferations of energy and beauty"; the makers miss ,_the chance 

to move a subjective camera through the streees of New York, "the free-gliding, 

picaresque, and perfect eye for a Saturday 8chool-chi1d's cruising of ~he 

city" (p. 142)-- precisely what Agee gives us in his script fooc T;he ~ One 

(1948). The subjective camera i8 repeatedly recommended. (pp. 174, 1~4) and 

,'" 

.. 
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Hitchcock is a frcquently cit.cd standard: Walsh's Bnck&round ~ Danger il-

... tU5trates "the unconquerable diffèrence between a good job by Hitchcock and 

a good job of the lUtchcock type'" (p. 49); he is adept at "establishers of 

casual reality, and oblique cutting edges of ironie or senSUQUS detail," (p. 

150) at "communicating the exact place, wcather and time of day," (p. 214) 

and 15 "abreast of all but the few best writers of his time" (p. 72); among 

his excellences Is the faet that he 15 "nearly the only living man l can 

think of who knows just wh en and how" ta use the subjective camera. (p. 214) 

It has recently been pointed Out that the kidnapping sequence in Hltehcock's 

Faml1] Plot, a rapid series of images of motion, takes place in a m<ieh 

shorter time on the sereen than it possibly could in reality, and 15 true to • 

our dislocated sense of time, to our unquestioning 8cceptance of things that 

" 15 
happen in a flash ; Agee similarly commends the "timing" of several shots 

in Vincente Minelli's The Clock as "bold1y and sucéessfully unrealistic," 

(AF l, pp. 166-67) remarks of Th~ Lost Weekend that a few deft signaIs of a 

subjectively experienced hangover state "might have told the audience as 

much in an instant as an hour of pure objectivity could," (p. 184) and con-

demns An Ideal Husband as "too slow and realistic." (p. 294) He advocates, 

that i8, a subjectivistic rather than a reali8tic handling of materials. 

Famous Men incorporates the "forms ••. of motion pictures," (LUNPFM, p. '244) 

particula~ly those reommendations Agee makes for"record films-- IIStop-5hots~ 

slow-mot~èn repetitions. and blow-ups •.. unrehearsed interviews ••. intensive 

\ 

use" of the "unwelcome't camera (AF l, pp.9 9-100)-- which we recognize as 

the meth~ds of cinema verité: the book aims at an empirical subjectlvlsm 

of this soo:-t, though Agee has yet, he says, "to attempt proper treatment": 



() 

", 

Ito seems likely nt this stage that the truest way 
to treat a piece of the past is as such: as if it were 
no longer the present. In other words, the 'truest' 
thing about the experience is now neither that it was 
from hour ta haur thus and sa; nor is it my fairly 
accurate 'memory' of how it was from hour to hour in 
chronologieal progression; but is rather 
up in recal!, in no such arder, casting its 
associations forward and backward upon the 
and the then future, across that expanse of 
(LUNPFM, pp. 243-44) 
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This subjective mode of presentation is musical rather than narrative, 

he says. and is not "'naturalism,' 'realism. '" though this is a "slippery 
1 

watershed": the "stratght 'naturalist'" shows little understanding of "music 

and poetry," and his best work 18 "nevel" much more than doeumentary"; natur-

alistie descrlpt ion "sags with ... length and weight," ls remote "from what 

you have seen, from the fact itself"; the "language of '.-eality'" ls "the 

heaviest of aIl languages," incapable of imparting "the deftness, keeness, 

Immedlacy, speed and suhtlety of the 'reality' it tries to reproduce." (pp. 

~ \ 
,.~( ~\:::~r : ~::::n ::1::1:: :"::::::1:1:

1 
::::~s::::c::a::a:::t::: i::: ::pen-

d~nce upon Darwin's hypothesis, is concerned, that is. with the destruction 
~ 

of illusion, usually through an' evolution or dev~lopment in character. and 

arrivaI at an alignment of thought ap~rapriate ta the movement of natural 

forces in the causal c~ntinuum~ Agee despairs of any such ultimate propriety 

of form and attitude. And he rejects the realism of dialect and vernacular 

idiom, the Itprofessi~nal-Americanism", of Twain and the '" talk-American"" 

.\ 16 
writing,of Steinbeck. He incorporates tenant dialect rarely, and unquoted, 

into his. description: "Clair Bell sprints in affrighted: 

has left f,or work without kissing her gaod-bye. 

that her father 

\ 
They take her on th~ir laps 

____ assuring. her that he would never do no such a thang." (p. 89) In 1935, Agee . ... 

\ 

\ 
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/ . 
proposed a style of wrting 'which would mix the id 10ms and jargons eonven-

tionally thought of le, special t-o particular .groups, and thus liberate 

writer and reader fr~m the '" anthropological' correctnes~ and "scientHie-
, \ 

, î 

Journalistic-serupulo~ness" of contem~orary nàturalism. (LFF, p. 71) Like 

Tommo on the Typees, IshMael on whales and Bur.roughs on drug addiction, Agee 

is exhaustive on the food, shelter and c10thing 'Of the tenants ~(classifica-

\ 
tions derived from Louise Gudger's third-grade geography text, and ta that 

degree their own terms)! and the work by which they have them; but like 

Tommo, Ishmael and Burr9ughs, he repeatedly sets upl, r'e,flects upon and under-

cuts a limited point of view. Gud&er is a 'real' human being rather than a 
1 

fietional charaeter, living in a world "irrelevant to imagination" and works 
a-

Df art: 

But Obvlously, in the effort to tell of him (by example) 
as truthfully ~s l ca'!'l, l am limited. l know him only 
so far as l know him, and only in those terms in. whieh 
l know him; and aIl of that depends as fully on who l 
am as on who he i1", 

./ 

l am confident of being able to get at a certain form 
.of the truth !bout him, only if l am as faithful as pos­
sible to Gudget as l know him, ta Gudger as, in his actual 

~ flesh and life (but there again always in my mind's and 
~rmory's eye) he is. But of course it will be only a 
\-elative truth. 

Name me one truth within human range that is not 
relative and l will feel a shade more apologetic ~f 
that. (LUNPFM, pp. 233, 239) 

Empirical analysis in no way transcends the subjective viewpoint ta become 

'realism,' though the aspiration to an unambiguous hold on reality is in-

defatigable: "Human beings may be more and more aware of being awake, but 
..--

they are still incapable of not dreaming" ; that is, the attempt ta "embody" 

pr become identical wifh 
rI1 

the. truth is "one! of the strongest laws of language," 

despite the fact that> "Words-· cannot embq):y; they can on1y describe. n (pp. 

237-39) Agee's task is to examine the forms of his 1inguistie exertion. 

1 

r 

" . 
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He often refers, in fact, to his role as analyst and "skeptic" (one 

of his frequent words): in his Guggenheim application he speaks of Famous 

. , Hen as a "record" which i8 "not journalistic; nor on the other rand is any 

of it to be invented. It can perhaps most nearly be descdbed as 'scientific,' 

but not in a sense acceptable to scientists, ortly in the sense that it ls 

ultimately skept<ical and analytic." (CSP, pp. 149-50) He also plans to com-

pile ~ dicti07Y of key words to be "examined skeptically," along the lines 

of one that r A. Richards was compiling, with which Agee's would not "be 

at aIl in canflict"; speaks of a "Non-superna tural, non-exaggerat ive" story 

(twenty years before Robbe-Grillet) about "the horror that can come of ob-

je'cts and of rheir relatl.onships, and of tones of voiee," eoneentrating "on 

what the senses receive and the memory and context does with it"; of "Analy-

ses of the 'unreality' of 'realistic' color photography," of contemporary 

communist literature, of the corruption and miscommunication of ideas ("In 

one strong sense ideas rule aIl conduct and experience"), of myths of. sexual \ 

love ("tentative, questioiüng and destructive of crystallized ideas and atti-

tudes"), and of images that have never been experienced in 'reaIity': "In 

these terms, Buenos Aires.itself is neither more nor less actual than my, or 

your, careful imagination of it told as ~~re imaginative fact.» (CSP, pp. 154-

57, 1'64, 161) 'Actuality' has no necessary relation to a 'reality' external 
o 

to the subject: in 111928 Story," lrvine contemplates "a distinc't image of a 

place he had never known. When he tried to take the image apart he realized 
, 

that nothing much like it was .•. like~y to exist," though he later decides 

that "of course it did exist, and 50 did ten thousand other thiqgs ••• in just 

, 17 1 
sueh music. n Agee also speaks of the word-by-word analysis of persona! 

letters. which are "in every word and phra~e innnediate to and revealing Qf •. 

"-' 0
, 
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in precision and complex detai!, the sender. and receiver and the who1e world 

and contt>,t each i s of"; the anàlysis should' "help ,to shift and dest.roy 

various habits and certitudes of the ,'creative' a!,ld of the 'reading,' and 50 

of the daily 1 functioning' mind. Il (CSP, pp. 151, 153) He was an early en-

thusiast, for home-mode photography, and suggested that "Sorne of the best 

photographs we are ever likely to see are innocent domestic snapshots, city 

~ 18 
postcards, and news and scientific photographs. Il As a film critic, he fre-

quently opera tes in the capacity of "diagnostic~an" (AF l, p. 53): "every 

piece of entertainment, like every po1itica1 speech or swatch of advertising 

copy, has nightmarish acçuracy as a triple-distilled image of a collective 

dream, habit, or desire," and Stage Door Canteen "is a gold mine for those 

who are williI1g ta go ta it in the wrang spirit"; Frenchman' s Creek is 

~ 

"masturbation "fantasy ... infallible as any real-life dream and as viciously 

fas~inating as reading such a dream over the terrible dreamer's shoulder"j 

Hail the Conqu,ering Hero('js an "elaborately counterpointed. image" of the 

American ,"neurosis"; Birth E!.~ Nation is "a perfect rea1ization of a col-

Jective dream of what theeivil War was like." (AF l, pp. 41-42, 120,117, 
'-

313) The image has meaning, not in itself, but in context or use, sa that 

ta regard the criticism of films which incorporate superb records of war as ., 
"vulgar, small and irre1evant .... is like being ·moved by words like love, 

t 
death, b1ood, sweat, t,ears, regardless of how well, o"r i11 they are used." 

(AF l, p. 51) And just as Bogart's slaughter of helpless German airmen in 
., 

Passage ta Marseilles 15 dangerous to that uncritical "majority who will 

accordingly, accept advice on what ta do with Germany," (AF I, p. 80) adver-

tising iB "a kind' Qf bourgeois folk-art" to which, neverthelesB, aIl classes 

J 19 l ' 
are "vulnerable" ; Agee planned a magazine which would treat a11 aspects 

, . 
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of popular culture in an effort "ta undeceive readers of their own-- and the 

editors'-- conditioned reflexes."ZO In Famous Men, he emphasizes that in an 

important sense nothing is untrue, for "A fa1sehood is entirely true to those 

derangements which produced it and which made it impossible that it shou1d 

emerge in truth; and an examination of it may reveal more of the 'true' 

'truth' than any more direct attempt upon the 'true' 'truth' itself"; so 

that while journalism is merely "a broad and successfu1 form of lying," and 

no part of Agee' 5 method, "a page of newspaper can have aIl the weâl.th of a 

sheet of fossUs, or a painting." (LUNPFM, pp. 230, 234) The task of educa-

tian, he writes Father Flye, ls to be "medicai and surglca1 of mental habits, 

inherited prejudices, lacks of questioning"; and he proposes "a whole method 

and science of mere skepticism," epitom:!:zed by his own aspiration to "the 

coolness and truth of the camera's ... eye." (1FF, pp. 111-12,134) 

Famous Men, he says, "is perhaps chiefly a skeptical study of the 
\ 
\ 

nature of reality andr-of the taIse nature of recreation' and communication." 

(CSP, p. ... 151) Since Agee can report about the tenants "only what l saw, 

• l' 

only so accurately as 1n my terms l know how," (LUNPFM, ,p. 12) the book ad-

dresses the limitations of the subjective point of view and the written ward: 

"1 would do just as badly to simplify or eliminate myself from this picture 

as to simplify or invent character, places or atmosphere. ft (p. 240) Agee 

portrays himself as a recording device. "searcliing out and registering in-

" 
myself aIl the lines', planes, stresses of relationship" in a country churc;h, 

or running a fingertip alang the ~rain of a wood floor. (p. 39) He ia re-

stricted to and preoccupied with "surfaces"-- another recurrent word: "What 

18 the use? •. Let me just try a few surfaces instead" (p. 417)-- of his body, 
" 

sa that for a while he judges a bed-bug attack ta be "my own nerve-ends" 
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(p. 425); of other people, Mrs. Gudger "smiling sleepily and sadly in a 

way 1 canno t deduce" (p. 419); and of thi ngs, surit as the odour and feel of 

the rnoisture covering the outer surfaces of 8 lamp: "I do not understand nor 

try te deduce this, but 1 like it. Il ( Pl. 50) His memory preserves images re-

moved frorn their context-- IIAll that l see now ia this picture ... " Cp. 398)--

and perceived "distinctly, yet coldly as through reversed field-glasses," 

no longer "at least immediate in rny senses," 50 that he must "',describe' what 

l wou1d like to 'describe, , as a senond remove, and that poorly" Cp. 403): 
.#11 

as in the description of the movie screen which opeos ~ Death ~ the Family, 
-. 

we see, not 'through' the image, but the image itself-- "not," as Godard 

says? "in terms of what it signifies, but what signifies it." 
21 

The text, given Agee's 1ack of "Wârmth or traction or faith in words," 

(LUNPFM. p. 403) is to be regarded likewise skeptically, for "if, anti-

artistica1ly, you des ire not on1y to present but to talk about what you pre-

sent and how you try to present it," you must continually make your failure 

to represent reality clear. (p. 238) Agee does, and indacates in his account 

of the four planes from which he handles the experience-- recal! and con-

templation in medias ~ (liOn the porch"), '" As it happened, '" "reca]} and. 
\ 

memory from the present" and "As l' try ta write it: problems of recordlng" 

22 
(p. 243)-- that the self-reflexive is a major aspect of the work. He des-

cribes himself "working out my notes" (p. 63) and quotes them verbatim, (p. 

422) shifts time and tense "to a thing which fS to happen, or .which happened, 

the next morning (you mu sn 't be puzzled by this, l'm writing in a continuum) '." 

and back again, (pp. 62, 69) uses phrases in the text to mark' his place and 

revise his effort, (p. 372) and shifts planes suddenly: "Ut "occurs to me 

now as l write .. )." (p. 36B) While he permft,s himself "imagination" on the 
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G third plçne, he scrupulously footnotes its use: "Invention here: l did not 

make inventory, there was more than l could remember"; "The se are in part 

by memory, in part composfted out of other memory, in part improvised." (pp. 

133, 201) He reiterates that Famous Men is oot "Art," does oot requlre "the 

killing insult of 'suspension of disbelief,'" (p. 240) and discusses at length 

his "antagonism towards art," based on his belief that its "clarifxing" power 

15 so frequently accompanied by Hs "muddying" power "that we may suspect a 

law in ambush." (pp. 245, 232) 

The skeptically, reflexively treated concern; of self and teKt merge 

in the act of writing. While, in Richards' terms, mental reference is not 

necessarily linguistic, thlnking is: one might watch the changes of piue 

boards in sunlight for IIs'peech1ess days on end merely for the variety and 

distinction of their beauty, without thought or aoy relative room for think-
~ 

lng" (p. 131) j but to think Is to symbol Ize a reference by placing it in a 

context, a text. To write is to sort, and while words could "be made to do 

, 1 

or tell anything within human canceit," they cannot "cammunicaté simultaneity 

with any immed'iacy" (pp. 236-37): Agee lists the Ingredients of an odour 

"more subtle than ft can seem in analysis." (p. 154) The wealth of detail 

which "so intensely surrounds and takes meaning from" any one subjective 

"centeT ••. should be tested, calculated, analyzed, conjectured upon, as if a11 
, , 

. 
. in one fientence and spreél)i suspension ana flight or fugue o.f music," a 

perfect vehicle of simultaneity which Agee finds himself incapable of 

sustaining, for "one can writè only one word at a tlme." (p. 111) Excerpts \ 

lrom Louise'Gudger's school books, quotations of Shakespeare and Marx, ad-

vertislng slogans, a tenant sign read'ing "PLEAS! be Qu.ite! \1 (p. t97) and 

inscriptions in the Gudger 'bible are presented as vehicles, manipulative 
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and symptomatic, of verbal meaning; a scissored piece of.newsprint·lining 
1 

a drawer is quoted in full, inciuding lts fragments of words, sentences and 

photographs, and is held against the light 50 that "the contents of both 

sides of the paper are visible at once" (p. 169): as in Burroughs' cutup 

method, the attention is to the status of words and images as sensory signs, 

the fragments of arbitrary symbols or conventi~ns of meaning. 'Sense' be-

cornes self-interrogative. The formulation, 

( , (7) ) . : ) 

How were we caught? (p. 81) 

diagrams the presence of a puzzled and possibly inquiring attention, bounded 

by marks of signification which it can neither transcend nor identify with, 

the colon indicating impending change in the form of elaboration, quaI if ica-

tion or contradiction. Understanding is limited by its form, and, in the 

a9sence of ulti~ate context, involves obviation rather than insight. As he 

sits writing by lamplight 1 Agee is a "center" in the midst of a frightening 

darkness, at the edge, as it were, of his thinking: 

1 
50 that 1 muse what not quiet creatures and what not quite 
forms are suspended like bats above and behind my bent 
head; and how far clown in their clustered ~eight they 
are stealing while my eyes are on this writing; and how 
skillfully swiftly they'suck themselves back upward into 
the dark when 1 turn my head: and above a1l, why they 
should be 50 coy, 'With onel slather of co1d membranes 
drooping, could slap out light and have me: and who own 
me ainee aIl time's beginning: Yet this mere fact of 
thinking holds them at distance, as crucifixes demons, 
so lightly and weil that l am almost persuaded of being 
mere1y fanciful; in which exercise l would be theirs 
~ost profound1y beyond reseue, not knowing, and not 
fearing, I am theirs. 

As he exp,ilnds his meditation td the infinite and impersonal darkness beyond 

the ceilins, in which "no one so much as 1aughs at us," he questions, "do 

we really exist at ,al1?" (pp. 52-53) The text itself, the on-going arrange­

ment, of words which encodes his questioning, i8 the only evidence. 

- , 

.. 
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Like lshmael, Agee uses the metaphQr of weaving to describe ttle 

matrix or nexus of events: the tenant child is "brought forth on a chain of 

weaving, a texture of sorrowfu1 and demented f1e$h" (p. 102); rather than 

resort to narrative device, Agee wishes ta represent .the "texture" or "chain 

of truths [which] did actually w,eave itself and run through." (p. 240) The 

history of a fami1y is a series of drawings together-- under shelter, on a 

bed-- and being held by the 'IImagne tic center" of the economic unit (pp. 55-

56); that of an individua! unfolds as the crucifixions of personal existence, 

of sexual love, of egg and sperm (pp .. 100, 102-03); the section "Recessional 
,. .. 

and Vo~tex" describes spatial arrangement, each fami1y a center "drawn-round 

with animaIs," each animal a different kind of "center and leverage," and 

lists the rings of animal, vegetable and mineraI existence and the surraunding 

geography, in the midd1e of which "the floor, the roof, the opposed walls, 

the furniture ... a11 watch upon one hollow center" (pp. 212-20): 'aIl these 

"flexions" have the farm of musical them.e and variation, and "are the c1assi-

cal patterns, and tIlis is the weaving, of human living." CP. 56) The matrix 

involves necessity, "the plainest cruelties and needs of human existence in 

this uncured time, Il (p. 134) but only in the limited sense that there is 

nothing particularly necessary about human existence itself, , "that life and 

consciousness are on1y the special crutches of the living and the conscious." 

Cp. 226) It involves chance: like "those subtlest of aU chances" whèreby 

the oak shapes its,elf, out of the aeorn, river systems, "amo6s whose spider 
4 

lacings by chance we live," branch over the planet, human dwel1ings altering 

the chance pattern of the landscape "by chance." (pp. \252, 147) And it In-
1 

volves will: while "it 18 our own consciousness alone. in the end, that we 

\ 
have to thank"l fol:' the joy of actuality, it ls "almost purely a matter of 

"/ ' 
-" , 
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, 
chance, Il a "lucky situation" which Agee and Evans cou1d not "for an instant 

have escaped ... even if we had wlshed toIt (pp. 225-28); Agee 1 s seuttling the . .. 
car ("I didn't know then, and donlt know now •.• whether or not it was by my 

will ") , 1 donning sneakers (" t here was no seiise in -t111 sand 1 don' t understand 

Why") and "passive waiting" before the Gudger house in hope "that 'something 

shall happen,' as it 'happened' that the car lost to the mud," (pp. 409-11) 

illustrate his skepticism as to the precise ageney of will. The "causes" of 

crue.l.ty to N(;\$roes and animaIs can only he expressed qS "traits, needs, dis-

eases, and above a11 mere natu-r-nl :habits dHfering from our own" (pp. 216-17); 

the "sources" of economic disadvantage are "psychologieal, semantic, tradi-

..• 1 

1 , 

. " 

tional, perhaps glandular"; and the "wrong assignment of causes," by ind~.ct- '.~ 

j~ 
ing such over-simplifica~ions as "tenantry, Il is dangerous1y glib .. (pp. 207-.(8) '''1', 

The nexus of events has for Agee the subtiety and "symmetry of a 

disease: the literaI symmetry of the literaI disease of which they were 

literally 50 essential a part~; the sore,and scab of this di~ease çomprise 

"aIl substance" and "fi1l out. .• the most intangible reaches of thought, de-

duction and imagination." (p. 229) This symmetry ie visible in -tenant-farm 

dwellings,.. which 'exhibit a "classicism created of economic need, of local 

availability, and of local-primitive tradition" (p. 203): in clothing which. 
, 

with the exception of overalls, "a relatively new and local garment," is 

probably indistinguishable from peasant clothing in" ancient Greece (p'p. 265, 

277); ,and "in everything within and probably in anything outside human con-

ception." (p. 230) Synunetry i8 this disease. a spare and stingy classicism 

complicated and subtlized in Its pl1ancy before the irregularities "of chance 

(aIl of_ which proceeded inevitably out of chances which were inevitable)": 

chance and necessity complement and undercut each other, are inextricably 

. , 
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intarwoven. Symmetry, as Richards points out, is perceptibility, and is ul-

timately linguistic, as is the "language" in which "the name and destiny of 

water" is written ,on the earth's surface. Conscious consciousness is being 

awake to what we are present before, and thus ta the form by which it is 

present, "hearing ••. a complex music in every effect and in causes of every 

effèct and in the effects of which this effect will be part cause," which 

"'gets' us perhaps nowhere" simply because we are, in fact, "a l ready there." 

The irregular syncopations of chance which issue in the various and imp~rman-

, ent phases of symmetry are imagin~d as "compl~x equations" (pp. 230-31, 252): 

marriage and conception occur "in obedience to ... pressures" of economy, (p 1 

103) as a wall in the Ricketts house is decorated "in obedience of [particular] 

equations" Cp. 199) and nailheads are arranged in wood "according to geome-

tric need." (p.143) Famous Men is written in the conviction that nothing is 

"more moving, significant or true" than that "every force and hidden chance 

in the! universe has 50 combined that a certain thing was the way it wast" 

(p. 241) and derives its truth from its status 8S evidence rather than the 

success of Agee's attempts "to take what hold l can of any reality," which 

attempts "cannot be otherwise than true to their conditions." (p. 10) 

Agee' s assertion that "the unimagined world is in its own terms an 

23 
artist" i5 consistent with Richards' feed-back model ,?f the act of ,drawing 

f 

a circle, and renders irrelevant the idea of intention: to the question 

whether things are "'beautif-ul-t which are not-i-rrrénded as such, but which 

are created in convergences of chance, need, innoc-€nce or ignoran,ce," Agee 

answers, 

first, that intended heauty is far more a matter of 
chance and neàl than the power of intention, and that 
'chance' beaut9 of 'irrelevances' iB deeply formed by 
iqstincts and needs popularly held to be the property 



o 

-

of 'art' alone: second, that matters of 'chance' and 
'nonintention' can be and are 'beautiful' and are a 
whole universe to themselves. Or: the Beethoven 
piano concerto #4 15 importantly, among other things, 
a 1 blind 1 work of 'nature, 1 of the world and of the 
human race; and the partition wall of the Gudger's 
front hedroom IS importantly, among other things, a 
great tragie poem. (pp. 203-04) 

23# 

Intention is a recurrent issue in Agee' s work: the narrator of "They That 

Sow," who muses, "to sorne extent we guide our lives, to sorne ~xtent are guided 

by them," (CSP, p. 97) is concer.ned with the degree of his agency iI,l a dis-

, astrous event; Richard strug~l~s both to bring his thoughts into line with 

a hopelessly corrupt and elusive intention, and against the vanity of his 

devot ion ("' not that you ~ it of course "'); and he defends the rashness 

of a companion with: "'he just wasn' t thinking f ••• 'ltè didn' t mean anything. '" 

(MW, pp. 66, 44) ! Death in the Family is filled'with irrstances of misinter-

preted intention and questions of meaning, both among the adults ("She was 

never to realize his intention ... "-- DF, p. 53), and b~twéen adults and 

children: '''You mean so weIl, but the child may just turn out to hate it. Il,24 

While, as Michael Sragow points out, Agee never indulges in "trade secrets or 

25 
'creative intentions'" in his film critic.ism, he does frequently cite what 

he gathers to be the "sober" or "decent" or "geneFal" intention of a film, 

usually to mitigate ut ter rejection: of the makers of Sunday Dinner~! 

Soldier, "The è<mfused but senuine sweetness of their intention is as visible , . 

through aIl the mawkish formulas. and as disturbing, as a drowned corpse, 

never quite surfacing." (AF l, pp. 92, 95,1 126, 140) But intention has no 
1 • 

~uch necessary relation ta final product as those who defy the dietum of 
, t 

'Beardsley 'and Wimsatt must assume; Agee's st~tus as an amateur critic serves 

him weIl, he says, sinee' he needs "feel no apology for what my eyes tell me 

as l watch any given screen. where" the proof fa caught 'irrelevant ,to excuse, 
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and available in proportion ta the eye which sees it, and the mind which 

uses iL" (AF l, p. 23) In response ta a newApaper account of his "'inten-

tianally clumsy, almost wild manner,'" Agee's Gauguin sneers, "That's,JJhat 

l caU an intelligent cri tic ; he knows art is intentional." (AF II, p. 99) 

The failed tntentione recor'd in Famous Men-- "tenderly intended" but des­

tructive parental l~ve, (p} 105) 'a piec'e of' middle-clilss furnitùre which "has 

picked op tenant-kitchen redolences for which it was never intended. Il (p. 179) 

houses which lookeven "'poorer' ... than ... by original design."(p. 207) the 

failed "intention" of teachers and school· texts, (pp. 294, 299) plans of ac-

tion gon~ awry (p. 374)-- complement the repeated faHed intentions ta des-

cribe: "But there must be an en? to this ... a new and more suce inet beginning" 

(p. 99); "But spmehow l have lost ho Id of the reality of·all this." (p. 414) 

With its various plans and descriptions of overall ~esign, Famous Men ls a 

compil~tion of,Agee's unrealized intentions, listed as casually as if by a 

conceptual artist: "This volume is designed io twq intentions: as the begln-

ning of a larger piece of \lork, and to stand of itself"; "Ultimately, it 18 

intended that this record and analysis be exhaustive," but "Of chis ultimate 

intention the present volume is merely portent and fragment, experiment; dis-

sonant prologue" (p. xv); "The text was written with reading aloud in mind. 

That cannat be recommended"; "It was intended dso that tbe text be read 

K 
continually, as music is listened to or film is watched" (p. xv); "If 1 could 

t 

do it, l'd do no wrlting at a11 here. 
, j 

It would be photographs ••• fragments of 

cloth, bits of cotton, lumps of earth, rècords of speech, pieces of wood and 

iron, phials of odars, plates of fo6.d and of elCcrement" (p. 13); 

. Let me say ••• how 1 wi$h this !1ccount might 'b,e 
constructed •. 

1 might s'uggest, its structure should be globu­
lar( or should he eighteen or twenty intersected 
spheres, the interlockings of bubbles on the face of a 
stream; one of thèse globes la each of you. (p. 101) 

) 
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Like Naked ~, Famou5 Men i5 a blue-print, a how-:to book. Finally, ta >-

allow description to Silg into naturalistn, which i8 "ail the opposite pole from 

your intentions. from what you have Been, from the fact itself ," is to fail; 

but Agee can only say of the remedies he discusses that "Failure ... is almost 

as strongly an obligation as an inevi,tability. in such work: 
1 

and therein 

sits the deadliest trap of the exhausted conscience," (pp. 236, 238) While 

he exalts and credits his "bést intêntion" he. like Ishmael. must ackhow­
v 
ledge that "PerformancEt. in which th~ whole fate tand terror rests, is another' 

matter." (p. 16) 

In his concern for the "c1eansing aod rectification of language, Il 

(p. 237) Agee gives constant at'tention to the clarification of terms: "The 

tenants' idiom has been used ad nauseam by the more unspeakable of the northern 

journalists but ft happens to be accurate: that picking goes on each day 

from can to can't." (p. 340) While he does not, like the naturalist. abjure 

metaphor, he comments on and. unl~rcut5 it. reducing ft, for example to the 

\terms of physiology in his discussion of cotton farming: 

l'can conceive of ~ittle'elBe which could be 50 in­
evitably destructive of the appetite for living, of 
the spirit, of the being, or br whatever name the 
centers of individuals are to be called: and this 
very literally for just as there are deep chemical 
or elec trical changes il) a11 \ the body under. anger, or 
love, or fear, so there must certainly be at the center 
of these meanings and their direçted emotions; perhaps 
most essentially, an incalculably Bomber and heavy 
weight and dark knotted iron -of sub-nause~ at the peak 
of the diaphragm, darkening and weakening the whole 
body and being, the ·literal feeling by which the words 
a b[l~ken heart are no longer poetic, but are merely 
the Most accurate possible descri~tion. (p. 327) 

rhis inabi~ty ta name or define the centers of individuals is,a central 
. , -

issue: "What i8 it, profound behind the outward windows of each one of you, 

beneath' touch even of your own suspecting, drawing tightly back at ~ 
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against the backward wall and blackness of its prison cave. 50 that the eyes 

alone shine of their own angry g10ry, but the eyes of a trapped wild animal. 

or of a fur~ous angel nai1ed to the ground by his wings; or however cIse 

one rnay faintly designate the human 'soul.' 1/ (p. 99) ~nable to establish 

its orig1n and identity, subjectivity, like Ahab and Ish~ael, is orphaned: 

in ~ Death ~ the Farnily, Rufus naively exults in his statu~ as an or-phan, 

(fhough the darkness has taunted him as he lies awake (Iike the writer of 

Fam6us Men, fighting off horrid irnaginings). "You hear the man you caU your 

father: how can you ever fear?" (DF, pp. 294,84); and Agee finishes 

"Dream Sequence" by acknowledging that his life "had been shaped by his fa ther 

and by his father' s absence. ,,26 The woven chain of flesh does not imply an 

unambiguous identity; in "l'he House." Agee details a shot of swastikaed uni-

formed midgets, their feet "grinding faces of Negroes, Jews,:' and carrying 

the effigy of a c:rucified woman undE'r t~~ legend. "MOTHER." her he ad 'lia 

schoolboy globe oi the earth" (CSP, p. ln): as, in Burroughs 1 story. "The 

Coming of the Purple Better One," the evolution myth la portrayed as a forro 

of Nazism. Agée's skepticism about myth~ of origin i8 clearest in his rejec-

tion, of anthropomorphic description: , 

We bask in our lavish little sun as children in the 
.'protectiv~ sphere of, their parents: and perhaps c~n 
never outgrow. or can never dare affoI."d 'to outgrow,\ 
our deluslons of his strength and wisdom and of ourl 
intelligence~ competence and safety; and we carry 

, 1 

over from him, like a green glow in the eyeballs, 
these daytimé deluslons, so ineacapably that we can~ 
not obly never detach ourselves'from the earth, eve 
in the perception of our minds, but cannat even face 
the fact of nature without either stone b~indness or\ 

,enti::n::::t::~~. or bave been tOld'tba\we knQw, ~O~ 
some centuries now that the sun does not 'set' 8r·'rise': 
the earth twists its surface into and out f the light ' 
of the sun. " 

, .. 
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In its twisting the earth alsQ crad1es back and 
forth, somewhat like a bobbin, and leans through a ----very slightly eccentric course, and It ls this reti~-
ment out of and a return into a certain proximity t~ 
the sun which causes the change of seasoo~ .••• Just 
boy much poetry, or ~rt, or plain hutnan consciousness, 
bas taken this intq account. You have ooly to look at 
aIl the autumn art about death and at a1l the spring 
art about life ta get an idea •.•• 

1 

~-- No doubt we are sensible in giving names to places: 
Canada; ,the Argentine. But we would a1so be sensible 
to remember that the land we have given these names to, 
and ail but the relat~vely very small human population, 
wear these names lightly. (LUNPFM, pp. 247-49) 
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He nevertheless frequently describes anthropomorphically, projects 

wbat he calls "local fact" (p. ,248) onto unknowable objects and landscapes, 

80 that a silent glade "seems to be conscious and to await the repetition 

of a signal," (p. 130) and a hill. uoder rain is~ "trenched and seamed "as if" 

lt were an exposed human braln. (p. 139) However the anthropomorphism Is 

pointedly self-interrogative in such comparisons as of the earth to a sleep-

ing human h~d, "yielded over to the profound influences and memories ••• of 

lts early, childhood, before man became a part of its experience." (p. 247) '"' 

It 18.used, as tl\e phrase "as ifll is frequently used, to fsolate and clarify 
~ 

an image by vivid comparison, a"b that a roof beyond the "bones of rafters" 

i8 "a stomach suc.ked against the spine in fear." (p. 52) Conditional similes 

iotJ;'oduced bY -lIa8 if" are tentative but sbarply drawo" comparisons, which 
~ \ 

!' \ 
tersely wrench an impression away from any necessary connection vith its 

., \ 
source into a,jarring, unrelated but illustrative context-- 1~8s-MOlly~ 

chopping wood as if ,in each blow of the axe she held captured in focus the 

vengeance of a11 time," (p. 324) a deranged oid man restrained "aa if be . 
, " 

were a dog masturbating on a caller" (p. 35): the lrecision of sucb render-

Ings bas to do, not with the abject, but with its appearance, 80 that the . , 
\ 

symmetry of, a wooden church 18 as strong "as it~ it were an earnest de~cription, 

~ o 

, 
, 
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better than the intended object." (p. 38) Descriptions are the forma and 

limits of understanding: "The peace of God surpasses aIl understanding; 

Mrs. Ricket:ts and her youngest child do, too." (p. 289) Although he pre-

scribes exercises and gives extended descriptions of labour in the second 

persan, (p. 339) 1ike Godard, who has Jane Fonda and Yves Montand do actua1 
, 

work in a sausage factory in Tout Va Bien, the implication of Agee' s skepti-

clsm is that no matter how much Is known of a tenant woman' s life, "you can-

not for one moment exchange places with her." (p. 321) That skepticism as-

sumes, at ttmes, Berke1eyan proportions, as in recurrent allusions to the 

~) sounds of night, which I~ave perhaps at no time ceased, but that will never 

surely be known .•• one hears them once again with a quiet ~ort of surprise, 

• 

~ that only slowly becomes \he realization, or near certainty, that they have , 

been there aIl the while" (p. 84); in his meditation on chance and necessity 

he entertains "the more than reasonab1e suspicion that there i~ at aIl times 

further music ••• beyond the simple equipment of our senses and their powers 

of ref1ection and deduction ta apprehend" (p. 231); and while he contemplates .. 
an event' s "ramified kinship and probable hidden identification with every-

thing else," he can himself offer only "a series of careful but tentative, 
(., 

rudely experimental, and fragmentary renderings of some of the salient as-

pects of a real experience," (pp. 245-46) cannot do "better than bl~nk1y 

suggest, or lay down, a 'few possible laws." (p. 105) Like the tenant child, 
$ 

"this center, soul, nerve," Agee iB. the center of a subjective "bubble and 

sutureless globe," (p. 104) unable ta penetrate the screen of his own eXperi-

/ 
ence. 

It 18 Richards' fqrm of skepticis~, the distinction between the . 
'wfat' and thowr-of events, that 18 chiefly exhibited: the distinction 

between use and intention in meaning; the conc~rn ta develop intellectual 
". 

, " 
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weapons against advertisement and propaganda (a drawback, Agee fee1s, in 
1 

Blrth of ! Nation and ~ City); the by-produc t account of a coosciousoess 

which 18 oot a unique relation; the rejection of the evolutionary model of 

cognition and the notion that a naturalistic (or any other) acéount can be 

a complete one; and the use, nevertheless, of causal language and a physio-

logieal hypothesis. Agee's plan for a m~ltiple-definition dictionary com-

p1em~ntary to Richards', (CSP, pp. 154-55) his promotion of ~asic Eng1ish in 

v--
The Nation (AF l, p. 38) and his compadson of text to machine ("Screen 

comedies used •.. to be machines as delicately, annibi1atingly designed for 

their purpose as any machines that have ever been constructed out of words or 

tones"-- A:F l, p. 202), are sa1ient pointers to a more comprehensive influ-

ence: Agee too describes the experience of beauty and comp1ex emotion ln 

terms of an individual 's "fully 'realizing' his potent1allties" (LUNPnt, p. 

307); Richards' notion of the fusion of clearly defined and more subtle 

reports of the senses "with the whole mass of internal sensations to fOIm 

the coenesthesla', the who1e bodily consciousness," (PLC, p.9 5) reappears 

ln such descriptions as of "a qual1ty in the night itself not truly appaX'ent 

ta any one of the senses, yet, by some indirection, to every sense ln one." 

(LUNPFM, p. 51) and in Agee' s insistence upon rea1.ization, "not merely with 

the countlna mind, nor with the imaglnation of the eye, whlch is not reall-

~ation at aIl, but vith the who le of the body aQd being." (p. 183) Like 

Richards, Agee distinguishes bet~en "meantng" and "emotion" (pp. 236-3'1) 1n 

language use, between "knowledge" and "attitude," or objectles8 belief, (p. 

293) and attends to "variations of tone, pace, shape. and dynamics" a8 in-., ' 

tegral to and Dot to be abstracted from the "meaning" of the text (p. xv): 0 

sa that he descrlbtS the singing of three men in terms, not of the lyrics, 

but of the rhythm1c and melodic interp!ay of vo1ce,~ (pp. 29-30) eavesdrops 
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on ta1k that "is not really talking, but another and profounder kind of com-

munication. a rhythm ta be comp1eted by answer and made who1e by silence, a 

lyric song," (p. 71) and engages in conversation "which means little in it-

self, but much in its inflections." (p. 417) 

A d j h i f 'l 27 h gee o~s not rert t e ex stence 0 ev~, e portrays 

of an abso1ute s~paration of Good and Evil as a form of hypo-

While 
, 
\ 

the projection 

~ c,risy, as represented by the Bishop in "Noa Noa," (AF II, p. 145) or of mania, 

( as by the Preacher in The Night' ~ the Hunter, with "LOVE" and "HATE" ta'ttooed 

on each fist: "Shall l tell you the little story of Right-Hand-Left-Hapd--

the tale of Good and Evil?" (p. 280) According1y, a symbol does not embody 

a transcendant moral order but is an arbitrary substitution, meaning with a 

smaH 'm': a mule is bad1y treated "because he is the immediate symbol of 

this work, and because by transference he is the farmer himself, ~nd •.• is the 

one creature in front of this farmer" (LUNPFM, p. 216); symbols are repre- , 

sentative port,ions of larger contexts, 50 that there are complex "symbolisms" 
~ -. 

, . 
of head-gear .amoqg the men of the country, (p. 2"72) Richetts' spectacles are 

"symbolic" of his status as a reader in Church, (p. 26i:t'ë!otton ia the "cen-

tral leverage and symbo;l" of the tenant' s "privation,~.' (p. 326) and still 

and moving' camera\are the "i~s~~e_n~s_ and -symols" of Agee's analytical 

~, style. (p. 245) As fo~ards, symbolic B~lief is connected with a rela-
- --------- ' . " '. tively primitive state of consciousness-- children,. for example, "like fig-

ures of speecJ:! or are, if you Ük.e, na tural _symbol~s ts ~nd poets" (p. 30Q).':"-; 

and Agee repeatedly refers to the tenants l "propitiative prayer" before the 

e1ell)ents,' .~'. 129) the utter fear of storms "which i8 apparently common to 

a11 primitive peop1es," (p. 336) and their pl:anting, "like the m08t a'ent l,. 

peoples of the earth ••• in the unpitying pietles.oL.--the moon." (p. 325) That 

. , 
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" 
thought, as Richards says, is metaphoric, and that perfect analogy ls not 

Posliibie (only "adequate" references and symbols), imply not only that pro-

priety of description and attitude is impossible, but that the requirement 

of symmetry or repeatability in the primitive mind, as exemplified by Gudger's 
~ . 

attempt "to create a saving rhythm against the unpredictable thunde'r," (p. 

398) is c1utching at an i11usory sense of control: Agee speaks repeated1y of 

"unpredecented" beauty, (p. 253) of patterns of grain in wood which are "un-

repeatable from inch to inch," its variations in light and weather "subt1y 

unrepeatable and probab1y infini te" (p. 146); experi~nces and those who 

witness are never IIquite ta be duplicated, nor repeated, nor have they ever 

quite had precedent" (p. 56); each person "is not quite like any other," is 

a "single, unrepeatab1e, holy. individual. 1\ (p. 321) 

Meaniog, or sense, depends upon cont.ext: . context is ymmetrical--

based, that i5, 00 the assumption of repeatability-- and hab tuaI: und er-

standing, the grasp of context, ls simultaneous1y "the one weap against the 

\,~1 ~" 
world's bombardment, t'he one medicine, the one instrument, bywhic liberty, 

health, and joy may be shaped or shaped toward,H and nits own, and hope's, 

most dangerous enemy" (p. 289) by dint of being based upon, and thus subject 

ta, habit. It i5 n() __ e;1taggeration to sây that Agee's major preoccupation i9 

with overcoming the paralysi~ of habit, destroying the ~'crystallized ideas: 

and attitudes" which "rule a'11 conduct and experience" (CSP, p. 164); just 

as, in "Dedication," he dismisses myths, or ufaise and previous visions," 

28 
of political and scientific progress, and "love of the fatherland," he a t-

tack~, in the film criticism, Negro stereotypes, (AF I, p. 80) nationalism, 

(p. 284) the Stalinist myth of the future which involves "contempt fox; pre-
! ' ~ 

sent humanity," (p. 2,86) Jl~llywood'8."cruel. fet'id, criminallittlemyths 
, , 

about death" (p. 92) and "c.nerished pseudo-folk beliefs about 'bright-lipped 

. -
\ .. 

( ~ 
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youth~ childhood sweethearts, Hister Right, and the glamor of war. n (p. 74) 

And habit is defined as central in Famou5 Men: the tenants are "saturated 

in harm and habit, unteachable beliefs" (LUNPFM, p. 102); IIthe deepest and 

most honest ,and incontrovertible rationalizati~ of the middle-c1ass southerner 

is that the tenants are 'used' to 'it" (p. 210); children:>are born into a 
r;. 

"physica1, sensua1,remotional wor1d whereof ... not the 1east detai1 whose im-

posure and whose power to trench and habituate i5 not intense beyond calcu-

laUon" (p. 109); sexual freedom in al! classes ~s stifled by "the condi-

tioned and inferior parts of each of our beings" (p. 62); and as a reporter 

of experience Agee must calI self-conscious attention to nEvery deadly habit 

in the use of the senses and of language; every 'artistic' habit of distor-

tion in the eva1uation of, experience." (p. 241) Habit i5 challenged by change, 

the new, as when Richard confronts a snake "more splendid than he had ever 

seen before," (MW, p. 140) or when Rufus cootemplates his father's body: 

Gudger' s "emotio'ns and his mind are slow to catch up with any quick change in 

the actuality of a situation" (LUNPFM, p. 412); the joyful perception of 

actua1ity occurs "in any rare situation which breaks down our habituaI im-

patience, superficial vitality, overeagerness to clinch conclusions, and lazi-

ness." (p. 228) If, as Richards says, good poetry breaks up habituaI patterns 

of response and promo tes a readiness for action, Agee submits that "aoy new 

29 Iight on anything, if th~ Iight has integrity, is a revolution" ; the ear-
p 

,ta-speaker experience of BeetdY&ven 18 as "savage and dangerous and lIIurd~rous 

aIl equilibrium in human life as human life is; and nothing can equal the 

rape, it does on aIl that de~th; ncthing except anything, anything in exis-

tenee or ,dream, perceived anywhere remotely toward its true dimension." 
, ' 

(tUNPFM, p. "16)' In his resistance to habituaI context, Agee insiats that --. 
,. ' 
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needs or shou1d have a caption," ("Plans for Work," CSP, p. 159) 

30 
that photographs be examined "without the Interference of words," and that 

films be made without voice-over commentary or music; the quotations of 

Shakespeare and Marx in Famous Men "mean, not what the reader May carè to 

think they Mean, but what they say," and the Lord's Prayer is recited. "not 

by its captive ~ut by its utmost meanings" (LUNPFM, pp. xix. 439): when he 

examines the c1uster qf ca1endars and advertisements over the Ricketts fire-
• 1 

place, Agee lists and describes the pictures exhaustively, and separately 

from his list of the political, commercial and religious slogans which are 

their captions. (pp. 199-201) He speaks of himse1f as '~ssentially an anar-

chist," a "frenetic enemy against authority and against obedience for obedi-

ence's sake," (LFF. 100,105) admires the bravery of Huey Long's assassin 

and would approve both,an organization designed to eliminate "the 300 key 
, 

sonsofbitcnes bf the earth," and laws which "interdicted the used of a11 

words to which the reader cannot give a referent" and "disbarred any laWyer 
1 

Î or judge who made use of precedent." (LFF, pp. 83-84, 106) A~ainst the War 

,,1 

Department's suppression of Huston's ~ There Be Light, "if dynamite is 

req~ired, then dynamite is indicated" (AF l, p. 200): like Melville, Bur-

roughs, Antonioni and Leone, Agee admires the potential of the explosion, 

and speaks, despite his horror at its use,~gainst living creatures, of the 
/' 

atom bo~b' s' hav~ng spHt "aIl thoughts Imd things," "split open the universe 

o 31 and revealed the prospect of the infinitely extraordinary." 

On the individual level, this means that the understanding, the un-

. ~ 
knowable witness,of experience, has no identity-- cannot be identified, as 

v 

Richards says, with sub-vocal speech, witn the nerVQUS system or with any 

context: as in Melville, birth .and""matu~ation Js a process of letting go, 

of rejecting identity, 50 that ~auguin experiences "a sl:eady. stripping'away, 
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like the taking apart of an on ion to its center," ("Noa Noa," AF II, p. 139) 

and the bull who returns from the slaughterhouse, his hide partially stripped, 

is no longer "one with 'aIl his race," knows "what it is ta be himself alone, 

a creature separa te and different from any other, who had never been befdre 

and would never be again." ("A Mothei's Tale," CSP, p. 264) The Follet family, 

together for the first time after Catherine's birth. are similarly aware of 

themse1ves: "'Well, little Rufus ... here we are,,·32; the tenant child, nakèd 

of experience, bursts into existence "t~ find himseH" (LUNPFM, p. 103); and 
! 

in his truancy, Richard ~trips and dives to the bot tom of a chilling 1ake, 

waiting past safety and endurance until he springs to the s~rface shouting 

within himself, "Here .!.~~" (MW, p. 139) Here, but who? and where is here? 

Agee ends "Knoxvqle:· Summer, 1915" with the narrator being put to bed by 

beings "who quietly treat me, as one (amiliar and well-b~loved in that home: 

but will not, .oh, will not, not now, not ever; but will not ever tell me who 

l am"; in the night, the darkness taunts Rufus: "when i5 this meeting, child, 

where are we, who are you, child; are you?" (DF, pp. 15, 184) Gauguin's 

painting, "Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going?" is a 
J 

leading motif in "Noa Noa" (AF II, p. 111); the pa~nter' s struggle against 
lA 

convention, and especially his treatment of the Palynesian is1anders as a 

subject of study, suggest Agee's defiance, in Famaus Men, of the "safe world" 

of the accepted in literature, and his determination, with Evans, to treat their 
\ 1 

subject "not as journalists, sociologists, po1iticlans, entertainers, humanitar-

ians, priests, or artists, but seriously." (LUNPFM, pp. 16, xv) Safety, as 

defined by the elder cow in liA Mother's Tale," is where "we know what; happens, 

and what's going ta happen, and there's never any reason to doubt about it, never 
1 

any reason to wonder" (CSP, p. 255) Agee expresses contempt both-for "any 

, 
-"[ 
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r 
organization or Group or Movement or Affiliation" whereby bis effort might 

be Id~tified, and for any excuse for writing extensive descriptive prose, 

which is "chronically relegated ta a menial leve! of decoration or at best 

illumination, distortioo, apo10gy": "Cocteau .•• remarks that the s~bject Is 

merely the excuse for tbe painting, and Picasso d08S away witb the excuse. Il 

<LUNPFM,pp. 354, 239) tike Melville, Agee says no; like Richards, he is without 

Beliefs. This mythlesa condition applies to existence, the beginning of 

which ia "before stars" and "no one knows where lt will end" (p. 55) j to 

the human situation, for "we can no longer vith any exactitude picture our-

selves as an egregiously complicated flurry and convolved cloud of chance 

sustalned between two simplicities" (p. 231); and to bis own predicament as 

an "anomaly" before the tenants: "just say l am from Mars and let it go at 

that." (pp. 412, 405) It ta the sense of strain involved il tb~s Iast impli­

cation tbat gives into the only story-shaped, cOnC!USiOn-di\ected episode 

in th~ book. 

"Part Three," entitled "Inductions" and prefaced by the Int,roit of 

the ~8S-- which is alao qiloted ta preface the discussion, IISHEtTER," (p • 
. - , 

123~{ involvlng approaches to th'~ "altarll of a table vith pr~cisely arranged 

...... objects and its "Tabernacle," a drawèr and its contents- narrates the pro-

,gression fram a first meeting vith the three farmera in Cookstown to ~ee'8 

penetration of a center, "Six sides of me a11 pine, tr (p. 420) a room in the .. 
Gudger bouse in which he reads and examines the famUy bible. The section,\ 

, "Fi-rst J" concerns tpeir being taken to tbe Ricketts house to photC?graph the 

three f~i1ies and the dnticlimax- ''wh1ch, l0U must understand, 1a just 
1 

Dot quite nice •••• this 1s just one of several reasons why 1 don't care for 
" ' 

art" (p. 366)- wher~in Agee falls in love vith Louise Gudger and c.onc.eives 
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the aim of establishing "ultimate trust" and "love" between the tenants and 

the reporters. (p. 370) "Second" moves through "GraduaI," arranging with 

Woods to stay 8JDOng the famiBes. "Reversion," a shift back to the events 

leading up to Agee's tiret night with the Gudgers, and "Intro!t," his entrance 

of the Gudger house during an afternoon storm: havlng retired to Birmingham 

for refreshment. Agee and Evans experience themselves as tourists, consuming 
, 
in detail the sights of the city, and as voyeurs, watching an opposite window 

as "a woman ls shiftin:g from nightgown through nakednes8 to day clothlng but .. 

the sun ls spread strongly enough on that tail windowed wall that we cao 

scarcely see anything." (p. 374) Agee takes the car, leavas w1thout Evans 

and without specifie destination, laying "down into the driving as if into a 

hot bath," passlvely "watching the load disinvolve itself from the concea1-

lng country and run under me" (p. 375); 1t is as if the windshield were the 

dynamized rectangle of a movie screen, and vith similar implications of peep-

" 1ng: "Through windows could be seen details of rooms ••• and at the same Ume 

the window surfaces gave back pleces of street and patterns of leaves on 

light." (p. 379) Agee, that is, is behind the glass-- the windshield, the 

camera lens, the sutureless subjective bubb1e-- an impermeable surface wbich 

mediates a11 experience: wh~n he ~ompares' his secret exploration of the 

Gudger house to his pubescent masturbation, he recal1s having "planted my 

obscenities in the cold bearts of every mirror in forelalowledge"; but as a 

Yoyeur rather than a narcissist, Ishmael rather than Ahab, bis attention 1a 

to the nrked body of the bouse, which 1s itself "one lens," and computes ~ur-. 

face rather than deptb, the e01'l'upted m1rror "rashed with gray, iridescent 

in parts, and 10 a11 :lts reflections a deeply sad zinc-to-p1atinum." (pp. , , . ' . 
136-37, 161) !gee e1sewhere uses 'the image of glass to 1llustrate the 8àme 
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point, speaking in "Permit me Voyage" (1934) of air fbat i8 "pas,ionless as 

33 ' 
glass" ; and the destruction in "The House" Is paralleled by the smashing 

of a fish-bowl which leaves a gold-fish gasping on the carpet. (CSP, p. 192) 

The breaking of glass ln some form, or the removal of spectacles (as when 
• 

Degas examines Gauguin 's pain ting in "Noa Noa "-- AF II, p. 97), sa as to sug-

#' gest penetration and contact, are stock devices in the vocabulary of the 

cinema, and frequently accompany eye-contact and sexual or otherwi~e violent 

occurrences: Agee' s slowing his car, the speed of whlch "bad walled me avay 

as thougb witb the glass of a bathosphere from the reality of this heat. but 

now the glass W8S broken and ••• l was a part once more of the pace and nature 

of this country," (LUNPFM, p. 378) indicates the shape of this episode, its 

movement from seeing through a glass, darkly, to an attempt to see face to 

face. 

Like Ahab, Agee 18 crippled,' cut off from any sense of identity, 
\ 

and bent on some form of resolution: his sense of sexual urgency crystal-

i~ as a faJtaSy, as he 8lt,S "unable to move ••• looking out through the vuld­

Shi~," of an ideal girl with whom perfect commùnicatlon might briefly be 

establ~hed, for which he ridicules himself as a IIfantast." (pp. 382-84) 

Since, despite the importance of breaking down the identification of word 
'. 

and thing, human beinga are incapable of not~dreaming, Agee bas ~ome in 
. 

8earch ot Identity, of meaning; his period in thé city bas brought him 
. 

"terrible frustration, which had in its turn drawn me ~ong theae roada and 

ta this place scaree knowipg vhy l came, {ta the heart's blood an~ business 

of my need." (p. 389) The voyeur bas again become a narcissist: lib Ahab, 
, '.. ~ 

Agee raises his peraonal need fer an identity- ''who ~, who in Jesus' 

name am 1" (p. 284)- to the status of a necessity. And it ls ,88tiaf1ed, 

.1 
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he says, "twice over ... two 'dredms,' 'come true, III which are compared in 

their fulfilling power, ta an adolescent fantasy of love. this perfect 

shar1ng involving enthusiasm for a marching song of rescue, ""though our 

images were different, Il hers of World War l prisoners, his, via daguerro-

types and Brady photographs. of a Civil War prison-camp and deserted loved 

ones; the comparison ls not inappropriate, Agee says, since those of whom 

he writes are likewise "imprisoned" and waiting, though he doubts whether 

reseue will come in the form of Russian Communism. He also compares his 

fulfillment ta refreshment at a forest spring, "so cold, sa clear, so living, 

it breaks on the moutb like glass," and ta drinking at a "human" springhouse, 

staring into .the "broad affronted eyes" of a bullfrog. (pp. 389-93) The 

first dream come true comprises Agee's visit to the Gudgers, withdrawn into 

their darkened house in terror of a storm, a powerful experience of eye con-

tact with Louise Gudger. and a movement out after the rain, which has ended 

a long drought and 5eems <ta Gudger "sure enough to have 'been an answer ta a 

prayer," into the conununal work effort of mending damaged trees and sorting 
~ , 

, 
fruit, wh~ch brings Agee close ta tears: "and there was a movement and 

noise a11 round me where at length l found myself." (pp. 406-07) The "Second 

In1r,oit" involves his return, after his car has become stuck in the mud, to 

him 

Gud 

silently ••• vertical ta the front center of the h~usell (p. 411)-- Ahab 

his whale-- untfl the Gudgers are awakened ~y their dog and take 
1 

as the Tennessee-born Agee sits I,~alking and' elting the meal Mrs. 

ha s, prEwared, 

the !eeling increased itself upon me that at i~he end. 
of a wandering and seekfng, so long it had be un before 
l was born, l had apprehended and' now sat at est in' my 
own home, between t~o who were my brother and my sister, 
yet Iess that than something else; these, th wife my 
age exactly, the husband four years bIder, ' not 
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other than my o~ parents, in whose patience l was 
sa different. so dlverged, sa strange as l was; and 
aIl that surrounded me, that silentIy strove in through 
my senses and stretched me full, was familiar and dear 
ta me as nothing else on earth, and as if weIl known in 
a deep paat and long years lost, so that l could wlsh 
that aIl my chance life was in truth the betrayal, the 
curable deluslon, that it seemed, and that this was my 
right home, right earth, right blood, ta which l would 
never Have true dght. For haH my blood 18 just thts; 
and half my right of speech; and by bland chance alone 
ls my life 80 softened and sophisticated in the years of 
my defenselessnes8, and 1 am robbed of a rqyalty l ean 
not on1y never claim, but never properly much desire or 
regrèt. And so in this quiet introit, and in aIl the 
time we have stayed in this house, and in a11 we have 
sought, and in eaeh detail of it, there is 80 keen, sad, 
and precious a nostalgia as l can seareely otherwlse 
know; a knowledge of brief truan~y into the sources of 
my life, whereto l have no rightful aecess, having pa id 
no priee beyond love and sorrow. (p. 415) 
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Without transition he turns td an impersonal, unflattering listing and 

description of thê foods and their tastes, and his efforts to keep lt down 

and appear pleased by it. u~ercutting by anticlfmax the most powerful pas­

sage of communion in the book: as in Moby-Dick and throughout !geels work~ 

the struggle 18 between dreamer and co1d crltie. Agee ia given a room, ex-

amines the record of marriage, births and death inseribed in the family 

bible, with its "strong cold steneh 9f human excrE!lllent," (p. 424) and strug­

gles to sleep 10 a verm1n-ridden bed; Che next"morning the ear"1s reclaimed 

and he dr1ves Gudger to work,.again experiencing the worid through a wind-
, 1 1 

shiéld. The northern reporter on the tenant situation and harb1nger of help~ 
J 

1 

\ " 
who a(1vises Emma Woods and apostropli~zes the Ricketts chUdren, "(Jesus. 

o 

what 'tould lever do for you that would be enough)," (p. 386) aits tal~ing . 
with G~dger in the car "about what the tenant farmer could do ta he1p' billl-

1 

self out of the hole he 1s in," untll Gudger Be~s out to go to wart: "1 

told him 1 "8U~e wae oblige4 to ,him for taking 1II.e in Iast ni.ht and he said 

\ , 1 
1 
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he was glad to have holp me." (pp. 431-32) The communal experience lS st/ch 

that Gudger assumes his own role, is helper rather than he1ped; despite 

shared food and louse-bit~s. and the most strenuous observation and descrip-

tion, he is unique, alien, ultimately unknowab1e: the ~ite Whale 

uncaptured. tak~ng Ahab with him and leaving Ishmael afloa~ on the 

4'isappears 
1 
~urface--

'" 
ambiguous, unexplained, somewhat embarassed. 

This is knowledge by negation, a rendering of Agee's attitudes or 

states of emotional equilibrfum and upset before Gudger, and a description 

of the fonns ef Gudger's life, which never quite reach Guùger. "(On ~ f 

Porch: l," which ends the book, tliagràms Agee's effort to perceive and com-

municate and bears out his declaration of respect for "any experience 

wha~ever~ .. because it turns out t~at going through, remembering, and trying 

to tell of anything is of itse1f .•. interesting and important ta me." (p. 244) 

At this time of night Agee and Evans usually "compare and ana1yze" those 

"reactions" which they must conceal by day: as.. they contemplate their ~r::" 
roundings, "there naw came a sound that was new to us," communi.cating ta 

'dpening of delight"-- habit challenged by the unprecedented-- and 

o which they give complete attention, engaging ,"in mutual listening and in 

analysis of what we heard, so strongly, that,in aIl the body and in the whole 

range of mind and memory, each of us became aIl one hollowed anq listening 

ear." The noise i8 "most nearly like" that of hydrogen ignited in a test-

tube, "soprano. with a strong alto illusion," but "calder," running "eight 
J G 

ideEtical notes •.. in this rhythm and accent: 

Il 

---,------
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Each note is precisely described; a paragraph'is spent on its spacial loca-

tion, sa t'hat "after a little we got it in ran~e within say tw~nty degrees 

. 
of the ninety on the horizontal circle which at first it could have~9ccupied 

. ~ 

any part of. .. '. between an éighth and a quarter mile away"; they are assisted 

in their "geometry" by the signal of a s,econd caller. which also makes pos-

sible distincti'bns of "personality," the "illusion" of seeker and sought, 

id~~tification with the seeker, the perception of calI played against silence 

and of the mutual interenhancements of calls, and of calls and other night 
,1 Q 

sounds "which, now that we were listening so intently, bet.ame once more a 

") 

part of the reality of hearing. Il The calls proceed " t hrough any numbet:' of 

rhythmic-dramatic devices of del~ys' in qu~stioR' and answit," l ike .a vaude-

ville aet repeating the same ward in different to~es, "but at aIl times be­
l 

yond even the illusion of full comprehension"; it is conjecture,d that they 

'" are fox calls, though "we .had no clue, no anchç>rage in .knowledge" by which 
~ 

that might be verifiel.~he calls are considered in terms of dramatic and 

, musical structure; a èall a fraction away from the pattern of expectation 

"computed" by the ear breaks the listeners open into "a leughter that des-

troyed and restored us," and which is connected with passages from Moza~t , 

and Shakespeare, and with a variety of personal expe~ience~ ~luding that 
J< .... ~'T"'< 

of the initial phase of romantic love, w~ich is'expounded at length. A par-

ticular stable POiSê,: tpat is, 'yields that pattern of assoCiationl;i' with 
,;. .. 

'; which it' i!t' .{üo~e possible ta come to terms with the new; the experience of 
.. ,tl , ' 

this sound derives its value f:om th~ maximal organi~n of Agee's impulses, . ,~ 

, , 
a full coenesthetic. resgo~s~ and Ireadiness fôr action, wit!î'\ which ft is met; 

. , 
desçripj:ion in no way (eaches what it ~ but records the ptay·lof interests 

'" , {j .. . , 

. in the t>erc~ivët. . ' 
It t5 impossible to assign any chan$e to the series of . . , .. 

caUs "sav4! through the changefulness-and ~ma~ sentimentality of us who' . 

, , 
, 

~ 

~ 

~ 
{""" 

" .. 

" , 

, " ~ 
\ '1 

' c 
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;oilo, 

were listening and making what we cou1d of H"; and the communication gap" 

"the frighté'ning joy of hearing the wor1d talk ~o itself 1 and the grief of 

incommunicability, Il is not on1y beJween sound and hearer. but between the 

cl 
describer's "useless" and "utterly hopeless effort" and the- reader's und er-

standing, for "communication of such a thing is not on1y i1yond possibility 

but irre1evant to it." The book closes as Agee and Evans 1ay "thinking, 

analyzing, rememberlng, in the human artist' s sense praying ... until at 1etlgth 

we fell asleep" (pp. 463-71): like all of this prose, and like Antonioni's 

Blow-Up, Famous Men addresses the simple and ambiguous fact of being awake. 

Agee's empiricism consists in his holding to the spatial relation­

ships ~f objects and to evidence which speaks f<lr itself ,~ his conviction 
" 

"that much can b~ implied out of litt1e: t.~at everything ta do with tenant 
, '\ 

education, for instance, is fairly indicated in the Mere list of textbooks," 

1 
(p. 308) his care in pointing out "unsupported statements," (p. 202) his 

skepticism about the possibility of "communication" (p. 12} and his attent"'ron 

to definition, .iifd to the fact of the text it5~lf; it i5 counter-balanced 

b)l his ardent humanism, his location of the "elementary beginnings of true 

reason ..• in the ability ta recognize oneself, and others, primarily as humap 

beings, and ta recognize the ultimate abso1uteness of responsibility o~ each 
,-v 

The un formulable human core of th~onion con­
,; 

sistently, in Agee's work, synthesizes evidence to arrive at human'recogni­

tion: tRe naFr~tor of "They That Sow" recreates the life' of his landlord 

in "fragments, c·md by impl;lcation" (CSP, p. 95); "Noa Noa" opens 'iolith a , . 
group of men in the dead" Gauguin' s bouse "surnming up a man' 5 nature. through 

what he has left," (AF II, p. 5) just as Rufus contemplates his dead father's 

chair, smells its surfaces., t,stes the sm~dges in the .8sh tray (DF, p. '265); .;; 
, Cl.,. \ l, . 

ih, an unfinished screen-play written lor ChapHn, "Scientists and' Tra~ps," 

" ')r f' 
, 

" 
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, 
Charlie appedrs after a nuc1ear explosion, "wandering in a dead metropolis, 

- 1 

34 examining a dead civilization" ; one of tbe last shots in "The Blue Rotel" 

,is of the patterns' of sand on the barroom floor which record the Swede' s fight 
\ 

(Agee, of course, has made Crane's Easterner, the man whose prejudices have 
1 

not kept him from seeing what happened, a reporter), similar to the "changed 

su rface" of 

ence there. 

Gudg~r's fJ[.ont"yeard, the O~IY eviden~e. of ~e's intense experi­

(LUNPFM, p. 407) Famous Men, too, i5 ~ntial "fragment" 

(p. xv) out of which much might be imt;lied, displaying and listing unsynthe­

sized socio-economic details:. 

Granted-- more, insisted upon-- that it is in a11 these 
particularities that eaçh of you i~ that which he is; that 

'particularities, and matters ordinary and obvious, are ex­
actly themselves beyond designation of words, are the mem-

'bers of your sum total most obligatory to the human search­
ing of perception: nevertheless to name these things and 
fai1 to yield their stature, meaning, power of hurt, seems 
impious, seems criminal, seems impudent, seems traitorous 
in the deepest: and to do less badly seems impossible: 
yet in withholdings of specification l could but betray 
you still worse. (pp. 100-01) 

A related consideratigD is Agee' s use of more than one description 

to record a situation: if Richards calls for a General Theory of Critical 

Relativity, ft is not inappropriate to borrow Niels Bohr's concept of comple-

mentarity to describe the method of Famous'Men-- the use, that is, of mutual1y 
1 , . 

exclusive and contradictory pictures of atomic systems, each 1egitimate in ifs 

n1aee, 10gie-al contr"adict. ion being avoided by "the uncertainty relation," the 
f" "'_ ~ ;( ,. 
faet that incomp1ete know1edge of a system i~ an essential p~rt of every quan-

. 35' • _....-' 
tum formulation. Jtust as, in ! ~ in the Family,SeVetal modes; of inter-

, 

pretihg facts are portraye'd in interrelation, Famous Men consists not on1y of 
" , 

several forms--· epistle. drama,. verse, scripture, prayer, sentence, notes, 

'appendices, "forms ••• of music, of motion pictures, and Qf improvisations and 
" ! 

~-, ----, 

" 
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belief" (LUNPFM, p. 244)-- but of 

what Agee calls "art devices." (p. 242) He speaks 

"Usable," (p. 353) and uses his models against one 

another: if "w~ .should dare to Ife 'teaching' what Marx began to open .... we 

should do 50 only in the light of the terrible researches of Kafka and in the 

oPP?sed identities of Blake and CéUne. Il (p. 294) As he eavesdrops Jhrough 

the PGlrtition wall~, Agee' s listening assumes a Whitmanesque shape, "as if 1 

were ·in each one of thœe seven bodies, whose sleeping l can almost touch 
. 

through this ,1, and which in the darkness l 50 clearly see," 5{) that "1 lie 

down inside each 'one as if exhaus ted in a bed, Il only ta be shat tered into 

alien 1ucidity by the sudden "Burt half-woke, wimpering befote he was awake ••.. " 

(pp. 57-58) Each-situatlon is perceived as a convention of repJ:'~sentat~on, 

the darke~d, storm-beseiged house "as 'rembrand t,' deeplighted in gold, in 

each integer colossa1y heavily planted," becoming in sllnshine "a photograph. 

a record in clean, staring, color~ess light, almost withaut shadow" (p. 404); 

as he drives through Alabama he indulges in Faulknerian renderings of hot Sun-
/ 

day paralysis: "Not even. a negress cook stole ou't ÙUcately by the back: way 

in ber white"slippers on the lawn and her hat and her white sunday dress •... " 

(p. 379) The absence of necessary relatipn among various aspects of the same 

event ~ermits, and seems to deman~, 'various attempts at rendition: Agee's . . 
refreshment' by his experience with the Gudg~rs is ,ias if" a personified sky 

1 

rained on a thirsting man, ~nd· "secondly, quite diffèrent," as • .if ,refreshed 

" at a forest spring, ''''Or better," as if at a springhouse (pp. 392-93): the 

structure of the Gudger house ls desc..ribed at leIigth in terms of ·i.ts stark 

l 
symmetries in sunlight, the record of its constrt.1ction, "Or by anot'her saying, Ir , ' 

'\ 
!lf its esthetic simplicity, "Or by a few 3rther no~es, Il of its Dode sobriety 

$ n; J e 
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\ 
and evidence of manual talent, "Or again by materials," a study of the geo-

metry of wood grain, and "By Most brief suggestion" a 1ist of salient colours 
, 

under four varieties of 1ight (pp. 142-46): these aspects overlap, repeat 

details in different contexts, and are mutually oblivious. "(On the Porch Il 

fune tions as the "center of action, in relation ta whieh a11 other parts cf .-
this volume are intended as flashbacks, foretastes, illuminations and contra-

dictions" Cp. 245); the four planes on which the book is wr:i".tterÎ "are in 

strong contlict. 50 i8 any piece~of human experience. Sa, then, 'inevitably, 

is' any partially accurate attempt to give any experience as' a whole." (p. 243) ,. 
The prob1em ia to €onnec t, to give human realization to the detaUs 

of an experience recorded in a self-contradictory fashion. The deluded nar-

rator of "Oeath in the Desert," for whom "the ego is ineoI1"sequent manure," ia 

bothered at first by his "responsibil;!,t.y" for a st'randed ma?"'- "These thoughts, , ~ . 
• 1'" ' 

~isconpected at first, in time took a substance and form"-- but conc-*des in 

retrospect that "r thought tao mueh, "·(CSP, pp. 83-85) whereas the teller of 

"The~ That Sow" tries, albeit in vain, ",4'to clarify his ideas, to give them 
1 

sorne proper connection." (CSP, p. 97) Rufus' prudish mother does not expIa in 

her pregnancy to him Qecause "r just have a feeling he might m-make see-oh-en-, 
.... 

en-ee-see-tee-eye-oh-en-ess, between-- between one thing and another" (DF, p. 

'102); t:. Death in the Family ls an account of his leaming ta think-- "Rufus 
<> 

'began to see the connection between a11 t!tis and the bath ••• tt (p. 266)-- his 
1 

becoming human, though there 18 pointedly no à~counting for the acquisition of' 

( f 

habits: "'Sorne l>eop1e just 1earn mOre slowly than others, '" h'is grandmother 
} ~ 

assures him over h,is bed-wetting, though he knows the célutiona!y' procedure/ his 

motherl has tau~ht him "by heart and he knew there was no use in it. ,,36 Ta be 

human la not 'only to connect, ~'Of the ar,bi trary nature of 

, . 

.. 

1 j , 
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connection, to embrace and ho1d in mutually oblivious suspension the dispar-
, 

ate, aspects of experience: democracy, Agee says ln his column on the 8011y-
, 

, , 
wood ten, must be able to "~ntain aIl its enemies" (AF lit p. 285); Monsieur 

Verdoux Is the supremeportrayal of one's personality's, and modern civUization's, 

failure to keep its soul "intact" by communicating honest1y with" both its best 

and worst elements, US living in a "broken and se1regatE!~tI condition" whereas, 

in Lifeboat, Hitchcock ·b.ecomes "so engrossed in the;! solution of pure problems 

of technique that he has lost some o~ bis sensitiveness toward the pure1y 

human aspects of what he i8 dolng."- (AF l, pp. 251, 72) As a critic,Agee - , 

typically qualifies exhuberant p~dsè, as t-.or the film New Orleans, with state-

ments like, "AlI the same, the movie is a crime," (AF I, p. 271) or f10ishes . \-0 . 

a pOint-by-point comparlson of.Faulkne~ w!tp Shakespeare, in a review of The 

'. 
Hamlet, with, "there is nevertheless not' one sentence without its sbare of 

..• :; 37 
amat~nness, its st.!}in of inexcussble cheapness" : ':> tbe human crltic ex,.. 

hibi~S a versatl1ity of attitude parallel ta, and made posslble by, his 11nguls-

tic dexterity. 

The mlnd, according to Richards, ls a fi~tion, to be spoken of oo1y 

as an inexplicable connecting organ; language, the ordering of references, is 

the 'mind itself at work, and the interdep~dencies of words are "fhose of our 

fi -
being. But the adult cotton tenant "is incapa~le of any save the manifest 

meanings of auy but the simplest 'few hundred words and 18 aIl "but tota11y 10-

capable of absorbing, far less correlati;tg, far less critically examining, . ' 
, 

any 'ideas' whethe~ true or false," (LUNP~, p. 306) 18 restr1ctec1 ta an almost 
~ 

purely "tactil~ •• Iragrant, . visible, physic:faf world, l' (p. 108) and ia a11 but 

excluded from the realm of the human (for human equal1ty ls a matt~ of "poten­

tial1ty"-- ,LFF, p. 149), as, for example, from an appreciation of ~eauty, out 
1 

'. 

\ .\0 
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-------
of "Habit. No hasis of comparison. No' sophistication 1 (there can be a 

good meaning of the ward)": 

It is true that in what little they can obtain of them, 
they use and respect the rotted prettinesses of 'luckie~ 1 

classes; in such naivety that these are given beauty: 
but by and large it seems fairly accurate ta sflY that 
being sa profoundly members in nature, among man-built 
things and functions which are Jllmost as scarcely com­
plicated 'beyond' nature as such things can be, and exist 
on a 'human' plane, they are little if at aIl more aware 
of 'beauty,' nor of themselves as 'beautiful,' than any 
other member in nature, any animal, anyhow. (p\>. 314-15) 

1 
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Agee"s sha~e at his own privile~ed skills of perception is the ultimate self-

interrogation of bis point of view. Lacking a linguistic sophistication that 

would f~cilitate an efficient organization of impulses, the ténant c~nnot 

realize-- relate, hold in value-suspended 'focus-- as the reader m~st: 
\ 

The most l can do-- the most l can hope ,to do-- is 
to make a number of physical entities as· p,lain and 
vivid as possible, and to make a few guesses, a few 
conjectures; and ta leave to you much of the burden 
of realizing in eae h of them wha t l have wanted· to 
make clear of them as a whole: how each is itself; 
and how each i8 a shapener. (p. llQ) 

... if these seem lists and inventories merely, things 
dead unto themselves, devoid of mutual magnetisms, 
and if they sink, lose impetus, meter, intension, 
.th,en bear in mind at leas'1 my wish, and perceive in 
them and restore them what strength you can of your­
self: far l must say to you, this' is not a work of 
art., or of en~ertainment, nor will l assume the obli­
satiofis of the aÎ'tist or entértalner, but is a human . 

\Iffort which must require hu$an co-operation. (p. 111) 

Though Godard is no humanist, Ag'ee 1 s problem is similar in that he embraces 

• on the one hand empirical data, and on the other an insistent faith ~n and 

prayer for r.esolution: "let us kn,?w" let us know there)~s cure, there is to 

be an end to it." ,(p. 439) Like Melville, Agee strives to hold Narcissus and 

ri 

the voyeur in balance; and hé insists upon a human éignificance which WilLiam 

Burroughs regards 8S superfl~ous, 

, , 

" 
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-. 
The MOSt inviting point of comparison between peeping TODJII!O and 

Agee as repor~er-spy amang the tenants 1s Ag~e' 8 Gauguin, who a180 .B to 

live "intimately with the natives of the wilderness ••• gradually gain tbeir 

confidence, and come to know them, Il and ls accused by the Tahitian governor 

of being a "epy." (AF II, pp. 66-67) The painting, "Where Do We Come From? 
. 

What Are We? Where Are We GoiIig?" which fa Gauguin 1 a record of the experience, 
-+,,~ • 

"ian' t the ordinary--tliing-- etudies trom nature, preliminary cartoon, and so 

on: it t s a11 bold11 done, directly with the brush, on a sackcloth full of 
; 

1 
knots and rugoslties, and 80, lt looks terribly rough ••• They','ll say It's 

loose ••• unfinished. But ,1 belleve not oo1y that--1,toutdoes my eat1ier .paint-
----- --~ 

ings, but also that 1 sba114~er pai1it a better one. ft (ÂFî-I~.-1.12) Whether o '--._____. 
v f -----....-..... 

or not, as 18 tempting to bel1eve, thls i8 Agee commenting on Famôue Men,--the 
, 

book, like the painting, la a skeletal, diagratllDl8t1c cluster, unfinished, in \ 

appearance, of sketches, stud1e's and preliminarles. 
, ' 

In terme, that iB, botb 
q 

of his abstention from any attempt to resolve complementary modes of descrip-
l ' 

tion, and of his moral eftoJ, Famoua Men la the least he cou~d d~ • 

\...-

4' . , 

L 
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"Say 'r le h. ~hoc ilaty goodness •• " 
IIRich, chocdlaty, goodness," said Oedipa. 
"Yes." said Mueho~ and fell silent. 
"WeIl, what " Oedipa asked after a couple 

minutes, with edge to her voiee. 
"1 noticed it the other night hearing Rflhbit 

do a commercia. No ma t ter who' s talking, the 
different PQwét spectra are the same, give or take 
a small perce9tage. Sa you and Rabbit have some­
thing in comm~n now. More than that. Everybody 
who says the ame words is the same persan if the 
speetra are t e same only they happen differently 
in time" you Idig? But the Ume is arbitrary. You 
pick your z~~o\point anywhere you want, that way 
you ean shuffle eaeh persan' s tim~ Hné sideways 
till they al! eoincide. Then you' d have this big, 
God, maybe a couple hundred mUiion chorus saying 
'rich, chaco aty goodness' tOlether, and it would 
aIl be the s me voiee." 0 

"Mucho, "! she said, impatient but also flirting 
with a wild suspicion. "Is this what Funch means 
when he say~ youtre caming on like a whole room-, 
fuI of people?" 

"Thtlt 1 s what l am," said Mucho, "right. ~very­
body Is." 

Thomas Pyncbon, 
The Crling of Lot 49 
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CHAPTER IV. Watch Your Langu~ge: Narcissus as Addict 

Althou~h Naked Lunch is rema ably similar, in its tactics and 

1 
epistemological approach, to Famous M n, William Burroughs does not share 

Ag.ee' s humanism. whef' in Nova Expres~ (1964), the Nova Polic~ wish to ques­

tion someone. they "send out a series lof agen ts-- (us~al!y in the guise of 

journalists)-- to contact Winkhorst an e)Cpose him to a battery of stimulus 
~ 

units-- the contact agents talk and re ord the response on aIl levels to the 

ward units while a photographer takes ictures-- this material 16 P8ssed along 

,to the Art Department-- Writers write Winkhorst, , paioters paint '~iokhorst,' , 

a method actor becomes 'Winkhorst,' an thJn 'Winkhorst' will answer our que's-

tions. ,,1 WhJ:lreas Agee enjoins upon his\, t'eader -the task of human tealization, 

"-
Burroughs regards the assembly of data and hagits to be Winkhorst: cal! me 

Ishmael. As Godard' s Alpha-flO and Kubrick' s Hal demonstrate, the human ele­

ment ls unspeakablte, ne~ligible., finally an encumbrance-- '" a sort of fifth 

wheel to a wagon,':': as Elijah tells Ishmael. (MD, p. 86) "Man," Burroughs says 

i~ Minutes to Go '(1960), "ia virus. Kick the virus habit MAN. ,,2 Among the 
. 

various forms of habit dealt with in Naked Lunch is man' s narcissistic addiction ------
4,. .1 
to his owh image: 

" 

T~e broken image 'of ~an moves in minut~ by mtnute ~ 
and ceU by cel!. ... Poyerty, hatred, war, police-criminals, 
bureaucracy, ins~nity',t aIl srmptoms of The Human Virus. 

- The Ruman Virus can now be isolated and treated. (NL,' 
pp. 168-69)---~-

The attack, in Naked Lunch, on the Family-of-Man style df humanism 
-,~ ( 

'includes ,r!orts 

~2) the grey and 

on the "virus venereal disease indigenous to Ethiopia," (p. 
'( 

brnwn p'igments founi:! in mulatto skin because "the mixture did 

" - \ -
noç come Gff and the colois separated like oil and' water," (p. 57) the disease 

..... , 
Bang-utat, peculiar to "males of :t.K. -AsiaUe extraction;" (p. 71) the "rutting 

", 

Il 
- , 
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", 

season" of Eskimos (p. 83) and tne spontaneous amputation of the little toe "in 

a West African disease confined to the Negro r~ce': (p. 224)-- ad of which sug-

gests, as Locke and Berkeley suggest, that Man cannot be abstracted from in-

dividual men or racial characteristics: the heroin addict, in fact, "needs 

more and more junIt to maintain a human form. Il (p. vi) As the Public AgérÎt puts 

ft in Thè Soft Machine (1961), 'human' is a rigid formula, a "'mold'" 'or 1 

"'die'" (SM, p. 34); and the Professor warns his students, '''it being only 

remain to establish you male humans; positive1y no Transitionals in either 

direction will be allowed in this decept hall." (NL, p. 85) William Lee, the 

principal narrator of Naked Lunch (and Bur;,=oughs 1 early pen nariie), is a ptlsher 
, 

who controls a clientèle of boys' (U 'He force me to commit aIl k'inda awful s'ex 

a'Cts in return for junk"'-- p. 7) and who hide~ his' stash from sick fellow 

junkies in jail (p. 9); his associate, Dr. Benway, is ~'a msnipulator and co-

ordinator of symbol systems; an expert on a11 phases of int~rrogation, brain-

washing and control," who describes himself as '" an anti-hurnan enemy,'" of his 
~ \ ' 

victim's n'personal identity'l{ (p. 21): they are a delightfully com.id and' 

brutally inhuman'team, addicts ta control and to heroin, which is definèd as 

a form of control, who manipulate the addictions ~f others, ·whether ta heroin 
~ 

or ta symbol systems (again-l form~ of con,trol).., and whose peculiar freed'om 

resides in their non-a~ction ta the h\{man image, their inability to be _de-
" ---...:., . 

graded: "In the words of. total need:' 'Wouldn't you?' Yes you would. You 

would lie, cheat, inform op your friends, ste~l, dd anything to s~tisfy total . \ . 
• J ' neètl." (p. vii) When an 'attendant in bis hospital summons squealing and grunt-

ing .tunkie~ wi>th a hog call, 

~ignlty." (p. 35) 
~ . 

Benway comments, "Wise guy •••• No respect 
. - ..... .... . '- }. 

., ~' 

\ 

for 1 
. " 

'l'he wisèom of, t'he wis'e guy i8 that o'f the witnessJ'0f §~e who bas been 

t .. .. ) 
t , 

~ "" l' J , 
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around and come back ta tell-- wry. disillu~ioned, detached but not trans-

cendent-- whose comments are casual but brilliantly su~cinct, delivered as if 

out of an incapacity lor sur~rise, shot from the hip rather than deliberated -if: 
1 -' 

or ;sophistic: wise cracks,- S\nce he has no existenti.i'l or prophetie message, 

f ' , '. he' is ~ot related to the Shakespearean foot qr to ~uch deriva~~vr. figures as 
1 A • _/ . 

PJp; he has nif religious message, and so i9 not related ~o the Elizabethan 

funst.!!!; urbane and t:avelled, he h~s littl ... in c_on with the regionally 

{: 
\,. "\- -

located teller of ~all tales, though like him he.puts his audience on; his 

--

, ----l, closest relative an,d match for spe~d and apparent ir~elev~nèe is t~e R~stor",," 
tian wit, thoijgh the wise guy is never a gentleman unless, as in Nak~d Lunch, ': l' "by an act of Congress~ .... nothing' el~e could have done such <a thing. Il' (p, 92) , ' 

" °tshm~el,1l who ;~ts in a Lim~ bar'" t~l1in.g a tale wi~hout 'deino~strable substance" 

swearing tO its truth on the bigg'es~ bible ih towo, offering éaBlIal, 'passing, 
• 0 • 

( 

, . semi-serious allegotical 
• 1 

tomme~ts (as does Willïam L~e: "An~ let me say in , 

j 
passing, and l am "always 

" 1 - " 0, ' ' l' '" .. 1 ~ .... 

passing like li sincere Spa'de •..• 11 __ p. 230), and end-

/ 
f 

1 
1 

'i, 

/"' 

\ 

~g inconclusively' ("'Conclude? "' says Benway; 'tlNo'thing whatever. ',Just a 

passing observatiQQ. "'_- p. 36), is, though 'his icy and hilaplqus sarcasm ia 
/ 

.. . 
anti~ipated in sorne early pass,ages of ~, arguably the' fir,st wi~eo guy, typi-

" ~, 

fying.the cool but,not invulnerable stancés of successive reporters, detectives 

.'J spies. 'When~ Agee'c,aUs an actre~s's 'muggi~gl befor-e- the cam~ra "as unin­

,gratiating, as i~ a pa.rticu\frl~ cute monkey, inst~ad ~~ me~el,y hold~ng his 
'/; " : " ,", '"\ . 
band ou~1'for a penny ... insisted tliétt'Jle',was working his way through Harvard," 

\ , ', • ../ .. ~ , • 1 
.". . 

when be responrls t~ Lauren. Bacall by '!gettin~ çaught in- a dilemma between à r JI '1 

, 
low whistle ~nd"a bellylaugh," (AR. l, 1?'P~ 42, 121)'and when he affe'ets aggres-

... \ 0 ' , 

,0 '" v \ ' ' - . 
si,ve Brooklynese in Famous l1en-.., "if yo.u think "da' diaieet:ic i8 going ~o ri~g 

, 
j • • 0 

i~ any,conceiv~~l! wor~~w~ile changes.,you can stick tbat and yourself up 

" , ~f '\ • J,us t, an i;'di;~~ua1~zi~g ',intell.~ tuJ ... .in~ . '" ", ~.~t.o"~: 
" ~ '(l l' 

1 

he is J 

, 
Ji 

i 1 

\ 

~- ,. 
1 

. \ 
, ~ 

.. 
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',. 
speaking thè language of the wise guy, the baggy-suited re?prter, as Evans 

describes him, (LUNPFM~ pp. ix, 385) who has the facts but doubts his audi-
. , 

eube's abi1ity ta comprehend the!r significance, and sa bu1lles, kids, in-

sûlts, and lea~s it on. 
v 

Burroughs' wise guys are occasionally ·confidence men, like the priests 

who c6ntrol the Maya~ calendar, (SM, p. 24) the "smart operators" who think 

li t~jY are canning "The Rube," a Nova age~t who has perfected the gestures of 

dna1ve mark ("'There's a wise guy boni every minute'''-- NE, pl 70); pliers 
( 

of The Bill, "a shor~ch ge con" (NL, p. 199); "Itinerant short con and 1 

[ ] ~ ), 

COl11Y hyp men who ve burned down the croakers of Texas" (Nt, p. 13)-- J 

talked doctors into ~iting,pfescription~; Christ~ Buddha, Mohammed, Con­

l 
fuscius and Leo-Tze, of whom the vicious fruit y old saint remarks, "'why should 

" we let some old brokedown ham tell us what w1sdom is?'" (Nt, p. 115); Benway, .. 
who claims ta be "a reputable sclentist, not a c,rlatan, a lunatte; or a pre­

/ 
tended wo~ker of,jrlrac1es" (NL, pp. 2o-2f); and "Lee the Agent," lay1ng 

down the game of the text, offer1ng the "Tentative half-impress1ons" on bis 
t , " . 

. ---- - memory track as photographs, "vibrating in the silent winds of accelerated 
(' 

• lm . "(' 8) 1 T e •••• Pick a sbot •••• Any ahot.... NL"...l'. 21 But the 'con man can never 
, (" .... ï 1 , 

, . , 
be a thorQugb-going wise guy by virtue of h1~ own addiction to control. 

. . 
Norman Mailer has opined that "The hU8t~' s dignity is that he controle the 

·l..r --' 3 
flow of experience;' He constlders it obscene if he does:n't." Burroughs' 

co~ men, like Melvl11e's, claim to re~esent authorlty in ,some form-- ~ 
• • ') #-

psychoanalyst, l1ke ·Be'tlwsy, (NL, p. 36) or a policeman, l1k;e Bradley .. .-t;he 

Buyer, a narcotic8 agent "so 8Dçnymous, grey and spectral" that he can 
\" 

.,.),. 
score from and "twist" any pusher ,before the latter knows what has hap-

\.-') , 
pened, but who nlmself'needs ta be ,fixed by rubblng up against junkies: 

\-. -- -----'" 

1 t ~ '" t 

J 1 

~ l " 

. ' l,. ".. 

(~ , 
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~~onusing pushers have a contact habit, and tha~'s one you can't kick. 
~ 

;' 
Agents get it too." (NL, p. 15) In fact, the mast frequently appearing con 

man is half of the t~ugh-c~~op team which alternately sOftensl~d bu1-

lies a suspect, (NL, p. 195; NE,'~ 26) which, Burroughs speculates, ls a 
\ 

strategie form of virus attack, (J, p. 187) and wh1ch i5 the mode in which 

engrams are formed~ an event or tormu1a is associated wit~ contemporaneous 

J pain and thus rendered unavailable 1to conscious atteKtion exeept through stren­

uous an~lysis. ~è verbal vlr~s, which-has ~akén up residence-in the larynx 

\" . 
.J 

, '-

\ 

and proceeded to cantrolj and direct attention ("First it' s symbios:bs" then 

-4 
parasitism-- The old sJ'mbiosis con" ), involves the ana10gy pitch employed by 

MeltUle" 5 'Con,f idence ~an, the encouragement of the mark' 8 belief tha,t verbal 
[~, 

1 

meaning is both fixed and indispens_ible:' "In th~. beginning was the word and 
, 

the word was b~llshit. The beginning words come out on the con clawing for 

v 
traction--'Yes sir, boys, its hard ta ,stop that old writing arm-- more of a 

~ , 
habit than using. Il (TE, p. 85) At the end of Naked Lunch we are told that .----
the narrator, "Lee The Agent ••• is, taking the j.unk cure, Il (NL, p. 218) But Bur-

.. 
roughs has a180 sugg~sted that the WIiter, who merely transcribes, is a con 

,« 

man,on~y "In a sense. You see, a.real~con man is a ~eator. He creates a 

set. No, a con man ls more a movie director than a writer. ,,5 In theÙ addic-
" 

( 

tipn to control ~ con men exhibit a .rigid horre)r of change, sa tha t they '~4,on' t 

change, they break, shatter-- explosions of matter in cold interstellar spac.e. ll 

(NL, p. 10) . 

The wise guy, a critical ~gent who must learn toideploy his attention, 
, 

i8 pitted against the cori man 1 s game': 
1 

Now le~rn ta sît back and watch-- Dontt t~lk don'~ vlay 
jusb,watch .... Learn ta watch and 1 you wiJJ se~ alY; the 
cards •••• The house know evèry card yo~ll be d~alt and 
liow you will play aIl rour cards-- And if some wise guy 

, 1 

'. , 

..... 
1 

".-. .- -1· 
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does get a glimmér and maybe plays an unwritten card: 
"Green Tony ... Show this character the Ovens-­

This 15 a wis,e guy." (TE, p. 159) 
1 

( 
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The controllers of information perpetuate myths, habits of bellef, arguments--

"That's what the y call it: 'making a case'" (SM, p. 45)-- which the wise guy 

analyzes, and against whlch he guards his independel\C e; liA word," Burroughs 

finishes his introductory remarks on addiction, "to the wis~ guy." (NL, P:\\Vi)\. 

Burroughs has himsèlf worked as a reporter and as a private detective, (WW, p. 

6 
167) and appears in ~ Express as an agent of the Nova PoUce: "One of 

1 

our agents is posing as a writer. He has written a so-c~~led pornographie 

novel called Naked L~nch." (NE, p. 54) 'C--.J. The Nova Police is ta 1" the parasitic 
1 

excrescence that often travels under the name 'Police'" what ~pomorphine is to 

morphine"a nan-addictive antidote ta astate af metabolic need, (NE, p. 50) 

1 

anô cii; comparable ta the arganiza tion jained by"William Lee in The Ticket 
o 

\ 

that Exp10ded (1962), supervised by a man who talks 

in a voiee wi~hout accent or inflection, a voice that 
no Qne could connect to the speaker or recognize on 
hearing it aga in. The man who used that voiee had .no 
native language. He h~d learned the use~of an alien 
tool. The words floated in the air behind him as he ~ 
walked. 

Q "In this organlzation, Mr Lee, we do not encourage 
togetherness, esprit de corps. 'We do not give our 
agents the impression of belonging. As you know most 
existing organizations stress such ~ri~~tive reactions 
as unquestioning obedience. Their agents bec orne addi~­
ted to orders. You will receive orders of course and 
'in sorne cases you. will he well-advised not to carry out 
the 'orders you receive ••• ;You will receive your instruc­
tions in many ways •. From booKs, street signs, films in 
some cases from agents who purport to .be and may sctually 
he members ,af the organization. There·is no ~ertainty. 
Those who need certainty are of no interest to this 1 

department. This is in point of fact a non~organization. 
(TE, pp. 9-10) Q 

The non-addieted free agent and eritie of verbal hapi,ts appears throughout 

Burroughs' writing in various wise guises~ his narrators referring _~o .,. 

.r . " 
'1 \ 
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themse1ves as "Your~eporter," (NL, p. 73) "Inspector Lee," "this investiga­
~ 

, 
tor,1I (NE, pp. 54, 137) and Joe Brundige of The Evening News-- like Agee, a 

spy travelling as a journalist (SM, p. 85); "The namé is Clem Snide-- 1 am 

a Private Ass Ho1e," and "Private Eye," "'Dick Tracy in thê f1esh'" (SM, pp. 
, " ',/' , 

71,79-80); in TheWild Boys (1971), he is "'Fred FlashJrom St. Louis. 

7 Photographer. 'If The wise guy spies out and exposes the secrets of'control 
, 

organizations, is out", as Burroughs puts it, "to wise up the marks," (WW, p. 
'" 

174) 50 that Uranian Willy's program calls "for total exposure-- Wise up the 

marks everywhere. S90W them the riggeq wheel-- Storm the Reality Studio ••.. " 

(SM, p. 155) 
, 

-----' -----~---\ 
The description of Lee harassed by ~he lauthorities in Naked ~ 

'suggests Spade or Marlowè dealing with pushy policemen: 
• '! • 

"And how do we know that?" 
"t gota affidavit.,'f 
"Wise guy. Talèe off your c1othes." 
'.'Yeah. Maybe he got dirty tattoos." (NL, p. 171' 

, i 
ln ,the only epi.pode with extended n'arrative shape in the book, Hauser flnd 

O'Brien, ~ toug~-cop-con-cop "vaudeville team," ordered to bring in a11 the 

J. 
texts they find in Lee's hotel room-- "a11 books, letters, mânuscripts. Any-

, 
thing typed pr writt'en"-- walk in on h1.m as he ls preparing a fix; he stalls 

, , 

by promidng, to betray ~ pusher, takes his shot, , squirts alcoho1 into Hauser' s 

eyes with the syringe, reaches his gun and el~inates the policemen, rèscues 
l " 

1 :.J 
the' "notebooks" they had been abOut to seize, and escapes. Like Agee, Bur-

/ 

roughs r.egards the,press as a device of control rather than diss~mination: 
. 

the i~cident is not;réportéd in the next 
( 

'"the Narcotics buU!au and asks for Hauser 

d~y's newapaper, and ~hen Lee éalls , , 

l ' 

and 0 1 Brien he is told tha t thetle ' 
" ... ' ~ 

are no such men in thé department; the policeman on; the phone repeats, "'Wo 
, ', .. ' 

"a~è you?' 'f "'Now who 18 this. c~lling?' "_- a quest~on that Lee i9 ~eginning to 

, .' 
, ,.c;. 

) 
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realÙ:e he cannot answer, for "1 had been occluded from space-time •••• Locked 

out ••• Never agaln would ~ have a point of intersection •••• relegatea with 
"­

Hauser and O'Brien ~o a 1andlo ked junk past where heroin ia always twénty-
1 

eight dollars an ounce •••• Far 8 e of the world's mirror •••• u (NL, pp. 209-17) 

The point of intersection is the ext:' Lee has been occluded from plot o~ 
" ~ 

continuity, from know1edge of ultimate context or. identity. and confined to g 
1 

BPeCi:ic)éet pf fragmented textual clrcumstances which he, 11ke the reader, 

looks In,upon, can neither transcend nor ident1fy with. 

i4?f. The, occlusion epiiioêle;-a~'which "The heat was off me from here on 
"­

out," (p. 2ln ends'the book proper, ta which' are added an "Atraphied Preface" ;\ ~ 

and an "Appendix": the book begins wit~ Lee- ODe the, run from a narcotics 
! , 

. agent-- "1 cao feel the heat clos1ng :1n"-- whom he eludes when someone ho1ds 

a subway-train door for him, "A square wants to come on hip," rewarded °by Lee 

with the illusion di C$œraderie: Iflthanks kid ••• l can, see you're one of 'our 
. , . 
,. 1 

OWD. 1 His face lights .up like a pinqalT machine with stupid, pink effect." 
1. > 

Lee proceeds.to 1ay down a shared-hUman-experience con, pointing Out and ex~ . / 
, ,r 

" plicating scenes in the subway and relating anecdotes untll he leave's the 
1 1 

square and continues his routine m~us ~uotation ma~ks. The square, that 18, 
, . 

"Young, good looking, crew cut, Ivy League, advertizing exec t,ype -fruit •••• 

A real asshale," (pp~ 1-4) stands in for the reader. sympathetic. eager~ un-
l ' 

reachable-- so that the text 18 from the beginning a wry co~ent on itse,If, 
.. ' 

on the impossibility of communication, unt!l it finally occludes both Lee and 

the reader: like Wittgenstein's propositions, it is a 1adder which, once 

c1imbed, i9 thrown away. The Forms of Naked ~ include ,those of film and 

,of the vaudevllie act: jokes and drawn out anecd9tes for"which even Lee must 
1 

~ 
IJ,tand still. (p. '172) , , 

j , , 
Ta1king on without possibl1ity of communication, Lee 

. 
/ 

, 1 ~ 
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is throughout a wise guy, performing for and putting on an audience tao stupid 

to $ee chrQugh tne/game of language, like that other wise guy and spy who ,pas 

ta restrain hims~lf from methodic'a11y knocking people' s hats off in the street: 

"Call me Ishmael. Sorne years ago-- never mind how long precisely-- having 

little or no money in my p~rse, and nothing particular to interest me on shore, 

l, thought l would 'sail about a r Httle and see the watery part of the world •••• " 

The wise guy i~ a seasoned witness and examiner of ~is experience, 

from whom nothing ernpirically knowable is secret; typically, in Burroughs' 

writing, he is a voyeur. If Lee wind$ up on the 'opposite sige of the world's 

mirror looking in, he begins by describing to the square a hot shot-- a syringe 
1 

full of strichninel which resembles heroin-- watched from a similar point of 
1 0 

view: "We rigged his room with a one-way wlforehouse mirror and charged a 
. . 

sawski ~o watèh it .... The look in his eyes when it, bit-- Kid, lt was tasty." 

(NL, p. 2) In the wise guyls survival-oFiented. world, details are rapidly 

cQmputed, as Lee reads the personality of his latter-day Wedding Gu~st in the 
f ; • , 

o items of his appearanees, (p. 2) state police lay down· "praeticed apologetic 

, " 

patter [whileJ electronic eyes wé-igh your car and luggage, clothes and face,.11 

<P:. 11) and Fa.U's "blank, peri!;lcope eyes [sweep] the, world's surface,," (p. 

~ 

206) A customs inspectOJ:' freezes forever'when he cornes across "Medusa's head 

.' in a hatbo;x." (SM, p: .73) Burroughs' characters repeatedly l\latch·"squirming 

at a keyhole," (NL, p. 143; SM,' p. 137) perusli pornographic pictures, (SM, 
c , 

• 
pp. 68-69) view ·"actual films" of war and torture, (SM, p. 83) and watch 

scho~lboys with "ei&h~-poWjer field giasses •• ,. l proj ect myself out. throûgn 

the glasses and acrDss the street, a ghost torn with disembodied lust" (NL, 
~'- ~ ~') 

:p. 59): a fifteenth-certtury sorcerer, accused of c~njuring a suce'ubus who 

" 
impregnate~ a young wornan, is "indieted as an accomplice and rampant voyeur 

o 

before dï.1ring and after the fact" (NL, p. 112) j the attendant at the Ever 

, , J-
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Hard Baths spies in "the dormitory"with infra red see in the dark field 

) glasses" (NL, p. 216); ,,'Now l want you boys to wear shorts •..• Decent women 

with telescopes can see you'" (SM, p. 172); Billy Budd's hanging is an -

"'exhibit, '" for the de1ectation of aIl hands, and reveals Billy ta have been 

a transvestite, so that the '''medical fact'" of her physlca1 response _15 ex-
1 ( 

p1ained by a matron "SM, pp. 169-70); 'Colonel Bradley witnesses" a murder 

and gets "'some good pictures from a closet where l had prudently taken re-

fuge '" (WB, p. 143); tn Exterminator! (19,73) "The Te~star lingers 1pving1y 

on the ass"of a young soldier,". and "Audrey r~pes a young soldier at gunpoint 
" 

while Lee impassively films the action" (E, pp. 87-89); and in The Last Words --------
of Dutch Schultz (1970), both the stenographer who takes down the last words 

, B 
and Schultz' s wire-tapper are" played by ·Burroughs. 'HThere are, '" says the 

", 
atomic professer in, Nova Express, "'no secrets any more""(NE, p. 76): but 

there is still shame-- a fact employed by Benway when he take~ over Annexia. 

subjecting citizens to frequent inspection by "the Examiner" and forbidding 

the use of ",shades, curtains, shutters or "blinds"; police, accompanied by a 
l , 

mentalist may burst, into anyone' S room' in search of something unspecified and 

subject "thé suspect to the most humiliating search of his ,naked person ~n 

which they make sneering and derogatory comments." (NL, pp. 21-23) In Free-' 

/1 " -'\ 
-land a youn'g 'tman is similarly harassed by Benway' s Chillingworth-style 1" co~d 

, 1 > ' 

interest "'-- "Eyes without a trace of warmth or hate or any emotio~ ••. at ~nce 
~ h ' \ 

cold and intense, pi'edatory and impersonal"-- and b~comes aware th80t there 'i8 

"Something •. :watching 1:Ii8 every',thought and ~t with cold, sneering hate" 
o~ ~ • 

o as he masturbates into a spec,imen jar. (NL, pp. 189-192) 
"l 

In "Playb~ck from Eden ta Watergate" (1973), Burroughs theorizes that 

'" "the spoken word as we 'know it came after the written word"-- that ia, the 
"", 

1 i l' .! 

, 
~ j ,. 

~ , 
'/1 

f' 

. , 
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recorded wordl "In the beginni~g was the Word, and the Word was God-- and 

the word was flesh ... human flesh .•.. in the beginning of writing. AnimaIs 

talk. They don' t wdte." But the "written word is inferential in ~ 

§peech." 
li 

"'-Citing Dr. Kurt U~ruh von Steinplatz's theory that speech was made 

• 
possible by a virus-~nduced mutation of the inner throat structure iQ certain 

primates (called Virus B-23-r hence the proliferation of that number throush­

Out the post~ Lunch oeuvre), Burroughs suggests that "in lhf'! electronic 

revolution a virus is a, very small unit of word and image," which units IIcan 

be biologic1lly activated to act as communicable virus strains." For example, 
,'-

arbitrary "association lines" can be established by splicing together three 

taperecordings, one of the subje,ct' s speech, one of his sexual or defacatory 

activity, and one of ~~hateful, disapproving voices ll
; so that in terms of the 

edenic myth, tapérecorders one, two and three are Adam; Eve and God, who 
, 

plays back Adam's "disgraceful behavior" to him; for while there is nothing 

inherently shameful about d~facation and intercQurse, "Shame ~ playback: 

1 

,exposure to disapproval." Thus Martin Luther King's enemies bugged his 
\ 

"bèd-

room. Kiss ~iss bang bang. A deadly assassination technique •... So the real-
"'..;:1 

~, 

\ , 
scandaI of Watergate.' .. is not that betlrooms were bugged and the offices of 

( 

psychiatrists ransacked but the preeise use that ~ made ~fUthis sexual 
, . .. 

material. Il But the game of manipul~tive voyeurislll is monopolistic, dep~nds, 

on keeping taperecotder three on closed circuit, for IIGod must be the God"; 
, 

so that "millions of people carrying out this operation could nullify the . 
\ . , 

control system," each hlmself becoming God by ta king over the splicing of 
1 • 

tapes and/ creation of associati,ons. (J~ pp. 11-20) Thisris precisely what is 
1 

, ' 

accomplished in the cutup method of writing which Burroughs derives from 

Gjsin. Like Me~ville and Agee, Burroughs cpnceives of God as voyeur-and f~ 

- < 
' . 

... . 

• , 
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. 
eavesdroppeF: "'never know who's listening '1,0, '" says BeI1way (NL, p~ 28); ..- ~, 

"'Who is the third that walks beside you?'" (TE, p. i63) The individuaI,cé!n 
, 

co-opt that function by alerting his own attention to the prog~ammed verbal 

habits which constitute self, and most readily by cutting up and scrambling 

a tape of his own volce: "'What used ta be me is bâ~ward sound track. "' 

(SM, p. 64) In fact, nurroughs plays with the meaning of 'Ishmael' in his 

description of an eleventh-century Persian general' s hunf (we find him ".porfqg 
,,1 1 

over his maps") for a Muslem leader who "had committed the terrible sin re-

ferred ta in th~'Koran of aspiring ta be God. the whole Ishmaelian sect was 
., 

a p~rfect curse, hidden,' lurking, readY"to strike, defying a11 authority"; 
/ 1 

this very man works for the General, who "has s topped s,~eing him years ago, ft 
" 

as a garderrer, and J~peers at this through the orange leaves with laughing blue 
P •. 

eybs": hOe who watches and listens becomes God-- Islunael, 'Gad Who hears.,' 

The Gen~ 's unseeing madness as he is observed pacing, "Acti~g out a final 

confrontation wlth this Satan," (WB, pp. 169-70) _\s like that of William 
~ _ -- - .-- li 

Seto1ard in Naked Lunch; ab~ut ta unlock his "ward horde""::~ those words which ) 

come out clawing for t~action, for like Ahab he likes things that hold: he ( 

will, as "captain. of this 1ushedup hash-head subway ... quell the Lock Ness 

Mons,kr with rotenone a~d cowboy the white whale. l will reduce Satan to .. 
Automatic C1bediènce,' ••• " (NL, pp. 230, 226) 

• 
This. rec-urrent Ahab-Narcissus figure cannat bear to have his' self-

image'threatened: Audrey in Exterminator! and the tourist in The Wild Boys 

\ 
make ,the identical comment, '''Other people are different from me and r don' t 

o like them. "' (E, p. 88; WB, p: 6) And he is, like Dr. Jo.hn J.,ee who encoun-
~ , 

ters '''living organisms manifesting wills different from <=!nd in Borne cas,es 

/' 

flat1y àntagoni~tic to his own ••• 'the situation i8 little short of tolerab1e, \" 
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a humanist, "a humane man who did not like to harm anyone because it dis-

turbed him to do so and he was a man ",~o ,rid not like to be d.;sturbed lt
: 

the multi-faceted texts of Famous Men and Naked Lunch, 

un-

like Ishmael and the , -- ------
doetor is "not a man who argued wi th himself." (E, pp. 52-54) The mirror 

image is a virus, for in "aIl virus the past prerecords your 'future' .••• 
l, 

the image p'ast molds your future imposing repetition'J; so that "The offer 

of another image identity ls always on vi,rus terms." (TE, pp. 188-89) To the 

narèlssist, the mirror' s surface constitutes a barrier between self an'd image, 
1 

aga1.nst the possibility of identity: "Far side of the mirror' s su~face mov-, 

ing into my pas't-- Wall of gla~s you know." (NE, p. 38) Again, the bre~king 
1 

of glass almost invariably accompanie~ moments of orgasm and death. (NL, pp. 

,98, 99, lOI, 103,148,222; E, p. 117) But the voyeur seés only "someone 

vague faded in a mirror" (E" p. 168): "'Look in the mirror. You face dead 

soldier. The Iast human- image." (TE, p. 188) And there is no meaningful eye 

contact in his 'relationships,' s~ that Fred Flash meets ~he Frlseo. Kid's 

i'~yes .•• ld.ke ]} c'ould see through them and out the b~ck of his head." (WB, p. 

94) Burroughs uses à passage from Castaneda to illustrate the fact that "no 
- p' 

two people can really look at each other and live, and remain,people. We cao 
, 1 

of course biologica~ly de fend ourselves against something ,which we cannot as-

similate. But when theY,'d taken a drug, as in thi's case, there's no way in' 

which they could defend themselves against the kn~wledge of what they ~ere 
\ 

and what they repre,sented: 
i , 

the can' t' look at each other and they cao "t look 
" 9 

in a mirror." In The Job (1969), he remarks, "As the Peeping Tom $aid, the 
1 .. -

most fdghtenlng thing ls fear id your owp face.~' (J, p. -183) Narclssism is , . "~ 

the vain wish'to stabilize identity, to render experience repetitive, sym-
~---------------------~~ . 'ct . ( 
1 metrical, cdntrollable. But (Burr,Qug~. regards even the intelligence as ",8 

". 
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useful .instrument that will probably be laid aside eventua,lly" (J, p. 97); 

Sinclair Beiles writes, "William Burroughs: No man is worth his salt who' 

does nct labour to make himself obsolete." (MG, p. 54) Narcissus' addiction 
< "-

to self-image, a horror of chance and the, arb-itrary; ,is parodied in The Wild 

~\ 
Boys} which closes with two youths casting dice by a fountafn: 

in sexual deference to the winner, "bends over looking at his re.flection in 

the pool," and the scene is exploded by orgasm and by laugh~er, which "shakes 

the sky." (WB, p. 184) Naked' Lunch, then\, is the record of its writer',s 
. 

strugg1e with the guilt involved in deviating from hisi pre-conceived self-

imérge in order' actually to look and describe: _, 
v r- ---------~~--

, The wri ter sees himself reading ta jthe mirror as 
always ..• Helmust check now and agai~ t~ reassure him­
self that The Crime of,Separate Actiodhas not, is not, 
cannot occur .... 1 

Anyone wh~ has ever looked into a' mirror knows what 
this crime ls and what it means in terms of lost control 

• when the reflec tion no longer obeys\/'. Tao late to dial 
Pol i ce.... (NL, p. 223) 1 ------ " 

" 

Like Agee,wbo considers the text of Farnous Men as a sur~ogate 

vision--

1 
Edgar, weeping for pit y, to the sbelf of that sick 
Bring your blind father, and describe a 1ittle; 
Beho1d hirn, part wakened ••. ,(LUNPFM, p. 5) 

\ 

bluff, 

--Burroughs treats the printed word "as. extension of our senses to witness and 

experience through tbe writer' s eyes, \1 and supplies ~ list, comparable to 
1 

Agee's cpllection of ang1osaxon monosy11ables, of ~non-pictorial~ words and 
;:::> 

bureaucratic phrases witho~t,rèferents,which confute understanding and render 

1 
any text "blind prose. .,It sees nothing and neither does the reader. Not an 

,image in a cement':"mixer of this ;word-paste." (J, p. 103-04) Like lshmael, 
l " ) 

~urroughs guides us througp tl,te junky' s world:. "want to take a look around 

with Honest Btl1?" (NL, p. xiv) ais text is a pa~at~ctic assembly of discrete 
'." ~ 

t-
1 

(' 

1 \ 

; 

! 

, . 
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phrases, clauses and sentences, sometimes mutuaIIy elabarative, but in idio-

syncratic rather than necessary relatiort, solipsistic ta the point of autism, 

~nd tpus parodled in the figure of t~e cocaine-sniffing policeman who hallu­

cinates being pursu,d by the "FederaIs" and sticks his head in a garbage can: 

"Get awayor l shoot you. l got myself hid good." (NL, p. 19) No overall 

shape informs its arrangement: "There is only one thing Il writer can write r 

, f 

about: what ~ in ~ of his senses at the moment of writing .... l am a .. 

recording instrument .••• l do not presume to impose 'storyl 'plot' 'continuity' 
~, 1 .. 

... • . In sofaras t succeed in Direct recording of 

cess l may have limited function •••• I am not an (NL, p. 221) 

In 1969, Burroughs corrunen ted on this passage, "One tries no t ta impose story, 

plot or continuity artificially, ,hut you do have to cOp1pose 'the ~a{erials •••• 

SA l will retract what l sàid then .. It' s simply not really true. ,,10 But he, 

continues to point out that the imp'osed control of verbal pattern is at odds 
.. ;~~ 

wt"th the ability to see, as in "Seeing Red, '~_ in whi'ch an erotic pic.ture of a 

red-haired boy "looking at somei)ô~ standing in front o~_ thep_iç:~ure-," in-

capacitates the ve~bal apparatus of customs agents, city policè,tTexas Rang~rs 

a~d Roya! Mounted,' aIl of whom stare with "dumb stricken faces swollen with 

,b\:Sod. 'None of them can articulate a w~rd." ,(E, p. 1-41) 

1 The reader of ~ Lunch has everything in common with the audi~rle 

of the pornographie film·fantasies described in the text: 
, 1 

tlThe guests shush 

each other, nudge and gigg1e." (NL, p. 76) The ~reat Slashtubitch, Jlimpr~s-
, , \ 

sive of blue movies" in that book (p. 88) hand1es an actors' 1 strike against 

undignified working conditions .in The Wild Boys by introducing "story, char-

acter development and background in whi<:h sex scenes are ïnc.idental," sa that 

sex will not occur as lia mutilated fragment tl (WB, p. (2); 1 but the text ot' 

, " 

, 
- . 
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, 

The Wild Boys i5 punctuated by recurrent erotic presentations in "The Penny -

Arcade Peep ShOW"~o~f~ur screens sqrrounding the solpsistic viewer, in dis­

'continuous fragm~ or, as one of The Soft Machine's narratot's puts it, 

• 
"long,process in different forms."'(SM, pp. 177, 1~2) Since Burroughs 

\ 

d.irec~ecords psychic process, the text of"'Naked Lunch is ohis ,thinking, 

~nd the reader quite literally looks into his thoughts, shares; or as Bur-

roughs says, 'intersects' th~ same verbal space, as the ghost of Agee'~ 
-' 

~~~;a~er looks i~ on h~s ~reà~, as Carl's thoughts are watched, anq as The 

SaUo!" trades heroin for a young junky's,"time": "You have something l want 
< ..... , 

... five minutes here ... an hour somewhet,e e1se." (NL, p. 204) To be addicte~ 
/ 

to image sequenc~ is to be addicted ta time. Like Alee, Burroughs is pre-

occupied with the onlooking crowd':'-' the s;hildren who "stand watching with ... 

bestial curiosity" as an idiot is burned to death, (NL, p. 25) jurars who 

"fall to the f100r writhing in orgasms of prurience" at a D.A.' 8 graphie. 

har'angue, (NL, p. 105) diseased citizens who "wateh the 

knowing eyes" (NL, p. 108) and, in Sidetripping (1975), 
a 

- , 
"Subs t itufe a car 
, 1 

audience watching a girl masturbate: 
o , 

pa~' ;rby wÙh evil, 

th phatograph of an 
.... 

/' 

wreélt, an epileptic " 

1 11 
convulsion, a lynching and the expressions would be equally ,appropr1ate." ... 

" ./ \!. " 

As for. the indiscriminate c1ubbinS
r 

by polic'e of "Yippiea newsmen and by-

standera" in Chicago 1908, "After aIL th~re' 'are': no inno~~nt b:jeatanders, What 
o < 

, 1 

are they doing here in ~ ~i~st place? 

(E, p. 94) Sex, Joe ~nridge learns, 1$ 

..., 
The worst sin of man ie to "be born." 

, ... 

",perhal' thé" he~viest ânehar hOldin~ . . pt , '--'-
, . ' 

one in present "tJme ,~' (SM, P', 86) and !3.u.n:oughs cittrs accounts of recent 
, 1 • 

; 

1 experimènts in~icating' tblt "any dreom".!" th. mal. i8 accompanied by erection"! 

" (J, p. 102): the narrato~ 'of "The Wild Boys" notes, that "The erect ~~al1U~ \ 
1 P 1 

, i .means .', ::l.n ~Egyptian' ta stand before or in the prese~ce of. ta conf'rant 

\. 

r ~ 
l' 

. ' 
"~-"-... 

1 . 

, . 

. ~ 
~. 

.' 

, ' . . ' 
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to regard attentively." (WB, p. 151) 

That which i8 voyeur~stic, as in Melville and Agee, is the problem-

maticaIIy undefinable attention which cannot be identified with the body: 

"'What would believe it?'" (J, p. 95) Such identification is regarded as 

addiction; "In fact aH longevity agents have proved addicting"~p exact 

ratio to the'ir effectiveness in prolonging life." (NL, p. 54) Reference i8 

\ 

made in Nova Express to experiments in sense withdrawal;' wherein "the sub-

ject floats in water at blood temperature sound and Iight withdrawn-- 10ss 

of body outline, awareness and location of limbs occurs quickly, giving rise 

to panic in many Arnerican subjects" (NE, p. 135); thus \the metabolism-

regulating function of apmorphine is illus~rated by Lee's 1eaving his body 

~pon ingestion. (NE, p. 86) Burroughs frequently plays with metemp~ychotic 

notions; Joe.Brundige hir~s a Mexican doctor to perform an operation, accom-

plished through photography and orgasm, whereby "'l' was to be moved into 

the body of this young Mayan": "r came back in other flesh th.e lookout dif-

ferent, thought1?' and memories of the young Mayan drifting through my brain," 
• 1 

(SM, pp. 88, 90) the obvious question being "Who lookout different?" (p. 50) 

A gho~t is a watcher, the Vigilante in seàrch of a body. (NL, p. 8) "The 

Dead Child" is the story of "broken fragments" of consciousness: "wnat is 

. it that makes a man a man and a cat a cat? It was broken there," I1 t here l
' 

indicating both a place described and a point in the text. The narrator is 

caught with fellow workers in the "magic net" of a Mayan control calendar, 

and, having "watched and waited" f~r his chance ta escape, (WB, p. 110-11) 

dies'in the forest, leaves his body-- "1 could see and hear but l couldn't 

talk without a throat witnout a tongue"-- and rèmains in the't~eetops for 'an 

unknowable duration, descending to watch Indian campera make love (p. 117) 
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, . 
and the son of a tourist family ~astûrbate, ente~ing the latter at the 

moment of orgasm, "seeing ... t~tou~h .his ey,es," (WB,) p. 119) and from''that, 

\ " 

viewpoint intersecting an ear1ier point in 'bh~ text as a'differe~t petsonr. 

"1 see myself standing on a street .... " Cpp. 102-03) Similar1y, at th~ ~nd 
" 

" , ~ 

of Naked Lunch, Burraughs ~~sts his ,cast o,f c~aracter.s, remarkihg that !'sqÇ.mer 

or later they aie subject t"o say the same thing in the ,same words, to occ,uPY,' 

at that intersection point, the sa1!le position in space-t,inie. Usi~g a common 

... 
vocal appartus complete with a11 metabolic appliances ,théft is ta be the same 

person-- a most inaccurate way of expressing RecognÜiop." (~, pp. 222-23) 

Like the text or personality called Ishmael, Naked Lunch encodes the'movement 0 

, -,---.-
of more than one attention; there are nume~us examples in Bu~roughs' work 

of multiple personalities encoded on the same text, larynx Qr strip of film--

B.J., whose assoc1ate's "voice has been spliced in 24 times per second with 

the sound of my breathing and the be.ating of my heart," (TE, pp. 2-3) the 
. 

astronaut Lykin through whom 'Ithousands of voites muttered and pulsed •. , pull-

ing and teasing" (TE, pp. 87-88)-- prOgrammed by verbal grammar and yielding, 

when 'exposed to the deconditioning of the Wild Boys, to a Pip-like reflec tion 

on 'person': "1 have a thousand faces and a thousjJnd names. l am nobody l 
, 

am everybody. l am me l am you',", l am here there_ forward \back in out, .•• " 
( 

(WB, p. 140) The exercise is always ta render propositions meaningless, ta 

show the fly the way out of the fly-bottle, to release the u~speakable wit-

ness, the voyel-lr Hat the window that nevér was mine" (NE, p. 75) from iden-

tification with spoken formulation. The recurrent narrative comment, "But 

.then who am l to be critical?" (NE, p. 21; TE, p. 2) indicates precisely 

that indefinability of critical attention whi~h is emphasized by Wittgenstein. 
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The unlmaglnable "content" of verbal "forln," of which Wittgenstein 

speaks in the Tractatus, is both the metaphysical subject, t;he, content of 

"sense ll or understanding, and the IIcolourless" world of objects; ~ ~ 

incorporates Ishmael's formulation of substance ae the "colorIees all-color" 

into the recurrent "colorIess no-smell of death," (NL, pp. 8, 221; also NE, 

p. 149) associated with the world through which the Vigilante's ghost moves 

and indicating the limlt of thought, defining substance by negat1on; so that 

the Vigilante "winds up in a Federal Nut House spec"1ally designed for the con-

tainment of ghosts: precise, prosale impact of objects ••• washstand ••• door ••• 

toilet ••• bars ••• there they are ••• this is it ••• all lines cut ••• nothing beyond ••• 

Dead End." (NL, p. 8) The narrator of "My Face," awakening in a strange apart-

ment, 11kewise suggests that understanding does not transcend the arrangement 

of objects and sensations: "You understand his room chair by the bed three 
j 

cigarettes in a shirt pocket garden outslde in the afternoon light." (E, p. 31) , " 

As in ,"The Tartarus of M'aids," the narrator of Nova Express ls shown color~ss 

sheets which "are empty" and which "are what flesh Is made from-- Becomes flesh 

when it has color and writing-- That ls Word and Image write the message that 
~ 

is you on coloriess sheets." (NE, pp. 25, 30) 

With no attempt to reconcile the two views, however, Burroughs a1so 

goes beyond the realistic notidn of a "substance" which confirms or denies 

propositions-- that "solipsism" which, in the Tractatu8, "coincides witb 

pure realisJJl" (TLP 5.64)-- to Wittgensteln's later position tbat rtrue' and 
, .. 

'faIse' are merely the components of a partic~lar language game'')ID bis 

otherw1se useful "ticle, nA Pic~ure ls a Fàct: Wittgenstein and .l!!! ~ . 
Lunch," R. G. Petersoll insists that Burroughs t quotation of "Heiderberg," - , 

~ 
whom Peterson assumes 18 a comhlnation of,Heidegger and Hei~enberg, profferers, 

, , 

, 'i 
',1 
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• he says, of "Ways Out," is a "slighting reference," whereas Wittgenstein is 

12 
quoti/9 '''with appropriate fanfare." Heisenberg, however, reiterates a solip-

• 
sistLc formulation siroilar to those of Wittgenstein and Burroughs, that 

scientific investigation is always self-interrogative, that "~ ... copfronts 

13 
himself alone" ; Heisenberg offers no such Way Out, and,is accordingly -
echoed in Nat<ed Lunch: "Defense is meaningless ~n the present state of our 

kn~ledge, said the Defense looking up from an electron microscope." (NL, p. 

223) Burroughs insists that "the Aristotelian 'either-or' ... does not even 

correspond to what we now know about the physical universe," (ER, p. 86) and 

explains' his frequent reference to Hassan i Sabbah' s die tum, lINothing ~ 

True-- Everything ~ Permitted," as a critique of realism: "if we realize 

that everything is illusion, then any illusion is permitted. As soon as we 

say that something is true, real, then immediately things are not permitted." 

(1, p. 97) Like Wittgenstein, Burroughs halds that memory reaction cannot be 

abstracted from its verbal formulation, and suggests that splicing unrelated 

events into a film of someone's actions changes that person's memory, creates 

a "hole in reality" (ER, p. 79); hence his characters are not always sure 

of their memories: "r don't know-- Perhaps thé boy'never existed-- AlI 
~ 

thought and ward fr-om the past" (NE, p. 88); "r don't remember. Maybe it 

didn' t happen like tnat." (WB, p. 107) A Nova ,Police agent goes so far as 
'h 

to suggest that by the' disintegration of "verbal units",an atomic explosion 
/ ' 

might he retroactively prevented, "could not take pIPee in effect would 
.~ , 

nevet have existed" (NE, p. 41); the voyeuristic ghost of the Dead Child 
, 
exhibits a Berkeley,an dissociation of osight and t9uch, registering people 

as "pictures .•• that leave footprints" (WB, p: 118); and Burroughs himself 

opposes notions of levitation founded on a naive r~:~i~m, "~~rdS 
. .~ . 

, " 
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"a fuodamental confusion to think. of mental force as exerting any influence 
\ 

or pressure on matter. If l saw this cup in front of ~e as no more real 

than what gdes on in my mind, then 1 could move it, or at least 1 could 

move the image 'of it, but 1 would not be moving the matter of it. That's 

the contradiction. Science is always being hampered by idealized copcepts 

like this." '(P, p. 122) Just as Wittgenstein defines --
cally derived concept, (PI, 384) Burroughs defines it as 

image-- junk is concentrated image and ,this ~ccounts for its pain killing 

action-- Nor could there be pain, if there was no imagé." (NE, p. 49) Visual 

imàges are verbally controlled é!lnd prerecorded:' "Color is trapped in 

Image ls trapped in word-- Do you need \Jards?" (TE, p. 45) Control systems 

make' use of the fact that "Ward evokes image," (S) that "What you see is 

detennined 1arge1y by what you hear" (ER; p. 41): the human body, for exam-

pIe, "is an image on the screen ta1king." (TE, p. 178) 
f 

Subjectivity is ver-

b~11y determined1 caught in a syntactic prison, "a\sentence words together 

in and out. .. trapped in the sentence with full stop" (TË, p. 12): 
, 

the ver-

bal habit is a te1'ln"f6al addiction, and "Junk ls colorless no-smell of death 

as punctuation." (TE, p. 176) 
. 

Sincé realit~ cannat be projected beyon~ verbal arrangement, "There 

is no true or real 'reality'-- 'Reality' is simply a more o~ less coq~~; 
. 

scanning pattern-- The scanning pattern we accept a8 'reality' has been 

impose~ by the contro!!ing power of th~s planet." (NEt RP. 51-52) The 

"reality coh," Or "reality film," is the "instrument and'weapon of monopoly": 

"there :ls 

77) Like 

no real ~ng~-'~ya-- Maya-­

other viruses-- and Burroughs 

./ 
It's a11 show bu-siness." ~TE, pp. 151, 

insist's that "thia i8 ~ot an allegor-

ica! comparison" (J, p. 201)-- the verbal virus ia a c~de message, ",a very 
.,. 

, 
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sma11 particle ... precisely associated·in molecular chains,lI (NE, p. 40) un-

scrambled by the body or nervous system, parasiFizing the host and reprod~cing 

• 
and passing itself on to another hast: "Sub-vocal speech ~ the word organ-

ism" (TE, p. 160) which controls the thoughts of the human hast; I~" Compulsive 
; 

verbal patterns are actually ward viru'ses that maintain themselves in the cen-

tral,nervous system by manipulation of the speech centers, throat muscles and 

vocal cards'" (J, p. 228); "Word begets image and image is virus." (NE, p. 48) 

The verbal virus establishes its image in the human larynx through "simple 

binary coding systemg," (NE, p. 48) language being a scanning.pattern or lI un-
.". 

scrambling device, w~stern languages tending to unscramble in either-or con-

flict terms" (J, pp. 181, 184-88);, that is, Burroughs extends von Steinplatz' 

theory that vifus B-23 accidentally made speech possible by~ostul;ting a "white 

word vIrus," the digital language of western culture (J, pp. 13-14) which has 

become particularly malignant in the electronic age of mass exposure. Beg1n-

ning in Naked Lunch, Burroughs exhibits an interest in the "Mayan Coçlices," 

(NL, p. 233) which lIcontain sym1>'Ols representing al1~states of thoug'ht and 

feeling possible to human animaIs living under such limited circumstances," 
,-

(SM,lp. 95) and which constitute the preplanned liturgical cycle or "control 

acket ll w~ereby the priest caste completely règulated the other ni~ety-eight 

" er cent of the population: i'they know wh~t everybody will see and hear and 

smell and taste and that' s what thought is and these t.hought unit"s -are repre­

sented by symbols in their book€,. and they rot~e the symbols around and' around 

on the ca1endar." (SM, p. 23) \ Using L. Ro~,Hubbard' s notion of the Reactive 

Mind, an unconscious repository of "propositions that have eouÎmand ~alue 

~n 'the, automatic ,le'[el of behavior," "Burroughs suggests how the Mayan 
~ 

priests'were abl~ 'to preêisely control 'twhat thè populace did, thought, and , 
~ 

felt on any given day," and thus "to predict the future or reconstruct the 
1 

1 

,\ 

\ i 
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) , 

past with consi'derable accuracy sinee they could determine wbat conditioning 

would be or had been applied oh any given date": jus t as Melville' s Confidence 
, 

Man solicits a due faith in what is above, "AlI control systems c1a~m to re-

flect the immutable laws of the universe." Moreover, "th~ modern ceremonial 

calendar" constituted by, the mass 'media "is almost as predictable," (ER, pp. 

i 
80, 82) so that people like the ma~ematician Dunne dream about future inci-

dents and read about them the next day: "Point is he discovered that his dream 

! 'referred not ~ the event; itself but to the account and photos in newspaper." (S) 

Just as Wittgenstein asserts that "spatial arrangement" can express the 

sense of a proposition, (TLP 3.1431) Burroughs suggests that, through layout, 

emphasis, selection and advertisement (which is "the precise manipulation of 

word and image"), the mass media establish "lines of association" which, sinee 
/ 

"a11 association tracks are obsessional," condition patterns of thought (WW, 
') 
ER, p. 82): "A functioning police state," for ex-

, 1 
p. 167; J, pp. 176, 166; 

,ample, "needs no police. Homosexua1ity does no t occ~r.to anyone as conceivable 

• behaviour." (NL, p: 36) Thus the Time-Lif.e-Fortune eomplex, "one of the great-

est word-and-image banks in the world," ls a form of "police organization," 

(WW, p. 163) programmlng 'those thoughts from which the subject cannot be ab-

_stracted: "An unrea1 -paper world yet eomp1etely real because 'it Is actually 

happening." '(J, p. 176) In NaIs~A.~, a pusher makes c;ontaet by strolling, 

around humming a tune which is picked up by those eoncerned as if "it Is their 
1 

, ow(! mind bumming the tune," (NL" p. 6) much as IITh~ Whisperer" in Dutch Schultz 

',1 d:tssemina~s opinions by speaking bare1y audibly ,sometillles f;laying his !Res sages 
,) 

'; -
/ - - - ,(, 

, ( ~acUw~~d or otherwise scrambling .them, so that the townspeople ~~sume the~ to 
, .. \ 

pb~ ,tneii: tr~ thouShts. (-tWDS,. pp. 8~-85) Tl\e reader of a ne~spaper likewise 
1 0 ~_ -" __ ,"':. ______ ,. \ " '. ......ro 

~eceive8" Ci ftscramb~cl- m;s-s~ge undrit,ic~l1y and _a~sllmes that it' reflects his 

- 'l"~ :~~';;:<; ;1; , " , " 1 

o~s~ ~)~-~, ~} : t-/J~~,';.fX;~4~~i ':. Il: •. ~ il, , ! ' 

./ I~ , " ' , ',,1101 / Il 

J 
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own opinions independently arrived at" (J, p. 179): 

''''largely responsib1e for, the dreary'events they descrioe,'" (J. 'p. 221) 

issuing contradictory )'reactive" commands "implicit in the layout and juxta­

position of items": 

Stop. Go.' Wait here. Go there. Come in. Stayf out. 
Be a man. Be a woman. Be white. Be black. Live. Die. 
Be your rea1 self. Be somebody e1se. Be a human .. animal. 
Be a superman. Yeso No. Rebel. Submit. RIGHT) 'WRONG. 
~~ke a spl~ndid impression. Make an awful impression. Sit 
down. Stand up. Take your hat off. Put your hat on. Create. 
Destroy. Live now. Live in the future. Live in ~he pasto 
Obey the law. Break the 1aw. Be ambitious. Be modest. 
Aeeept. Reject. Plan ahead. Be spontaneous. Decide for 
yourself. Listen to others. TALK. SILENCE. Save money. 
Spend money. Speed up. Slow down. This way. That way. 
Right. Left. Present. Absent: Open. Closed. Entrance. 
Exit. IN. OUT. Etc., round the c1oek. 

This creates a vast pool of statistical newsmakers. It 
is preeisely uncontrollab1e, automatie reaetions that make 
news. (ER, pp. 82-83) of, 

Understanding is habituaI, need not be conscious; but scrambled media messages 
1 

work on the 1evel of waking suggestion which, while it direetly addresSes the 

"uneonscious or reactive mind, " is "not to be confused with subliminal sugges­
\,.. 

tion •.. below the level of conscious awareness," for it "consists of sounds and 

images that are not eonsciously registered sinee the subject:s attention is 
-" 

elsewhere. If his attention were directed toward the source he would be able 

to seecor hear it immediately." (ER, p. 80; J, p. 171) 

The sa1utory project which Burroughs shares with Wittgenstein involves 
î'. , 

the deplo~ent 0' attention, aeJ.i~atioe of the agent who analfses the semantie 

environment: "So I am ~ PubltrAgent .and)don't know wh,: l work for, get,rny 

instructions from street signs, newspapcrs and pieces of conversation r snap' 

out of the air.'~ (SM, p. 31) , ' 
Agen~ K9 of the Biologie Police ea~ls in the 

, 1 

., l~ ... 

i. 
! 

Teehnicians because 

". 
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A Technician learns to think and write in association 
b10cks which can then be manipulated according to the 
1aws of association and juxtaposition. The basic 1aw 
of association and conditioning is known to college 
students even in America: Any object, feeling, odor, 
word, image in juxtaposition with any other object, 
feeling, odor, word or image will be associated with 
it-- Our technicians learn ta read newspapers and maga­
zines for juxtaposition statements rather than alleged 
content-- We express these statements in Juxtaposition 
Formulae-- The Formulae of course 'control populations 
of the world-- Yes it is fairly easy ta predict what 
people will think see feel and hear a tho~sand years 
from now if you write the Juxtaposition Formu1ae to be 
used in that period. (NE, p. 78) 

288 

In Naked Lunch, Lee is an agent for the "Factualist" group, which ls opposed to 

attempts to "control, coerce, debase, exploit or annihi1ate the individua1ity 

of another living creature" (NL, pp. 146, 167): control is an addiction, and 

thing but ~ controL ... Like junk. (p. 164) Naked Lunch, like Famou5 Men, 

is abeut being awake, and begins, "r awoke from the sickness at age forty­
\, 

five ... " (p. v); i.n tha t and suhsequen t books, Burroughs addresses the prob-

lem of being "there," in present time, attending to what can be noticed (J, 

p. 208;' E, p. 165, ER, p. 84): as in The Soft Machine, l'Total alertness i5 

your card." (SM, p. 40) Since the control machine aets to keep "word and 

referent as far separated as poss~b1e," (J, p. 206) the lunch is naked when 

. y.wreader ea~ "see what i8 on the end of that long newspaper spoon." (NL, 

V p. xii)" .; 

Peterson's reading of the quotation of Heiderberg in Naked Lunch mis-
o -_ 

1eads because it ignores the importance that Burroughs, gives to seeing: "In 

,the words of Heiderberg: 'This may not be the best of aIl possible unive~ses 

but' it may well prove to be one of the sd.mplest.' If ma~ can see. fI (NL, pp. 

~\ 

l\:ii-xiii) Se~ing is nei ther "mystieal identification, Il nor even Il familiari ty , Il 
\ , 

but a counteraetion of the bombardment of "images from passing trucks and' 

:i 

) 
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cars and televisions and newspapers" which "makes a permanent haze in front 

of your eyes" (ER, p. 78); this "grey veil" is finally verbal, "the pre-

recorded words of a control machine," (TE, p: 209) and seeing is "decontrol 

of opinion ... being conditinned to look at the facts before formulating any 

verba} patterns." (J, p. 138) 
W \ 

Verbalization is~compu1sive, silence unattain-

able: "Try halting your sub-vocal will encounter a resisting 

organism that forces you ~ talk. Il Of the imagined cures for the 

verbal virus, in'cluding a "powerful variation" of apomorphine (NE, p. 40) and 

a deconditioning prqgram which, like the control systems, works by "punishment 

and reward," (ER, p. 83) the mast praetical is Gysin's cutup method, whereby 

the individual records, spliees, plays back and thus co-opts the function of 

programming the environment, for "recording devices Eix the nature of abso1ute 

associations." (TE, p. 170), Burroughs deals extensively with the taperecorder's 
'-

potential for manipuLating a public scene, particularly for programming riots, 

and Ginsberg reports his creating an uproar in the Convention Hall at Chicago, 

14 1968, with a tape of riot sounds from Tangiers. Burroughs repeatedly quotes 

Wittgenstein on how this works: J'any number can play ~ittgenstein said no' 
., 

proposition can contain itself as an argument the only thing not p,erecorded 

on a prerecorded set 15 the prerecording itse1f." (TE, pp. 166, 215; J, p. 168) 

The death con i5 the sp1icing together of suh~vocal speech with body sounds, 

50 that "You are convinced by association that yGlur body sounds wHl stop if 
\ 

sub-voca1 speech stops and so it happens" (TE, p. 160); th~ agent splices 

his body sounds in w~th other arbitrary sounds, and with those of gther bodies, 

thereby promoting an unprec-edented sense of intimacy: "Communication must 

become ~ ~~ conscious before ~ ~ stop it." (TE, pp. 50-51) 'But cutup / 
.. . 

i8 chiefly a textual device, the cutting a pag~ of text into ~ieces which are 

• 1 

.- --

1 
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,. 
rearranged and read a~ such, which emphasizes the word's status as thing, .. 
unidentifiable with sense, just as Academy 23 teaches its students "to stop 

words to see and touch wor~to move and use words as objects." (J, p. 91) 

Burroughs' extensive use of cutup begins only with Nova Express, which " 

cuts in Joyce, Shakespeare, Rimbaud and Conrad; and such later stories as 

"The Friseo Kid" (~B) incorpora te cut-llPS of their own texts. But the idea 
li 

i5 formulated in Naked Lunch: "The Word is divided into units which be a11 

in one piece and should be 50 taken, but the pieces can be had in any order 

being tied up baek and forth, in and out fore and aft like an ~naresting sex 

arrangement. This book spill off the page in all direction5,.kaleidoscope of 

vistas, medley of tunes .... " (NL, p. 229) This suggests the method of Famous 

Men, and its trefttment of a sheet of newsprint. 1 Since cutup counteracts con-

ventional association patterns, apomorphine is a form of cutup, for it "cuts .. 
drug Hnes from the brain." (NE, p. 50) Showing the fly the way-. out of the 

fly-bottle involves the inducement of silence, extending "levels of experience 

by opening the door at the end of a long hall.\, •• Doors that open in Silenece 

.... Naked Lunch demands Silence from The Reader. Otherwise he is taking his 

own pulse." (NL, p. 224) Among the possible methods of achieving voeally 

silent conÎmunication-- such as "a Morse code of s;:olor flashés-- or odors or 

'" ' music or tactile sensations" (5)-- is the use of heiroglyphic and ideographic 

script rather than Western syllabic language, which separa tes words "from 

objects or ,observable processes": whereas seeing a plcture of a rose allows 
1 

the subject ta "register the i~ge in silence, Il to see the written ward 'ROSE' 
\ 

ls to be forced "to repeat the word 'ROSE' to yourself." ,J, pp. 103, 59) 

'Syllabic writing also imposes a left-to-right reading pattern, for its mean-

ing depends on word order (J, pp. 205, 207): 

• 
the Chinese ideograph. wh1ch 

\ 
\ 

.' 

'" " .., 
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can be read in many possible ways, is "a script derived frôm he;iroglyphs," 

(J, p. 199) and thus "is a1ready cut up." (WW, p. 157) The recognition of 

ward as image implicit in cutup counteracts those "follow-falsifications" of 

syllabic language whlch Academy 23 proposes to reform: 

The ~~ Identity~ You are an animal. You are a 
body. Now' whatever you may be you are .not an "animal," 
you are not, a "body," because these are verbal labels,' 
The 1S of identity always carries the implication of that 
and nothing else, and it also carries the assignment of 
permanent condition. To stay that way. AlI naming call­
ing presupposes the 1S of identity. ' This concept is un­
necessary in a hieroglyphic language like Jncient Egyptian 
and in fact frequently omitted.... ' 

The definite article THE. THE contains the implica­
tion of·one and only: THE God, THE universe, THE way, 
THE right, THE wrong. If there is another, then THAt 
universe, THAT way ls no longer THE universe, THE way. 
The definite article THE will be deleted and the indafin­
ite article A will take its place. 

The whol; concept of EITHER/OR. Right or wrong, 
physical or men~al, true or false, the whole concept of 
OR will be deleted from the language and replaced by 
juxtaposition, by and. This is done to sorne extent in 
any pictorial language where the two concepts sfand 
literally side by side. (J, p. 200)-

Wa tch your language/ 

te insistence, as in Hobbes and Locke, that "The verb ~ be can 
/ 

easily be omitted from any language," and the related critique of "the whole 

concept of a dualîstic universe," (J,'pp. 200,96) are aspects of a consis-

tent empiricism: institutiona1 prose places its "thesis beyond the realm of 

fact sinee the words used refer ta nothing that can be tested •.• have no re-

ferent." (J, p. 107) Burroughs promotes the "scientific investigation" of 

sex and language, (S; ~, pp. 59, Ill, 116: 119) experim~nta1 attempts to 

--,"map" the brain and t~e orgasm (P, pp. 52, 122); Agent K9 eonstructs "a 
. . 

physics of the human nervous system o~ more accurately the human nervous 
"l' 

" 

1 
1 
1 

1 
1 . 
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system defines the physics l have constructed." (NE. p. 79) Like Richards, 

Burroughs recognizes no .' disease' beyond symptoms: "Eliminate the metabolic 

symptoms of anxiety and you eliminate anxiety." (ER, p. 83; Pt p. 46) His 

model of memory and conditioning ia "compliments of Pavlov": the "hUl!l8n body." 
1 

he says, "is transient hote! memory pictures" (TE, pp. 179, 181);, for him, 

as for Locke, (Essay II, i, 15) "Memory 18 not a matter of effort'I (J, p. 208) j 

he locates IIwhat we calI the ego, the l, or the You .•. somewhere in the mid":: 

brain, " .-(J, p. 113) and employs the mechanistic language of the empiricisU, 

describing the human body, which is memory, the susceptibility ta habit, as the 

soft machine, "the soft typewriter" on which the message of personal identity 

is written, (TE, pp. 160-61) and playback or consc1ous memory as the "Cerebta1 

phonograph. 1I (TE, p. 146) Benway points out that '''The study of thinking 

machines teaches us more about the brain than we can learn by introspective 

methods'" (Nt, p. 24); and Burroughs advocates the therapeuti~ use of the 

machine in arder to beeome aware of one's own association patterns: '~ou can 

find out more about your nervous system and gain more control over you~ reac-

tions by using a tape recorder than you could find out sitting twenty years 

in the lotus posture." (TE, p. 163) In ~ Lunch Lee compares the rilind to 

"thinking -machines." and describes thinking as a "sortingll process; and the 

\ .. 
\' ?rofessor' 8 plan to "disconnectll his queen IIsynapse by synapse" (NL, pp. 215. 

84) anticipates the undolng of Hal in ~. 

The word is defined as "an array of calculating machines" (TE, p. 146) 

with "e force of logical tautolosy. like the Burroughs Adding Machine: "no 
, 

matter how yo!:, jerk the handle \result 18 ~vays the same for given co-ordfna'tes." 

(Nt. p. xvi) Berain u~e eventually results in "backbrain depression and a 

state mucb like terminal schizophrenia: complete lack of affect, autism, 1 

r 

, \ 
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virtual absence of cerebral event," (NL, p. 34) since the front brain "acts 

only at second hand with back-brain stimulation, b~ing a vicarious-type citi-

zen"; sa that just before taking a shot, having momentarily awakened withaut 

cannecting with the "hypothà1amus, seat of libido and emotion," (NL, pp. 230-31) 

the junky issl,!es "sorne fiat, factua1 statement" (p. 120) without affective con-

, notatIon, is in a space between, astate resembling that of the deconditioned 

mind, which moves in' a "series of blank factual stops." U, p. 191; l'lB,. p. IP2) 

This suggests an analysis of the emotive and descriptive aspects of language 

similar ta that of Berkeley and Richards: cutting up a tape recording or a 
'-

text, for examp1e, alters sense but leaves voice tone unchanged and salient 

(J, p. 178); telepath ic communicat ion, "simply a matter of giving your full 

attention" ta non-verbal signs, (P, p. 46) is the mode of interview practiced 

by a psychoanalyst who has come to realize that "nothing can ever be accom-

plished on the verbal level." (NL, p. 88) Emotions are "soft spots in, the 

host" whereby the ward virus invades and manipulates, sa that the Lemur People,,' 

who are "AlI affect. .• that is blending of beauty and flesh," live and die "in 

captivity." (NE, pp. 100-01, ll8) A black militant who can respond without 

violent emation ta the image of a Sotrthern sheriff i5 "inirlnitely better equip-

ped ta deal"''w&.th'' the situation. (ER, p. 84) Factual, descriptive statements 

are encoded upon, but not ta be identified with, configurations of emotion 

and feeling: "It i8 a feeling," says the deconditioned ghost of the Dead 

Child, "by which l am here at aIl." (WB, p. 106) Deconditioning issues, not 

in cmotionlessness, b ut in the ability "ta id'entify and control the sources 

of one's emotions" (P, p. If2)j Burroughs expects cutup to lead to "a pre-

cise science of words and show how certain word-combinations produce certain 

ef~ts,J-n the human nervous system" (ER, p. 59): 

V 

like Agee, he looks forward 
• 

,~~-----------------_/ 
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ta a "merging of art and science." (WW, p. 158) 

Burroughs shares a great deal with Melville and Agee: he regards 

tribal and national units as outgrowths of the family, and rejects their valld-

ity as modes of identity. (J, pp. 72, 83. 126) insists that "The apparency of 

authority ~ authority," (J, p. 99)' denies that good and evil exist in any 

",absolu te sense," (J, p. 75) derives aIl knowledge from experience-- '''You 

see 1 know Mrs: Murphy ..• experienced along these Hnes'" (E, p. 5) -- and re-

peatedly make1l thé point that '" Frankly we don' l pretend to understand-- at 

least not completely'''; '''Our knowledge, .. incomplete. of course. III (NL, pp. 

• • 
187-88) Like Melville, he rejects the "unwholesome states of love and oneness 

*A 
with the aIl" made available by LSD. (J, p. 134) Like Agee, (CSP, p. 162) h,e 

" 

ls interested in photographie cutups of the human face, (J, p. 114) and in 

semiologically "mapp ing a photo," (NE, p. 33) attaeks '''the provincial egotisIll 

of earth peoples, '" (E, p. 166) regards symmetry, which is linguistic, as dis-

ease, is careful ta separate. metaphor from fact-- "(Note: this i8 nat a figure 

... )" (NL, p. 46)--, and rejects the Zola-inspired. codes of naturalism oi the 

"social èonsciousness novels of the 1930's," the "idea that the more brutality, 

the more, paverty, the more real it becornes, which l don' t think is necessarily 

true" (ER, p. 87): ln Naked Lunch he ridicules the notion of exact realism 

in the figure of the "intellectual avant-gardist-- 'Of course the only writing 

worth consid,ering now 15 to be found in scientific reports anet periodicals. '" 

(NL, p. 38) Like Agee, he frequently'campares subjectivity and the narrative 
> ~ 

point of view to a carnera-- 1!l self-reflexive camera in "!io Mate smiles~ (WB): 
, 

The ~ Words ~ Dutch Schultz :(~ ! Fiction in the Forn ~ ~ Film Script. ,One 

of Agee's rnost consistent thernes is that of wa~ting: the "dead time between" 

wtCh ls the s,e~ting of The M~rning Wa'tch. (p. 116); the "'waiting in the 
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clark, '" which is the central event in ~ D~ath in the Family (p. 121) and para1-

(li 

lels the unresolve~ cognitive tensions of al! the characters involved; in 

FamOU5 Men, he suggests that the trapped subjective conditibn 15, one of "pri-

soners ... eonstantly waiting," (p. 392) and sets up a series of sueh situations 

as the "terror and patience of waiting" in the storm, (p. 399) Gudger 1 s saving 

" 
rhythm against "the fear of waiting," Cp. 398) Agee 1 s waiting before the dark-

ened Gudger house; men waiting ta begin work, (p. 431) the intense mutual wait-

ing of the animal calIers and their listeners, and the long description of the 

pre-dawn landscape as it awaits the crescendo of rooster crow, "is stretched: 

stretched: stretched: .and waits ... : waits." (p. 85) To wait is ta submit 

ta the tension of the unresolved, ta endure an unpredictable, unstable experi-

ence-- ,in Burroughs 1 terms, to be "there." Naked Lunch is also about waiting, 

the Kafka-esque weeks of "waiting around" in--:::-Office of the ASsist~Arbiter 
of, Explanations, (p. 22) the junky waiting~ to make a connection, (pp. ~6) 

or for his body to indicate a usable vein, (p. 65) the wise guy deceiving a 

friend-- "'No matter how long, Rub'e, wait for me right on that 'corner.' Good-

bye, Rube ... " (p. 11)-- and the rule of "Delay" in the heroin business (p. ix): 

. 
liA junky •.. runs on junk Time and when he makes his importunate irruption into 

th~ Time of others, like aIl petitioners, he must wait." (p. ,200) Waiting la 

experience of one of those spaces between which concern Burroug~s as we'11 as 
1 

Melville and Agee, such as the "languid grey area of hiatus" at the frontier 

of Freeland, (p. 68) "Interzone," (p. 84) the "cold interstellé'{r space" into 

~ 
whlch con men explode (p. 10) and "the sex that passes the cen'sor, squeezes 

through between bureaus, because there 1 s always a space between, in popula! 
" 

sangS' and Grade B movies .•• " (p. '!33); the point of. stepping away JroI1\ the , 
heroin habit is i~'4ightmare interlude of cellular panic t life suspended be-

,' ..... 

tw!,!en two ways' ci;f being," (p. 57) experience wlthout controlling context or -
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Burroughs is constantly attacking myths of love, (TE, pp. 43-49) of 

+:lrvana, of death, of the" '1rlse saviour, '" (P, p. 52) of the Royal Family 1 

• '!l 

tnd the Pope, who "keep the marks paralyzed with grov·el raya," (E, pp. 110-11) 

~f Darwinian mutation over long periods of t~me, (P, p. 122) of an unchangeable 

~ast, (ER, p. 78) of a Marxist, technological or science-fictive future. (J, 
1 

~P. 67-68, 72, 79) of "salvation" and "fin~ resolutioo" (ER, p. 79) and of 

l)..istory, for "history is fiction." (NE, p. 13) The avai1abil:Lty of "attention" 

d..-epends upon a subj ec t' s abi1ity "to move out of his own frame of ref erence, " 
, 

~o put asidé "compulsive preo~cupations," (E~, p. 79) to reject aIl certainty 

~hich ian 't logical- that is, tauto~og~cal: "'Pry yourself Ioose and listen. ~" 
~ • r .. \'r 

(NE, p. 19) Be1ief has no necessaryC~ei~fion to "fact~," (NL, p. 250) but 

"once a formula on thiè planet gets started\ get~ firmly established, it "s very 

hard to change or replace ft" (P ,",'-1> :'7Ï22); like JJte1ville and Agee, Burroughs 
1 
1 

, 1suggests that "It is probab1y necessary to resort to phys~cal violence" to des'" 
1 

ltroy un"changeab1e verbal "premises" (ER, p. 86~-- ,hence the importance of the 
1 

lexplosion, and the sense 'Of the title, Minutes to Go. The Ticket ~ Exploded 
1 liS the human body, co10urless sheets carrying a çoded message of condition1ng; 

IDIOre pax:,ticular1y, it is the larynx, 't'la~ghing sex words from ~t_hroat gristle 
. \ 

in b100dy crystal blobs" (TE, p. 43): 
~ 

IILast man with such ~plos~n of the 

throat crawling inexorably from something he 

jEXPlosions pro1iferate throughout ,the work, 

p. 71; NE, pp. 16, 52; J, pp. 86, 87, 88) 

carried in his flesh. I\(SM, p. 40) 
j 

(Nt, pp. 49, 100, IlS, 197; SM, 

frequently ending stories and epi-

~odes. (SM, p. 97; NE, p. 25; WB, p. 37) Explosion is ~utup: When every-. 
\ 

thing "go es 'up in chunks, Il identity is disintegrated, the tape ~ragmented and 

"ward dùst ll falls from "demagnetized patterns" (NE, pp. 17, 24-25)- thus J 

~ thro~gh~~t Thé ~ Maéhine, ~ Express, and.!!!! Ticket ~ ExplOded J the 

1 1 . 
1 ) 

1 
,1 
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" 
o repeated refrain, "Word falling--photo falling-~ Ume falling," (TE, p. 104) for 

these are the elements of the "whole structure of reality" going "up in silent 

explosions." (SM, p. 164) The physiological explosion referred to in Naked 

Lunch as "the flash bulb of orgasm" (p. 229) likewise detonates context and ---- . 
liberates attention, so that characters are often able to see things at the 

instant of orgasm which had not previousl~ been visible. (SM, p. 81; TE, p. 77; 

WB, pp. 91, 107) 

Like Melville and Agee, Burroughs addresses the prob1em of motive and 

intention. Naked Lunch begins with the heat closing in and ends when the heat 

is off. a co110quialism which yie1ds a pun in Nova Express: the Crab Nebula 

.' observed in 1054 is the result of a nova or exploding star, which Burroughs 

portrays as the result of Nova criminals sucking "aIl the charge and air and· 

color" Out of a location and then moving across "the wounded galaxies always a 

few light years ahead of the Nova Heat." (NE, pp. 69-70) When the heat closes 

in, one moves: motive cannat be abstracted from circumstance, which involves 

one 1 S own agency. And jus t as the cops':'and-fugitives game proceeds according 

to ru1es-- "r can hear the way he would say it holding my outfit in his left 

hand, right hand on his piece ••. " (NL, p. 1)-- there is no explaining the 
1 ? p 

'motive to opium addiction, an "illne5s of exposure," (J, pp. 144-45) for there 

i5 no "p~e-addict personality'; in fact, ju~k itself "is 'a personality": 

"The question, 'Why did you st rt using narcotics in the first place? 1 should 

-
never be asked. It i5 irre1evant to treatment as it wou1d be to ask 

,a malarial patient w~y he went to a malarial area." (J, pp. 149-50, 153-54)' 
.J 

Jlntention,. or will power, is a irrelevant to the opium addiction of several , 
1 

'million Persians (Nt, p. 259) s to Western emotional conditioning. (ER, p. 84) 

Addicts lido no't Iwan~" to be cured, since it ls precisely the centers of 

\ ' 
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'wanting' that have been ta ken over by the drug"iffltnor do they kick out of 

4 
"will power, whatever that is," (Jr,,,,pp. 148, 152) but as a result of a "cellu-

15 . 
1ar decision," a rejection on "a deep bio1ogica11evel." p, pp. 150-51) 

) 

Do such control agencies as the American Narcotics Department intentiona11y 

aggravate the drug problem? "Whether an agent acts deliberately or not 18 

about as inteI'esting as how Many ange1s can dance on the point of a pin." 
- , 

(J, p. 146) 

Motive and intention are myths manipulatêd by control agencies, as 
'" 

the American tourist i8 conned int~ confident appraisal of his motives in . 
"Tio Mate Smiles," (WB, p. 8) and young Dutch Schultz is convicted of '''loiter-

ing with intent.'" (LWDS, p. 14) Cutup removes motive and- intention1.- story . 
. '. 

and author-- from a text: asked how he created the characters in Naked'L~nch, 

Burroughs responded, "Excuse mer' ther~ is no accurate description of the 
-, 

creation of a book, or an event." (\o/W, p,. 160) Like the Ancient Mariner, 

Naked Lunch ls attended to by' "those who cannat choose but hear," (p. 87) and 

notions of authoria1 intention are treated satirically: "Gentle reader, l fain 

would spare you this, but my pen hath its will. ... " (p. 4'0) Intention is en-

caded upon the text _as it is upon the writer' S other gestures: "I am never -----
here.: •• Never that is fully in possession" bût 50mehow in a position to ~fore-

• " 1 • 

s~all ill-ad~ised moves~ ... patro1Iing i5, in fact, my principle [sic] occupa-

tion." (p. 221) Like Fâmous Men, ~aked Lunch ls a conceptual map of inten": 

tian, "a b,1ueptint, a How-To-Book ... Abstrac.t conc~pts, bare, as algebra, n.arrow 

down to a black turd or a pair of aging cajones." (p. 224) That intention does 
\ 

not necessaril~ lead anywhere is suggested by the final statement of the nar-
1 

ra tive" ,sec tion: "'Your plan was unworkable then and useless now .... Like 

DaVinci's flying machine plans." (p. 217) Naked Lunch consists of "many ---.-

/ 

\ , " 
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prefaces" which are unrelated to what follows, "atrophy and amputate spontan-

eous," (p. 224) and ~nds, .1ike Famous ~, with a statement of intention ip , 

the form of an "Atrophied Preface." (p. 218) While Burroughs employs the 

language.of causality-- uncodsciously understood speech. for example, can 
'1 

"cause an effect" (J, p. 181)-- and approves Hubbard 1 s" definition of communica-

tion as "cause, distance, effect, with intention, attention and duplication," , 

(J, p. 206) he is pointedly 'tentativ~ with it, speaks of concrete floors as 

"a usual corrollary of abrupt withdrawal," (NL, p. 251) of alpha brain waves 

as "corlielated with a relaxed state',I---CER, p. 83): "If we can infer purpose 

from behaviour ... ~ Il (J, p. 202) Benyay sums c up the inexplicabl'e 'phenomenon of 

conditioning, ''''that's the way it i' with the etiology.'" (NL, p. 36) The 

word virus is a metabolic disturbance, and'" causal thinking never yeilds ac-
~ , 

curate description of metabolic process-- limitations of existing language 1 Il 

(NL, p. 26); as Wittgenstein puts it, "what the law of causality is meant to 

exclude cannot even be described." (TLP 6.362) The "incompetent" agent pilot- ':l 

ing the "machine" of the human body (J, p. Il?> cannot be spoken about, for 

metaphysical notions are meaningless in Burroughs' writing: 

The razor belonged to a man named Occam and he was no~·a 
scar collector-. Ludwig Wittgenstein Tractatus Log1co­
Phi1osophicus: "If a proposition is NOT NECESSARY it is 
MEAN[NGLESS and approaching MEANING ZERO."· ( ~ 

"And. wha t ia More UNNECESSARY than j unk if You Don 1 t "­
Need it?"· 

Answer: "Junkies, if you are not ON JUNK~" (Nt, p. xiv) 

Commitment to necessity ia' addiction to a sequence which i8 merely logical, , 

"The Algebra of Need," (NL, p. vii) a metabolic conditioning which :ls mani-

pulated by control groups: "the n~ds of our constituents are never out of 
, c 

our mind being their place of residence." (p. 119) And the word virus 18 as 

redundant as the heroin virus: ."Wiria up i8 you don' t have to think anything." 

~J, p. 40) v 

" 
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Connected with the critique ~ess1tY1 ànd eq~ally derivèd trom 
\, 1 

, ,\\ \ 
Wittgenstein, is the rejection of continuous time, a m~th which, like heroin, 

" 
is a way of resisting change: oId opium smokers, in face, die "from ah' over-

dose of Time." (NL, pp. 6, 208) The 
, "1 1 

addict' s "body is I\is dock, and junk 
~, 

runs through it 1 ike an hour-glass, Il (p. 215)/ keeping him in lia painless, sex-

less, timeless state," (p. 249) so that he doesn' lfthave to "mo~e around and 

waste TIME" (p. xiv); The Sailor has moved on from heroin and is '" buying up 

TIME. "' (p. 73) Time is a media control device: "the Lord of Ume i8 sur-

rounded by files and calculating machines, word and image banks of a picture 

planet." (TE, p. 104) Time is a con laid down by The Rube of the Nova Mob: "I 

am not one in space l am one in time .••. So of course l tried ta keep you aIl 

out of space-- That is tqe end of Ume." (NE, p. 71) Whereas the myth of con-

tinuous time çonnects man with that '''original nature which imposes itself on 

any human solution' "_- the kil1~r instin,ct of the '" aggressive southern ape'" 

with the survival-o~-the-fittest attitude of American expansionists, (E, pp. 

103, 109) Burroughs cites evidence for a theory of sudden mutation, (P, p. 

-
122) and ruptures his narratives with "Perhaps something as simple as a hiccup 

of time; Empty room justlikethat.\I (WB, p. 136) According to Wittgenstein, 

We cannot compare a process with 'the passage of 
time'-- there is no such thing-- but only with another 
process (such as the working of a chronometer). 

Hence we can describe the lapse of time only by 
relying on sorne other process. (TLP 6.3611) 

Like Wittgenstein, Burroughs deals with short, not nècessarily related 

time spans, and regards time as verbal: "Without words there is not time." 

(WB, p. 117) Since '" time is get ting dx:essed and undressed eating sleeping 

not the actions but the words ••• what we .say about what we d91'" there would 

be no '''time ,if we didn't say anything. '" qE, p. '114) 

/ , 

" 

Joe Brundige travels 
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in time( "with old newspapers folding in today witt yesterday and typing out 

cornposites-- When you skip through a newspaper as nlost of us do you sce a 

gteat deal more than you know-- l'ri fact you see it aIl on a subliminal level-­

Now when 1 fold' today' s papkf in with yesterday' 5 paper and arrange the pic-

tures to form a time section montag~, l am literally moving back to the time 

when l read yelsterday's paper" that is travelling in time back to yestetday." . , 
(SM, pp; CfIS ... S6g ,Burt'oughs uses the notion of time-travel, the withdut- ,whfSH 

not of all science fiction sfnce, Verne,.self-reflexively~ as a critique of 

the myth of tirne: '" AlI out of time and into space \ "Come out of the time-, , 

word • the' forever. Come out of the body ~word 'th,ee' forever. " There ls 

nothing to fear .... There le no word in space. '" (SM, p. 162).. ile regàrds the 
. 

American space program and space travel as significant of the possibility of 

leaving "the context of thie planet" and its reinforcement of conditioning, 
- , 

of attaining "an enti1:;e1y different viewpoint," (P, p. 52) though he is im-

pa,tient with the 'attitud~s of the Houston scientists: "Are these men going 

to take the step into regions litera1Iy,unthinkable in verbal terms? To 

travel in space you must 1eave the old verbal garbage behind: Gad talk, 

country ta1k, mother taIk, love talk, party talk. You must learn ,ta exist 

'with no religion no country no allies. You must learn to live a10ne in silence. 

Anyone who prays in space i5 not there." (J, p. 21) Inter-galactic space, 
ï 

which does not conform ta the Euclidian geometry which Kant took to be an in-

nate forrn of perception,16 is not' amenable to habitual verbal contexts; the 

experience of space cannat be he1d together by the notion of a three-dimensional 

reality-- which i5 time,\the c~mparison an~ identification of temporally dis-

" 
'crete points of view. IISpace is drearil. Space i8 illusion." (J, p. 223)' 

1 - \ - • 

Whereas identification with the cumulative record or "time track" which con-

stitutes self ta ipso facto a èontraction of n'terminal i:entity,'" (NE, p. lr 

--
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the General in The Ticket ~ha t Exploded advises his men, '" It is time to for-

get. To forget time •••• The point where the pa~t touches the future ls right 

where you are sitting nOWlon your dead time ass hatching virus negatlves into 
, , 

present ~ime into the picture reality of a pict,ure planet. Get off your ass, 'a, 

boys." (TE, p. 196) To be present -ls not to identify with the present but to 

attend to it, to be awate of the arbitrary nature of its connection with past 

and future: "listen fo your present time tapes and you will begin to see who 

you are." (J, p. 167) The old tycoon's obsession with immortality (WB, p. 168) 

èxemplif~es that uncritica~ acceptance of the metaphysical implications of 

language wh~ch Wi\ttgenstein is concerned to combat; "Or i5 ~me riddle solved 

by my survlving forever?" (TLP 6.4312-): 

If we take eternity to mean not infinite temporal 
duration but timeleS5ness, th en eternal lite belongs to 
those who live in the present. 

Our life has no end in Just the way in which our 
visual field has no limite (TLP 6.4311) 

The present, for Wittgens,tein, i5 spatial and infini te: "A spatia-l object 
~ 

( 

must be s1 tua ted in iflfinite space. (A spatial point is an arg~~ place.)" 

(TLP 2.0131) Gysin connects this idea with Burroughs' use of space:\ "It's 

EVERYBODY'S sP'<o and tbere is plenty of, it. A point in space is ~n \rgum~t 
place says Wi_tt~enstein. 'No two/ anythings can occupy the same spacet~me 
position,' mu~ters Burroughs •••• Who says ,time?" (MG, p. 45') 

\ 

Like Moby-Dick ,and Famous l'Ien, then, Naked Lunch is a text without a 

conte~t, a report on the rules of a particular form of life which is finally-' 

'its own subject. It is introduced by an aff~davit-- "Deposition: Testimony 

Concerning a Sickness"-- and ends with an appended exhaustive listing of drugs 
. 

and their characteristics, also published in The British Journal of Addictibn. 

Like Ishmael on whales and Agee on tenant far,ming, Burroughs takes great care 

" 

/ l ' 
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with definition, pointing out misuses ~f the term 'addiction' and restricting 

it ta the descrip00n of biological, metabolic ne~d (NL, pp. 240-41): "Be-

cause there are Many forms of addiction l think that they aIl obey basic laws.'" ';; 

(p. xii) He devotes considerable attention to the argots incorporated in the 

text-- "'Ever notice how Many expression~ carry o'Ver from queers ta con men?'" 

(p. 3)-- and parenthetically glosses twenty-nine terms: "(Cowboy: • New York 

hoodlurn talk means kill the mother fucker wherever you find him .•• )." (p. 20) 

Meaning is use in a context-- It'I~ the immortal words of Father Flanagan there 
* 

is no su ch thing as a bad boy'" (p. 152)-- and :insistence upon precise verbal 
, 

reference yields disturbing results, as when a young man pays a prostitute for 
- , 
1 

' ''a piece of ass ••. 50 l switch my blade and cut a big hunk off har ass, she , 
raise a beef like l am reduce to pull off one shoe and beat her~brains out. 

Then l hump ·her for ki'cks. "' (p. 119) Burroughs emphasizes that he does "not 

presume to pass any final judgements, only to report my own reaction to vari-

ous drugs and rnethods of treatment," (p. 224) an~ pointedly restricts himself 

to that experience throughout: "The author has observed •.. " (p. 77) "1 saw 
ù u 

it happen ••• " (p. 233) "Myown experience suggests ••• " or "confirms ••. " (pp. 
1 

243,247) And like ~oby-Dick and Famous'Men, ~ Lunch is part travelogue, 

reporting on Ecuador, Sweden, Tangier' and various American cities, and parti-

cu1arly on t,O.S. drag," the accumulation of Arnerlcan "habits," which can be 

traced to no source: 

, .. 

But where does it corne from? 
Not the p'artender, not the customers, ~or the 

cream-coloreâ plastic surrounding the bar stools, 
not the dim neon. Not even the T.V. (pp. 11-13) 

\ 

These three pecu1iar books, which analyze forms of life and are point-
1 

• ed1y not novels, might convenient1y be co~sidered as examples of the f~, 

Men1ppean 'satire or anatomy,. pr9Posed 'by Frye, a form which "deals 1eS8 with 

\ 

L. 
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peopl.e as such than wUh mental attitudes," "presents us with a vision of the 

world in terms of a single inte11ectual pattern," 15 encyclopoedic and provides 

a "creative treatment of exhaustive erudition"; Frye regarçi~ Moby-Dick as a 

17 
comhination of the romance and anatomy forms, and it might be pointed. out 

that bath Agee and Burroughs invoke Swift as models for their satiric savagery. 

But irt making explicit u~e of the intel1ectual pattern or analytic mode of 

empiricism, these books are fu~ther distinguished by becoming reports on t1em­

se~ves, empirical inquiries into the nature of texts. In the Introduction,' 

in the Atrophied Prei.ace <6nd throughout Naked Lùnch, Burroughs, like Ishmae1 

and Agee, discusses the method of the text; he not only regards everything 

in the empirical environment in terms of codes, providing 'a 1engthy, Agee-

style list from "Breathing rhythm of old cardiac. bumps of a belly dari-cer, 

put put put of a motorboat" to "cancer .•. at the door with a singing telegram," 

~ 
(pp. 207-09) but speaks of the text as a code, eapitalizing phrases sue~as 

"The Reader" which suggest roles in a predictable ritual and attacking liter-

ary ~lichés. (pp. 9-10) Ginsberg descrlbes Naked Lunch as "a collage of ,------ , 

routin~s"l8; and lt both focuses on the "mosaie" of flotsam in the East 

River, (pp. 4, 5-76) of "sleepless nights and sudden food needs of the kick-

ing addict." (p; 8) of a, city layout, (p. 53) of articles in a drawer (p~ 116) 

and of Aztec "art, (p. 117) and reflets to itself as a composition of "pieces," 

a "kaleidoscope." (p. 229) Shifts are sudden. as when, using l;ionetyl, lIyou 

shift to sle~p without tra~sition. fall abruptly into the middle of a dream 
\ 

.... r bave been yéars in a prison camp suffering from malnutrition,U (p. 67) 

anno~qced by à fillJlic "Fadeout" (pp. 104, 112) or "TimecJump like ~ bro~n 

'typewriter" (p. 94): and if the overall sense of the text 1s undercut, sa 

1 
is the identity of the first-pers9n narrator, who reports as he reads the 

\ 
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paper, "1 keep slipping away .... l try to focus the words ... they separate in 

meaningless mosaie. Il (p. 68) 

Heroin clieks the user into "junk focus," (p. 204) and textual forms 

constitute an addiction to habits of configuration: plot, for example, is 

"continuity, beginning, middle, and end, adherence to a 'logieal' sequence and 

people don't think in logieal sequences." (ER, p. 78) Self is a narrative 

deviee, a collection of words and images intoJogical sequence, as examples 

throughout the work suggest: "Those pictures are yourself" (SM, p. 40); 

"Remember i was the movies ..•. in the beginning there was no Iam" (TE, p. 102); 

"Who do you love?-- If l had a talking pictun~ of you would l need you?" (S); 

in ~ Lunch a man has an affair with his "Latah,1I a creature which pre-

cisely imitates aIl the words, gestures and mannerisms of anyone in its pres­

ence, and "simply sucks aIl (the persona right out of him like a sinister ven-

triloquist's dummy .... 'You've taught me everything you are .... 1 need a new 

amigo.' And poor Bubu can 1 t answer for himself, having no self left." (p. 141) 

The mythless, unidentifiable condition of attention is illustrated by the pre-

dicament Qt Marty (as in Famous Men, just say he's from Mars and let it go at 

that), a space man, not a time man, who has been IIborned" here as a human, and 

whose plans to leave' are hampered by a policeman who dislikes in him '" a cer-

tain furtiveness of persan and motive after a11 where was he escat>ing to? Who' 

was he escaping to? •• Who was he? Could it be that he didn 1 t n~ed friends? '" .. . 
(E, p. 140) The story ("Fr~ends") e1aborates al}- idefl nascent in Naked Lunch: 

"tWhere do they go when they. walk out and leave the body behind?'" (p. Il) 
l ' 

The text encodes and prerecords,the movem~nt o! a~tention, keeps 

'''I-you-me in the pissoir of p.resent time." (SM, p: 126) The exercizes outlined 

. 
by Burroughs to pry attention loose from modes of identity, to direçt the sub-

ject to "as-is" rather th an ignore or "not-is" a problem, (ER, p. 84) to be 
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"' 
"there" du ring mundane activities, (J, p. 108) to be "on set" in present time, 

CE, p. 165) are critiques of habituaI modes of reading, of understanding . 

.. 
Similarly, the method of paratactic discontinuity in N~ked Lunch scrambles the 

memo~y tape of the narrator and mobilizes his liberated attention: 

suddenly l don't know where l am. Perhaps l have opened 
the wrong door and at any moment The Man In Possession, The 
Owner Who Got There First will rush~ and scream: 

Who Are You?" 
H'tf • 

And l don't know what l am doing there nor who l am. 
l decide to play it cool and maybe l will get the orien­
tation before the Owner shows .•.. So instead of yelling 
"Where Am 1?" cool H and look around and you will find 
out approximately .... you were n6t there for The Beginning. 
You will not be ther~ for The End .... Your knowledge of 
what is going on can only ~superficia1 and relative. (NL, p. 2fO) 

The text is a memory track subject ta lesions; if understanding is knowing 
l' 

hew to proceed, then disruption of the memory track obvia tes understânding, 

directs the reader to a consideration of lts nature. Benway exhibits patients 

suffering fr()m Irreversible Neural Damage, who l'etain "'reflexes'" but are 

otherwise not present: "'Over-liberated, you might say. "' (p. 32) To be there 

is not to control but ta witness. Like Lee ("Last night i woke up with some-

ODe squeezing my hand. It was my other hand"-- T, p. 66) like The Professor, 

'" rudely interrupted by one of my multiple pers~nalities, '" (p. 87) and like 

. 
'" the man who taught his asshole to ta1k'" and had to struggle with an<>ther 

person~lity in the same flesh, (pp. 131-32) Naked Lunch encodes a mosaic of 

1 intersecting personnae, The Sail or repeating Leels phrases i~ bis own narra-

tian: "Junkies tend to run Itogether into one body." '(p. 219) The text is a 
r 

form of addiction which 'is continually undercut and used against itself, sa 

that one extended sexual fantasy is followed by a curtain calI in which the 

actors are "not as young as they appear in the Blue Movies •• • f. They look tired 
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and petulant. Il .(p. 103) It is il "mind tape" that can be "wiped clean-- Magne-

tic word dust falling from old patterns," (NE, p. 168) a blueprint which is 

pehaps '-'Craps last map." (E, p. 168) Most frequently, the text ig compared 
'. 

to a film, as in The Wild Boys-- "On the screen an old book with gilt edges. 

Written in golden script The Wild Boys. A cold spring wind ruffle-s the pages" 

(WB, p. 184)-- so that stories end with the camera being shot, the camera man 

joining the gun fight, or with the explosion of the screen. (WB, pp. 18, 184) 

The text is thereby alSsigned that "instant present" which, Agee says', is the 

"tense" of film, CAF l, pp. 321-22) just as, lilse Îshmael, Burroughs' narrators 

often date the text-- "'July 1962, Present Time'" (TE, pp. Ibo, 172)-.... indica-

ting the intersection of ~he reader's present time with that of th~ persona, 
! 

the spatial accomplishment of time-travel. The reader cornes out ~f time and 

into 'pace by de'tcoying the memocy tape which, in pc"ent tim~ i, hi, own 

mode of identity: "Rub out the word" (TE, p. It9); "Rub out /the lite i led" 

(TE, p. 177); "Language of virus (which is these experünentJ) really neces­

sary?" (TE, p. 100) In this fashion, language is made ta r~art on itself in .' 
Naked Lunch, ta dis~ntegrate habits of narcissistic self-attachment and make 

~I~'" ' 1 
~" a voyeur of the reporter. 1 

, 

/ , 

/ 
/ 

/ 
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The definite atttaction which cinematographic 
creation exercises upon many new nove1ists must 
be sought e1sewhere. It is not the cameraIs ob­
jectivity which interests them, but its possi-

Ibilities in the rea1m of the subjective, of the 
imaginary. They do not conceive the cinema as 
a means of expression, but of exploration, and 
what most captures their attention is, quite 
natura11y, what has most escaped the powers of 
1iterature: which is not 50 much the image as 
the sound track-- the sound of voices, noi~es, 
atmospheres, music-- and above a1l the possibi1ity 
of acting on two senses at once, the eye and the 
ear; fina11y, in the image as in the sound, the 
possibi1ity of presenting with a11 the appearance 
of incontestable objectivity what i5, a1so, on1y 
dream or,memory-- in a ward, what is ooly imagin­
ation. 

Alain Robbe-Grillet, 
For I! New Novel 

, 1 
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ClIAPTER V'. lndividuals vs Individualism: Opening the Pdvate Eye 

As the camera closes in on coffee being sti~red in a cup, swirling 

shapes form, dissolve and reform on an lentirely black screen, while Jean-Luc 

Godard whispers, 

Where does it begin? .. Where do es what begin? God creat~d 
the heavens and the earth. Of course ... but that's a bit 
simple, 'too easy. One should be able to say more ••• Say 
that the limits-of my language are those of my world. That 
as l speak, l limit the world, l end it ... and when logieal 
and mysterious death cornes to abolish this limit ••• there 
will be no more questions, no more answers ... everything will 
be amorphous. 

The heroine of this film, ~ ~ Three Things 1. Knew About Her (1966), speaks 

of "the ABC of existence," defines language as "the house in which man lives" 

and repeatedly declares: "1 am the world." These allusions to and quotations 

of W~ttgenstein point to an epistemological stance whieh is consistent in 

Godard's films, and which is thorough1y worked out in A1phavil1e,~! Strange 

Adventure of Lenune Cau·tion (1965). Film is a form of artalysis, IIthe truth, Il as 

Bruno says in Le Petit Soldat (19'60), "twenty-four times a second"; and this 

analysis is literally, not metaph6rically~ linguistic. 
\ 

Beginning with his atten-

tidn to signs, bi1lboards and advertising slogans in Une Femme Mariée (1964), ê 
, -...--

and continuing through the political analyses in La Chinoise (1967) and One 

Plus One (1968), Godard has directed critical attention to the contemporary 

environment of word and image; in La Chinoise, for example, Veronique rejects 

\the idea that a revolutionary should burn all the books, since there would 

th~n "be nothing left t~ cr~ticize." Like Agee and Burroughs, Godard is con­

eerned to corne to termsjwith the modern, American-dominated culture machine, 

more specifically with the languages of film, the Hollywood B-picture,' vocabu­
i 

lary of plots and attitudes of which several of Godard's early films make use, 
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and which are those forms of thought which limit the world~ "At the cinema we 

do not t~ink, we are thought. ,,1 In a political context, Godard regards film 
t ':, 2 

as disease, "the virus, ~he capitalist microbe in'its present'form," and like 

Burroughs recommends the setting up of de-intellectualization schools to combat 

conditioned mental habits. 3 

Peter Ohlin has suggested that Gbdard's pre-1968 films employ the 

strategy of making language into a thing, while the la ter films treat objects 

'4 as a language. Language"for Godard, has always the status of an arbitrary 

habit or skill, and even ~ Va Bien (1972), with its heavily didactic politi­

cal tone, can only conclude with the advice to l'rethink yourself in h~storical 

terms," terrns which may provide a strenuous and renewing mode of analysis, but 

which have no ultimate or necessary purdtase~ "With the probable exception of ,. 
his view on Vietnam," Susan Sontag comments, "there is no attitude Godard in-, 

corporates in his films that is not simultaneously being bracketed, and the re-

fore criticized, by a dramatization of the gap between the elegance and seduc-

~ " 5 tiveness O{I; ideas and the ••• opaqueness of the human condition." The printed 

definition, in La Chinoise, of "a ward" as "what remains unsaid," suggests 

Wittgenstein's distinction 

arrangement of appearances 

between the "content" of sense and that "form" or 

upon which it is encoded: ~ra that filmed 

6 itself in the mirror," Godard has said, "would make the ultimate movie," would 

record the mechanics of ita own recording, supply aIl info~at~on ~bout itself 
• 1 

without giving expression to the '~ontent' of the record', the collation of dis';' 

1 
tinct frames, the understanding of its sense. An affectless observation and 

record of what goes on in the mirror i9 voyeuristic rather than narcissistic, . 
for it presumes no rpssibility of consummate identity with the image: Godard 

1 

made Le Petit Soldat, he says, about "a man who finds that the face he sees in 
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the mirror does not correspond to the idea he has of wh4t lies behind it," 

"who analyses himself and discovers he is different from the concept he had of 

himself. Personally, when l look at myself in a mirror l have the same feel­
'11 

i 
',,7 ng. '~,. 

Made in U.S.A. dramatizes the problem of identity in terms of language: 

a dictaphone recording of Paulals voiee on the sound track says as she shoots 

Goodis, "Where am 11 18 it me who is speaking1 , Can l say that l am these 

words l speak, through which my thoughts sllde? Can l say that l am these mur-

ders l have commited with my,own hands, actions which escape from me not only 

when 1 have finished, but before l have even started7" ls Ahab, Ahab? ls it' 

l, God, or who that- lifts this arm? BecaU6e, as Wittgenstein says, "Language 

disguises thought ••.. 6o, that from the outward form of the clothing lt 16 im-

possible to infer the form of the thought beneath it," (TLP 4.002) it 15 as 

'impossible to identify Paula . th her physiologieal equipment-- "Can 1 say that 

l am this life whieh l fe within me7"-- as with the tapereeorder which speaks 

her words. Godard's idea 0 ~~_ •. g the camera as lt films is related to his 

declared wish to "show-- just show, not comment on-- the moment when a feeling 

8 enters the body and bll:omes physiologically alive" meaning is encoded upon 
1 

physiology-- feelings, laryngeal formations-- as upon the mechanical operation 
\ 

) 

of a,camera; it is remarked in Une Femme Mariee, in fact, that "Memory ls the 

first thing we teach a machine." Godard comments on the incomprehensibility 
-.' 

of a line from H8lderlin quoted in Contempt, "The difficulty cornes because we . ~ 

" 9 feel that words must alway~ mean something" 
1 

the young intellectuals in La 

Chinoise, who demonstrate their rejection of dual~sm by striking the word 

"DES'CARTES'~ with a sucti~n arrow; recommend the confusion of Wo~ and things 
, , ~ 

........ " 

as a revoJ,utionary activity; similarly, Godard edits his films "on thê'-béilsis 
........ , 

',' 

: Il 

Î 
! 

: 

i' , :' 1 , 

.i' 
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of what's in the image and on that basis only ••• not in terms of what it 5igni­
\ 

fies 1 but what signifies it ... IO 
Bt holding ta the image and to the shape of 

-the word, he obviates any transcendence of, or, which is the same, identifica-

tian with the empitically apparent. 

Like Paula, we cannot regard speech, or rather the sense which it en­

codes, as an effect springing from an linner' identifiable cause. Godard's 

remark that Pierrot Le Fou (1965) "is not really a film" but "an attempt at 

11 cinema" illustra tes this lack of nec'essary relation between intention and 
. 

act: like Famous Men artd Naked Lunch, it is a plan or blueprint, the record 
, 

of an unfulfilled intention; and like ,them, La Chinoise finishes with the 

announcement, "End of a Begirining." In tj1at same article on Pierrot, Godard 

elaborates a quotation of Claudel: "'This morrow does not follow the day that 

~was yesterday.' This last sentence in movie terms means: two shots in sequen~e 

are not successive. 12 Which also hdlds for two that aren't in sequence," 
, 

As 

Ohlin points out, Godard's use of montage, not as Eisenstein, to produce s9me-

thing greater than the sum of its parts, but to make the shots "strip each 

other of irrelevant connections,1I amou1)ts to "the destruction of causality, and 

implicltly of syntaxe ,,13 Alain R9bbe-Grillet, a key literary figure to what 

bas been called the post-modernist sensibility, has a1so been coticerned to , 
, .. 14 

liberate himself from,conditioning by "the ideology of çausality, continuity," 
\ 

a~mires in the work of Alain Resnais "an attempt to construct q. purely mental 

space and time ••. without worrying too m~ch about the traditional relations of 

cause and effect, or about an absolute "time sequence in the narr~ve, 11 not~s 

that mental time has no n~cessary relation to 'objective' time (wbat Agee calls - . 

"time by machine measure"),~ and regards the film image as occupying the ,unmiti-

gable present ,tense of the imagination: thus fragments of film i1lustraiing 
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contradictory testimonies in a court-room drama, for ,example, or the 'future' 
1 

imagined by a character, are equally present and vivid, whether 'true' or 

'false.,15 The myth of continuous time and the causal nexus, a context which 

reduces the ambiguity of the present, offers the possibility of an account of 

motive, which in Godard's films, as Sontag points out, i9 either simplistic or 

unexplained: "An art which aims at the present tense cannot aspire to this 

/ 16 
kind of 'depth' or innerness ;ln the portrayal of human beings." Godard dis-

penses with that bel\ef in causality which Wittgenstein regards as "Supersti­

tion" (TLP 5.1361): ~sked by Georges Franju whether he acknowledged '" the 

necessity of having a \beginning, middle and 'end in your films, '" Godard is said 

\ 
17 to have replied, "'Certainly. But not necessarily in that order. "' 

. 
If for beginnihg, middle and end can be substituted past, present and 

future, it is precisely this scrambling that is carried out in Alphaville, 

'which begins as the computer Alpha 60 issues the self-interrogative statement, 

"Sorne things in lite are too complex for oral transmiss;lon. But legend gives 

them universal farm." The film, ~riginally entitled Tarzan versus IBM, pro­
\ 

ceeds as the mutual criticism of legends or myths, the past confronting the 

/ future. Lemmy Caution, the hero of.a French 'seri~s of detective novels, is' 

rendered as a compendium of ·individualist myths, and is played by Eddie Con­
l 

stantine, an expatriate American veteran of French detective films; like Bur-
\ 

roughs' "American trailing across the wounded gala:lCies," (NE, p. 31) Lemmy 

has erossed "intersidereal space" in his Ford Galaxie to reach Alphaville, the 

totally programmed environment of the future, heraided by the traffie sign, 
~ \ 

"ALPHAVILLE. SILENCE. LOGIC. SAFETY. PRUDENCE." He wears a wrist rad~o 

like Dick Tracy' sand behaves as a conventional tough guy, insulting ~nd fight­

ing with his notel's ,procurer, smashing no Iess than.four glass walls and a 
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mirror. and finally shoo-t..tltg him: ''l' m too old to sit around discussing the 
) 

weather. l shoot. rt's the only weapon l have against fate." Lemmy l~ves ' 

"women and money" more than anything else and 19 "afraid of death ••• but for a 

humble secret àgent fear of death is a cliché ••• like drinking"; Natasha, daugh-

ter of Prof essor Nosferatu~ alias von Braun, and :pus a product of the future, 

1 
knows no such fear, has been taugnt by Alpha 60 that '''death and life exist wlth-

in the sarne sphere. " Lemmy has, the computer points out, a "tendency to dweI1 

in the past," to "th~ar too much of what has happened, instead of ~hat 18 

to become"; when an engineer mocks his old-fashioned camera, Lemmy sneers, 

"Techno1ogy-- keep it!" And his susceptibility ta past formula is drainatized 

when, surrounded by the police, he ls told joke number 842 and seized when he 

doubles up with predictable laughter. Lemmy's behaviour, that is, is as pro-

grammed as that of the citizens of Alphaville: having instrocted his Seductress 

Third Class to hold a center-fold nude over her 'head, he lounges on the bed 
~ , 

reading The Big Sleep, a novel about the smashing of a pornography ring, and 

shoots two holes through the breasts of the pin-up; and when Lernmy comments on 
't 

Natasha' s "small po:inted teeth," he is echoing P1:tilip Marlowe, who repeatedly, 

in that book, notices Carmen Sternwood's "littie sharp predatory teeth" and 
\ ' 

18 
th~ knife-like teeth of Vivian Regan. Not on1y does Lemmy narrate his adven-

ture in the first person, as Marlowe does, he is ~ssociated with the array of 

tough-guy figures played on the screen by Humphrey Bogart, so that as he ignites 

his l~ghter 'with a shot from across the room, Anna Karina makes her entrance, 

like Lauren Bacall fIl To Have and Have Not, wfth the line, "Got a match?tl -------
/ 

Lemmy is Secret Agent Number 003, whose mission i5 to gather information on , 

Alphavi11e and to "liquida te" von Braun. and who ~ravels as Ivan Johnson, 

reporter for F!garo-Pravda: "Haven' t you noticed," he sa~s to von Braun 1 s' , 

) 

/ 
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assistant, "that Reporter and Revenger start witp the same letter?" Like -, 
Agee and man\L,~fr,Burroughs' characters, he is a spy travelling as a journalist, 

and 'as such is bath an importunate investigator, asking "too many questions" 

and at one point forcing von Braun into an elevator to ~nterview him, and a 

rampant voyeur, photographing'von Braun's outraged staff, the hidden center of 
, 1 

Alpha 60 and anything else that interests him: as Harry Dickson, an agent who 

has been broken by Alpha 60's control system, enjoys his last dalliance with 

a Seductress Third Class, Lemmy watches from behind a wardrobe and photographs 

the scene; and when the old man dies in orgasm, Lemmy photographs the body. , 

Godard's original treatment calls for Lemmy's reports on his wrist 
, 

radio "ta compile a documentary on the town and its inhabitants," " true docu-

mentary images of present-day lifè" in Paris, altered by rra novel, rather 

19 strange, mysterious quality." Three years prior to the making of Alphaville, 

Godard told an interviewer, "Accurding to Truffaut, the cinema consists of the 

spectacle ... and research. If l analyze myself todây l see that l have,always 

wanted, basically, to make a research film in spectacle form. The documentary 

side is this: a man is in such ~nd such a situation. The spectacle side cornes 

from making the man a gangster or a secret agent. ,,20 There could be no more 

succinct summary of each of Moby-Dick, Famous Men and Naked Lunch thart as 

research plus spectacle;, in this sense aIl of Godard's films are reports: 

Alphaville, self-reflexively, i8 about a reporter. Like Burroughs, "Godard puns 

on the phrase,."agent secret;" which suggests an active critical attention . -

which cannot be spoken about or identified with the logical forms and habits 

of thought, although the philosophical Pragmati~ts and behaviourists assume 

the contrary. 
Il 

Lemmy's subjectivism i8 regar,ded by von Braun as an anachronism: 
1 

"Your ideas are strange, Mr. Caution. Several years ago, in the foge of Ideas, 

( 
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they would doubt1ess have been termed .•. sublime. But look at yourseÜ-- men 
, 

of your kind will soon no longer exist." The faeulty of eonseious attention: 

which distinguishes Lemmy from a computer, and ta which he refera when he 

boasts ta Alpha 60 of his "secret,1I can be defined only negatively, or, as 

Lennny defines it, with a riddle: "Something that never changes with the night 

or the day, as long as the past represents the future, towards which it ad-

yances in a straight line, but which finally closes on itself in a circle." 

For Alpha 60 ta 'find the answer ta the riddle would mean its gelf-destruction, 

"because you would beeome my equal, my brother": the throwing away of Wittgen-

stein's logical ladder. According to Godard, "Ta look around one's self, that 

21 is ta be free ll 
: when Lernrny insists that he is a "fLee man,1I the Chief Engi-

neer comments, "This reply is meaningless. We know nothing .•. We record ... we 

calculate ••. and we draw eonclusions .•.. Your replies are difficult ta code and 

sometimes impossible." 

Lemmy finds Dickson in a shabby hotel where the clients loitre in the 

lobby reading detective novels-- indivi~uals who have been occluded, like Lee 
1 

in Naked Lunch, from the logieal system of Alphaville, and who await execution 

or suicide. Not only, Dickson reports, are Dick Tracy and Flash Gordon dead, 

but there are no more novelists, musieians or painters. In bed with his Seduc-

tress, DicksQn speaks the illegal language of roman'tic love, and his last_ words 

are IIconscience ••• conscience ••• make Alpha 60 destroy itself. •• tenderness ••• 

save J:hose\who weep." Weeping, too, ia illegal; the last words of a man who 

,is: executed for weeping' at his wife's death, and thus "behaving illogieally," 

are of love, faith, and tenderness, things which cannot be cod1fied and of 

which the citizens of ~lphaville aFe ignorant. Like the artis~s of the past 

w+th whom he is associated, Lemmy speaks fôr.what cannot be spoken about: 

• 

" 

. \ 
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when he tries to define "love" ostensiv,ely to Natasha, she understands only 

the "sensuality" which is Hs form. When someone says "something metaphysica1," 

according to Wittgensteill, it is demonstrable that he has "failed to give a 

meaning ta certain signs in his propositions" (TLP 6.53; the pun is unavoidable): 

Propositions can express nothing that is higher. 
It is clear that ethics cannat be put into words. 
Ethics is transcendental. ~ 

(Ethics and aesthetics are one and the same.) (TLP 6.42, 6.421) 

Dut if the metaphysical cannot be described, or ernoodied in the c1ichéed 

deportrnent of the individualist hero, neither can it be negated or reduced ta 

the,untmbigUOuSlY logica!: when Natasha defends Alphaville's total commitment 

ta rational structure by remarking. "we minimize the unknown," Lemmy renames 

the city "Zerovi11e"; and he sneers at von Braun's opposition of "my moral and 
\ 

ev;~rnetaphysital sense of destiny with nothing more than a physical and mental 

existence created and dictated by technocracy." The mythic totalitarian behav-

, 
iouristic future utterly crushes the independence which Lemmy_so grandly over-' 

dramatizes: Alpha 60 dwarfs the individual intelligence by formulating problems 
~ 

for itself-- train and plane timetables, electric power supply, war~- which "no 

one can understand because the methods and data used by Alpha 60 are tao com-

plex." Like Burroughs' control machine, it "predicts the data which Alphaville 

obeys," and eloquently de fends those more familiar forms of control' which it 

"represents: "Nor is thére in the so-called capitalist world, or Communist world, 
J, 

any malieious intent to suppress men through the power of i1~ology ot material-
, 

ism, but only \t~e natural afm of aIl organizations to increase their rational 

structure." A!phaville 1s the result of continuous growth in time, that evolu-

tionary developrnent ta which' Wittgenstein assigns the status of "any other 

hypothesis in natural science," (TLP 4.1122) the logieal movement from past, , 

1 through present, ta future, which is the basis of the anti-subjectivist myths 
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of progress: all of Alpha 60's decisions are directed. it assures Lemmy. toward 

an "ultimate" and "universal good"; the inhabitants, whom Lemmy regards as 

"~laves to probability," are "the end-products of a series of mutations"; and 

those are excluded who "don't manage to adapt." According ta the Chief Engineer, 

one must never say "why," as Lemmy does, but "'because.' In the life of all 

individuals, as weIl as in the lives of nations, everything is determined by 

cause and effect." Like Peirce and the Pragmatists, von Braun' s techn\icians 

regard final causation as alone primary, the motive impetus from indeterminacy 

ta the complete reign of law. 

Those who are convicted of illogical behaviour are executed at the 

Institute of General Semantics: thought, that i5. is linguistically controlled. 

The hotel bible turns out to be the latest issue of the Alphaville dictionary 

('" But isn' t it the same in the Outer lands, Mr. Johnson? "'), continually up-

dated by the deletion and replacement of words. Natasha does not understand 

'love' or 'conscience,' and becomes frightened when she knows a word without 

memory of having heard or read it, for the limits of her language are the limits 

of her world. Symbols are completely arbitrary-- in Alphaville a shake of the 

head means 'yes,' a nod, 'no'-- and in this case.Alpha 60 arbitrates them; its 

~ voice renders each word as a series of distinct metallic sounds without inflec­

tian, reducing language, as it is put in La Chinoise, ta "sounds and matter." 

But Lemmy insists that words have meailing, refuses, for example, to "betray the 

Outerlands"; he conunandeers a car as he escapes the polic.e, orders the driver, 

played by Godard, to "Wait' here and don' t move, Il and on second thought shoots 

him dead: "That' s to be sure you.' Il keep your word, pal." But Lemmy Is torn 

away from his attachment to. the archetypal postures of the past in his confron­

tation with ,t~e future, and i8 left on an uncomfortably ambiguous middle gr~nd, 



• 

,,\ 

• 

321 

struggling ta derive meaning from arbitrary signs. Having killed von Braun 

r'lf fired into the computer with the same shot. Lemmy finds himself moving 

fhroUgh darkened corridors. "running along a straight Une, which reminded me 

\Of the Greek labyrinth that Dick50n told me about, in which sa many phl1oso­

~rs had Îost t~eir way, where even a secret agent could stray from his course." 

lnhab~ants of Alphaville, cut off from the source of electrical energy upon 

which they depend, grope along the walls of these darkened corridors: in an ~ 

essay written about and contemporaneously wtth the making of La Chinoise, Alain 

Jeffroy writes. ''Wittgenstein écrit quelque part qù 'un homme qui vit dans la 

confusion philosophique ne sait pas même trouver la porte ouverte pour en sor-
" Jt ... 

tir. A ce pauvre homme, il conseille de longer les murs, plutot que se fracas-

ser la tête contre eux: 
22 

au bout, il trouvera fatalement la porte." 

Like Lee the Agent, Lemmy moves toward the do or at the end of the long 

hB;ll; his critical preàicament, that is, s.uggests the Wittgenstein of .. the 

Philosophical lnvesti~tions, for wh01I! "Language is a labyrinth of paths," (PI 

203) and who regards "meaning something" as going "up ta the thing we mean ••• 

so one is oneself in motion. One Is rushing ahead and so cannat see oneself 

rushing ahead" (PI 455-457)-- hence the straight-l1ne, self-co1ntained movement 

which Lemmy describes to Alpha 60 as his secret. 

Alpha 60: ls the~e a difference between the mystery of the 
laws of knowledge and those of love? 

Lemmy: In my opinion there is no my,stery in love. ' 

But bath meaning and love are inexpressible sinde that ~ich advances cannat 

be codified or spoken about, must be passed over in silence: the man c~demned 

1 ---ior weeRing urges the necessity of simply advancing "in a stra1ght lue towards 

al.l that we love"; .,when Natasha responds ta Lemmy with poetry, she saya, 
~"F 1 i 

One need ~ly advance to live, to go ' 
;>... Straightf~wa.rd towards aIl you love; 

,1 
.1 
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and Lemmy taunts Alpha 60 with another paradoxical definition of the ...Ruman 

situation: Illfake a look at her and me! There's your reply. We are happine5s 

... and we are making our way towards it." This "reply," of course, does 

compute: Alpha 60 had specifically demanded a "yes or no" answer. 

If Lemmy is a IISecurity threat ll to the computer's digital logic, he 

15 also threatened, the code of the past endangered by the future, and 1t 15 

in this context that his fear of death 15 interesting: "1 had l:t1e impression, 11 

he says IIthat my IHe here was becoming a 9hadow, a twilight memory •.. of a 
, 

doubtless awesome. destlny." Alpha 60, that is, i5 not only a futurJ.s tic ver-

sion of the "IBM ..• Dlivett!. .. General Electric" computers of the 1960'9, it i5 

that ultimate memory machine which does turn Lemmy into a shadow, films death 

at work: the moving camera. If Lemmy 15 an individual voyeur, Alpha 60's 

camera eyes observe every act of every citizen in Alphaville, 50 that it can 

deduce from his ac t ions that Lennny is not who he says he 15: when Lemmy com-

ments that "News trave1s fast around here," von "Braun replies, "at about 186,000 

miles per second," a 9peed appropriate ta the "Civilization of Light" brought 

about by the film image. In its lecture on itself, Alpha 60 illu5trates that 

the myth of the future has implications for the present: 

The Central Memory is given its name because of the funda­
mental role it plays in the logical organization of Alpha 
60. But no one 't'fias lived in the past and no one will live 
in the future. The present is the form of aIl life, and 
there are no means by which this can be avoided. Time i5 
a circ1e which Is endlessly revolving. The descending arc 
i9 the past and the rising arc is the future. Everything 
has been said. At least as long as words don' t'change their 
meanings and meanings their words .... Nothing existed h.!re 
before us. N6 one. We are absolutely a19ne here., We are 
unique, dreadfully unique. The rneaning of words and of 
expressions is no longer grasped. One isolated word or 
an isola:t:ed detai·l in a t1rawing can b~ understood. But 
the comprehension of the ,who1e escapes us. Once we know 
the number 1, we believe we know the numbef 2, because l 
plus 1 makes 2. But we do not even know what 'plus' means. 

't 
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That this is a problem of film synta~, of how 'sense' is made of sequence plus 
'. 

sequence, shot plus sho,t, frame plus frame, is made clear in Godard' s Iater One 

Plus One: as in Wittgenstein, understanding is Iingu:\stic, an ab il 1.t y to add 

things together ;Lnto verbal contex~ts which cannot itself be understood. If the 

computer must be made to destroy itself, 50 must the film undercut: the darra-

tive ~context which holds, it together, the temperai progression from beginning 

through middle ta en~, or in teros of i'ts 'content,' 'frO'm past through present 

to future; so that Alpha 60 "s last words before it8 destruction are a quota-

tion of Borges' "A 

Hume which rejects 

New Refutatiol\ of Time," an essay on Locke, Berkeley and 
\ 
, 23 

the ~O-tion of temporal ,contin4ity "The present i8 terri-

fying because it is irreversible ••• because it i5 shackled, fixed like sted •••• 

Time i5 the material of which 1 am made .••. Time is a stream which carries me 

along ... but l am Time ... it i8 atiger which tears me apart, but 1 am the tiger." 
r 

Lenuny leaves Alpha 60' 8 lecture on understànding "because 1 couldn' t . 
understand a single word"; but later, when Nftasha complains that Binee his 

arrival 8he can no longer understand what is happening, he says, "Me!-- l'm 

Just beginning to understand, 1 think." Like ,Famous Men, ~ Lunch and Blow­

.!!E" Alphaville is about being awake; and as in Famous Men, sleep i~ the bound-

ary bracketing an ineluctably subjective and ambiguou8 experience: so tbat 

when Natasha finally awakens t~ ask if ~he 'has slept f~r long, Lemmyu:éP)1ies, 

"No ••. a mere fraction of time." Of central structural importance is The Big 

~, the title of which i~ Marro~e' s' euphemism for death, and ie related ta' 

Godard' 5 statements about film; for one falls into dream at the ~inema. "But 
.... 

people pre fer to dream in the first degree rather than the second which is the 
., 1 - 1 

true re;llity": those who cannot see what is i~ frçmt .of them "because they are 

always attach~d ta what went before" ate "nat dreamers, they. a're asleep and 

.' 1 
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lazy. 'l'o dream 15 to contemplate and to let ane's self ga~,,24 Many pf those 

who cannot adapt in Alphaville are electrocuted in their seats while watching 

a film, anaesthetized and passive in the midst of first-degree dream, the sleats 

tipping up an~ depositlng them into huge garbage cins; returning from this 

spectacle to his hotel, Lemmy declares his wish IIto sleep, perch/ince to dream"--

his willingne5s, despite his fear of death, to 1iberate his attention by putting 

aside his stereotypical code, his attachment ta what went before: accordlngly, 

he rejects von Braun 1 s offer of aIl the money and women he wants and escapes 

into intersidereal space. But there 15 no transcendance of logic, only an 

awakening of conscious attention to its limits, a dismantling and rearrangement 

of its component parts, as in the explosion of Alpha 60. The final scene of 

Alphaville, in which Lemmy and Natasha drive away from the burning city, 18 

mode1ed on the corresponding scene in Howard Hawks' 5 fi1.m version of The g 

Sleep, with Bogart and Bacall, as Marlowe and Vivian Regan, exchanging declara-

tions of love \as they drive away from a preliminary showdown at Eddie Mars' -

fannhouse: 

-Natasha: l don't know what to say. At least l don't 
know the wor4s. Please help me .••. 

Lemmy: Impossible, Prl~cess. You "ve got to manage 
by yourself, and, only then will you be saved. 

Natasha: 1:. •• 

Like that othet:' spy travelling as a journalist, Lenuny insists upon' an effort in 

human actuality: the addition of "r" plus "love" pl,us "you ll expresses a sense, 

and, indirectly. the role of the conscious individua~ in speaking an àdbtrary 

and communal language, as .in givlng a fÙm cliché meaning. In terms of the 

temporal triptych, the fact that the prototype fs not the last scene qf the 
'\ 

.. 
- \ 
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Hawks films suggests tnat Alphaville moves from beginning, through end, to 

middle: just as the past advances toward the ,future in a straight line, Lemmy, 

who represents the individualist pasto advances toward Natasha, who inhabits 

the behaviourist future, so that the two meet on the middle ground of the self-

conscious present, the tense of the film image. 

f 

'. 

'. 

~ 
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