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Q '1his thesis, exam:tnes the main trerrls in qiticism 

of "Bartleby 'the Scrivener: A Stoo/ of Wall-street" by 
ff> 

lËl':lMn Melville. It ~s that critica1 approaches \mich 

stress the biographica1,' psychological, p:>litica1, or other , 

. aspects of the story :œil to provide an ad~ate interpre­

tation of the stoIY. It then oonsiders a major thaœ in ~lville 

of the oontrast betwetm the ambiguities and moerta.inties 

in the 'WOrld, and an individual who seeks 'lmSUc:gE!ssfu11y 

to find absolute ideals in it. This foll~ with a detailed 
" 
~ ~a1 anaiysis--!ri which it ~s apparent that the role 

of the narrator la critica1 in the story 1 s developrent. 'Ibis 

character is used by f.hlville to manipu1a~ i:mbiguities and 

ta create a gro;:r.ing sense of unœrtainty in the reader. 

UltiInately the t.h.esis stresses inoonsis~cies irt narrative 

diction, tone, attitude anc;1 substance, and dem:mstrates their 

influenoe on any prqJèr analysis. 
Ir 
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ra ~se, examine les tendanoés principales de la 

critique de "Bartleby t::œ Scrivener: ' A Story of Wall-5treet n 

-
par ~ ~lville. Elle prqx:>se que les approches critiques 

qui insistent sur lès aspects biographiques, psyclx>logiques 00 

autres (tels que sociologiques ou politiques) , ne donnent 
<, - f ' . 

pas une interp~tatim édiquate de i 'histoire. Ell.e ~tudie 
ensuite \Dl des t1:ènes majeurs dans l'oeuv:r:e de f.blville--Ie 

cxmtraste entre les ambigui~s et"les ,incertitu:les du rronde 

d'une part, et 1:' individu qui cœrche vai.nerrènt les idfuux 

absolus d'fiUtre part. Quairlle conte est roumis à l'analyse 
~( 

textuelle on ~ qué l' a~t-narrateur est essentiel 

au ~velof:P='llent de l 'histoil:e. Ça . personnage est utili~ , 

par ~lville afin de faire naître chez le lecteur lm sèntlltent 

croissant d' incérti~. Finalem:mt, la thèse Iœt en relief 
\ 

les inconR5.stances dans la dictioo narrative, le ton r l'.attitude) 

.et la substance; ,elle d€!m::futre ~ plus ltmr influence SUl: 

n'inporte quelle' analyse utile • 
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, "Bartleby the Scrivener": A. Stox:y of Wall-Street" 

begs for if not indeed danands sane Jdnd' of int:e.rpretatiat. 

Just as the t"1all-Street LêMye'J: who narrates the stQry 

bas diffiCultY in trying to cane 'ta t.enns with P.arttèby, 

BQ the reader cannot cane '00 teims with the st6xy. 'lbe 

effect that the story 1eaves on the ~ is often diff-
f ~ ( • ~ 

erent than the. one ~ft.' on the. Lawyer~ Perbaps this is 

why tJelville' s brief stery bas evo1œd ~t interest . . 
:fran a 1azçe variety of~. Many c:i:'itics have 

. ~, 

attenpted' to give definitive in~tatiQl'lS of the stol:y 

and much criticism of it bas oontinoous1y apÎ)eared; three 

films (twD BritiS\1 and one ~ican) ~ been~ of it; 

at 1east one telep1ay has been produced, and t.heœ has ~ 
been an opera of ''Bartleby". . In 1965 an entire syBp>siun ~ . {, 

. was ~ ta it at Kent State Uni~ity in ado. 

What l propose te dO in the following chapters 

~-.is ta im.en~ ~ ~ ~t en various crideal, 

.' awroaches ta the story. l will· examine· biographical, , 

pSycb:>logical, political, noral and other points of 
vieW. A brief analysis of these app~~ ~'lS that'­

they are, Inadequate 'ta exp1ain ,tlrl.s particulàr story./ 
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ttdle each apprœch may elucidate àn !npQrt:ant aspect. 

, ' " . 
of "Ba.r1:leby the Scri~", the iitpositiœ of a-partï.--· 

- -

cular critica1 enphasis (for exanple, look!nq at the 
9 , 

story' s neaning as primarily biograprl.ca1, or as ~Y 

a:mveying a -Mapdst visicn) ,'-dœs not suooeed because 

of the high level of anbiguity _ and unoèrtainty that 

perneates the striry. l will theœfoœ argue ,that a ' 

~ _crltical analysis ~f nBàrtl~ the ~iVener'" 

l:eqUi.xés extrerœ flexibility in approach. 

, 
In Melville' s writinq, arrbi~ties and unœr-

ott • l " 

tainties aœ frequently contrasted with the 1.ll1S1.lCCeSS-
~ , '~ . ~ 

• 
ful quest for absolutes. ,'1hl.s is also-"the case, in . -
~ the Scrivener". '1be thesis thus oontinues " 

with -a secti.al on the role of the questor fu the search . 
for absolute ideals in f.ëtville's writing in ,general. , , 

l will look at Billy .Bu:Jd, Pierre, or the Anb;i.9}lities, 

ând ~ Dick. 
v 

'!his is fol~ by a ,detailed analysis of the 

stm:y in which l' examine·the l'Ole of the narrator am 
the ways in ~~ -M:!lville 'manipulfltes am1.:rl.guities 

throogh thé riarrator in order to ellcit a sense of 

unOertainty in ~~ reader. ~se rhet.Orical observa-
( 1 - " 

t::ims are used ,~\ exp;i.ain :.the inadequacy of ex!sting 
, ',' I§I 

crlticisms. 
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Ultimàtely, the thesis wfil,'~.'·~~ 
, ~ 'J " 

in narratlwd1Ot:3œ 'ta. atti_'_r~" ml! , , , , , 
~ ~~ ~ ~l~' JI'&1St ~ arr:! ~,~YSia. 

\ 

:In 0J:der ~ do thia, :foêNe,on the ~ator ~ 

.tz>.~ _ siliadt~ ~ty~ +. 
rather tlvJn iJ:tsisting \1pOrl a œf~i:iv.: intèrpœ~œ • 
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A ~ew of Critica1 Material 
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A r.bœ G:meral Critical Discussion 

on MelVille ana J\bsolutes 
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1. A Review of eritical Material 

. 0 
BICXiRAPHICAL 

cne of the ways of analyzing the story is by viewing it as 

'an allegory of' Melvi1le's life. According to this analysis, 

Melville is autobiographiCal. in bis description of .Bartleby and 

his surI'OI.mdings. 
2 

Indeed whilé _~i ting "Bartleby the Scrivener: 

A star;: of Wall-Street" Melville had tmlch difficult.y: the story 

received little acknowledgment and was not easily solde ~lville 

~, netaphorica1ly speaking, lup against his own wall " personally 
, 

and professional.ly. , 

-"Bartleby" was written after ~ick' and Pierre or the 

. Ambiguities ~ been pmlicly' unSu?Œss . It has been said that 

a r~geful Melville deliberately condescended in writing "Bartle-
. 

byn, setting out ta make the story 'readable' f~ the general 

fcl>lic--that is, short, clear and seaningly easily accessible for 

interpretatioo. '!he story was published. in a magazine, Put.ru:!m' s 

lobntlùy, which did make it IlDre available ~ supposedly less 

acadanic than his previous lengtby novel~ Were.· 

At the time "Bartleby the Scrivener" wa.S written, Melville 
, , 

was at odds with hil? brother Allen, a liberal Wall-Street l~, 

\ocb:m he disliked. '.lbe biograpucal critics thus believe that the 

Wall- street I:.aw:ier is rrOOelled ~ter him. 
,1 
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Also a close friend 9f ~lnlle t s, George Adler, had been 

institutionalized--diagnosed as a paranoid-schizophreru.c. Con­

sequently" Bartleby is frequently described as r~ting Adler, 

and M:!lvi11e as representing the 1awyer. ~lvil1e is ta1œn to~ 
',' ''',,/ 

he desperate in tiying ta reach out ta help bis friend, and in 

deep anguish CQ,1cerning the situation. 

~lvi11e is, of course, also seen as Bartleby himse1:f­

for exanp1e, because bis eyesight, was fai1inq. In the story 

the Lawyer asSl.llœS Bartleby "-'On' t oopy because bis eyes are pcx>r 

(an assunption entire1y bis own). 

Since M:!lvi11e himse1f was often quiet, withdrawn, tromse, 

perhaps feeling that he was, making very little contact with 

people around him, this may save ~ another basis for a 0Cllpari­

son with Bartleby. Indeed, M:!lvi1le does sound like Bartleby, 

Wlx;, 'prefers' not to live, when he writes to Sarruel Shaw that 

"I once, liJœ other spoonies, cherished a lOOSè sort of notion 

that l did not care to ~ive very long. n3 ( 

Furthenrore, M:!lvi11e's fragile rœntal state', 'Which bis 

nother attributed to 'constant indoor confinaœnt', like Bartle-
\ 

by's, is confi.rJœd by:J-y Leyda in 'lbe Melville log. 

1hese biograItd4at similari ties indicate' thàt M:!lvil1e·o 

did in fact at times sean œ he like Bartleby, 'a bit of a 

wreck in the mid At1antic~, (p. 39). Yet the power of the 

story and its st:rong impact on the reader can hardly he explained 

by them. When"We look further we shall see t.J:liit the inclusicm of 

J, 
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this mass of ,biogr~ca1 de'tfl.l ,BlaY De Melville 1 s way of tan-. . 
talizing the ~ in faIse d.irectiœs. _ 'l1le basic conoems of 

, \~.. ' 

the st:œ:y go beyad any single IlBIl'S life, and ocnoem "the 

• human cxmditicn in general. '!bat is to say, th8.t the stœ:y 

àerives nuch of its ~ fran its \D'Ûversality, IlOt its specifie 
, y 

biographica1 source. 
l ' 

') . 
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Sane critics study Bartleby' s~ behanour and the stOl:y it-
() ,1. . ' 

Self fran a psychologica1 point of view. '!bey view Bartleby as 

a ~logica1ly sick man. Basica11y, \\bat; i~ of interest ta 

such interpretors, are Bartleby' s isolatlm and, self-desc;uction, 

as weIl as the effect Bartleby bas on ad called 'nonnal' people. . 
'lbe 'questioo is asked 'whether 'nonral' people ,can help Bartleby, 

and if sa, how. p~i~;91ca1 critics also explore whether or , 

not Bartleby's condition is partially the result of the ~ty 

- " 

in which he lives and they aven go so far as to examine the ways 

by which Bartleby would he medically treated today. 

"1 ~ he \s a Uttle deranged," the Iawyer ~ys ta 

hllnself. (p. S2J-, Newton Arvin in Hennan ~lville and Richard 

Chase in Hennan ~lville: A Critica1 stua.x: agree that8Bartleby 

is suffering fran schizophrenia. Arvin writes: 

'l'here is a level on which Bartleby 
cah he described as a wonderfu1ly 
intuitive stuiY of what -would ,'C'lCM 
be cal1ed sChizophrenia, am in 
Melville himself there ~ certainly 
the genns of schiZOJXlrenic detach-' 
nent. (p. 243) 

One cri tic even "shows a relationship between Bartleby and 

the 'fetal' ~lville.4 'lhough this is done in jest, it can be 

seen as a psychologica1 interpretatioo taken a step tee> far. 

Melville' s not:her, Maria, during her pregnancy, leaned towaros 

melancholia." She. and ber husband had just noved ta New York, 

where she found herself isolated and lœel.y. In a letter to her 

brot.hèr she wrote: 

- 8 -
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... I am in a· fair way. becœrlng a misan~, 

... I am \>.Orse than forgotten, shuned ~ie].-5 

Surely, if she fel t so a1one, ber then to-be-b6m child 
-

1NOOld tao. 'Ibis is taken as evidence fOr understanding the very 

nature of the ~t1y thorn' am ~ Melvill~, and fOi:' 

providing insight;. ~ the Melvi11e/BartlebY identificatim. 
/' , 

Much of this kind of psychologica11y orien.ted interpre-

tatipn tends te deal wi th the story as if it \ole!'e a psychiatrie , . 
case history, thus reducing "Bartleby the Scrivener" te material 

better suited for a rredical j~a1. To explt;tin the story as a 
\ 

elinica.l case histery is te êxplain it awaY~'Ihls doesn 't work. 
/ 

We still feel a ten~ion ~ our oontact wi th Bartl~ that is not 

sinply tQe ernbarrassrrent due te ~ encomter with a madrnan. 
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ether critics deal with Bartleby 00 a politica1 level. 
, 

nhe events of the story lend themselves to a Mandst awroach, 

for the story ~y he seen as an exaI11?le of the inevitable break­

down in' the enploy'er/euployee relationship that exists in a _ cppi­

talist system. 6 
Such critics are concerned with is~ such as ~ 

Bartleby sbould in fact do rœnial work, ~ve ta answer ta a boss 

and contrihttè ta a routine in which bis profits are significantly 
.. 

different fran the eupl<;>yer' s; that is 1 Bartleby. is rœre1y a 

salaried worker contriblting ta profits, not exc1usively m:metary, 

in which he has no share. He 18 expected to do dehumanizing work 

in a dehumaniza:t atIrosPœre. 
Î 
1 

Al~gh We kIX7i1 alIoost as llttle about the lrawYer as we 

do al:x:ut BartlebY, unlike Bartleby - the Lawyer is not Jœ?ll» ta he 

availab1e, at our ~ for oUr investigation. {ri a ~ the 

--I.awyer is 'the lx:>ss' and in control of the infonnation he offers. 

As the narrator he bas the control in any case, but he teases us. 
,.' ~ .. "z 1 /' 

He pranises info:onation only to .withold it. It seans as if it is 

bath hisand our right to probe into Bartleby' s be~ 1 but not· into 

bis.. Not only does the narrator invade Bartleby' s personal privacY 

on an E!ll'Otional levaI, rut as if ta syrnbolize bis privi1eged 

p:>Sitioo he th.iniès ~/for exanpIe, of, going ~ Bartleby's 

office drawers and ~ personal belongings ~ '!he Ii'Myer does at tiJœs 

tell us what he considers appropria~ and i.rrportant for us ta know 

about himself, rut arrJ information concernir'1g himself caœs to us 

only through him. 
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Significantly, Bartl~ ia set aside behind a partitic:n 
} 

where the-.Lawyer can hear, bl~ not see him. As a \«)rker hè nust 

do as he 1,s toid. By rot doing wf1at .,e ia toId, ~eby does, 

in a sense, sh<:M a breakdown in a capitaliat \\'Ork system. 
/" 

Mandst interpreters tend to ignore BartIeby' a refusaI \:0 

\\'Ork, and they perceive him as: a victim--exploited or reprimanded. 

Bartleby is l~ft iSOla~{ he is an unfortunate, but net atypical 

exanple of what can beoare of a worker within a capitalist society. 

Surprisingly, he is given little synpathy. 

(Ironica11y, though the above oolds true, wB can -look at , 

the situation behEen the Lawyer as ross and Bartleby as ~kér 

in ariother way. ~gh the Lawyer 1& the boss, i t is Bartleby 

" M10 .r:ules his life, and not as expected, vice versa. '!he para-

daxica1 ending of the.ir relationship is enforced by Bartleby. 

'lhough the LéMyer bas been trying cxmtinuously to reject Bartleby, 

Bartleby" at the TcrnDs, in no uncertain ~, CCtrg?lete1y rejects r 
the Lawyer. "I knOW' yeu" he said without looldng round--"arXi l 

want 'nothlng te say ~ you. ft (p. 51).) 
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Social q:iticism CQlllonly dis~ of Bartleby 1 S 

1 

individtialism. This kW of criticism is largely Joonoerneç1 

, 'with the effèct that Bartleby' or saœooe like him might have 
" - \ . , 

'cm society. It often tends to he oonservative in upholding 

the currently acoepted nores, and deviation fran them is often 

unacceptable ta the social critics. , 
For example, Egbert s. oliver in nA Secood ü:xlk at 

(' 

'Bartleby, tt eoilege English says: 

L " 

Try as yeu will, yeu cannot 
eut yourself off frau society, 
,and to persist in such a d:irectiœ 
can only destroy the individual. 

(p. 439) 

M:>st f!:OCial cri tics acœpt sare kind of individUalism 50 

C) r , 

, long as i t is maintained within certain OOundaries-albei t those 

boundaries are difficu1 t to define. It is important for then 

that ecoentrièi ty does not get in the way of the general flow 

o~ thlngs, ~t it is. not threatening to unifonnity and conven-
" 

tiona1ity, or ~ve the potential+t.o bea:ITe contagious and spread 

"" -like a cold.~' For e:xanple, Turkey and Ni~s, t:houqh eccen-
. 

tric, would IlOt he ~idered to interrupt matters; on the COll-
, 

trary "'!heir fits ~ieVed each-other,~ guards. When Ni~'s 

was m, 'l'll:rlœY's was off; and vice versa." (p. \.22) 

~ c::œplè1œnt each ether, alrrost functioning as one total 
Il 

lnlman being. When they" are Olt of sorts they do very little haJ::m, 

am their ineffectuality is reinforoed by the cx::mic gimensioo they 
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c). 

affer. It ,is cnly when they. themselves begin, uncx:nsciously, ta 

uSe the word 'prefer' t;hat their presence bec:xJnes serioos. 
,. 

Cll, prefr? ch yes - queer 
w:n:d. l , 'l\lrkey) never use i t 
myse1f. But, sir, as 1 was 

. saying, if he would rut prefer. 
(p. l7) 

Ta jtXlge Bartleby' s behavioor by cmventianal stan-
/ \ ' 

p/ J 

dards is t.o misread the story entüel1'• Dy such standards, the 

:tawyer's behaviour can also he shown t.o he suspect. A conven­

tional respoosè ta Bartleby would he ta fire lrlm and evict h.i.IU 

upon bis first refusa! t.o perfonn bis dlJt.ies. 

1 

.. , 
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.- r 
saœ cr:itics may loosely he called 'ranantic' because 

they ennc:>1ll.e or rananticize rather than c::otrlam (like 'the social 

critics) Bartleby' s unorthodaK behavlour. 

The Lawyer, seen as a rniddle-of-the-road man, is dis-
. , 

missed by these critiœ foX; his o~ am c::cnpranising naturé. 
.1 

. , 

Bartleby, en the other band, is seen as fearless 'in his insarrlt;y, 
, ' 

for he bas no reasons (unlrike the Lawyer's endless ones) ta 

acooont for bis behaviour. '!his is judged to be admirable, even 

noble, by RObert c. Mascn, a representatiw 'ranantic' c:ritic. 

}. 
1 

In ,'l11e Spirit Above the OUst: A Stuèly of Herman ~vi11e, 

\ 

In Bartleby, the stoic oonc1usioo 
was faced, in a cœpressed and/'"' 
haunting prose piece containing as 
much of pity as of horror. That· 
the oourageous way out. of the fated 
di1emna was i.ndêpendenœ and the 
independence 1ed to death. Yet \ 
'sc:rcehcM Bartleby' aœrges frcm his 
own tragedy as tba- victor; he creates, 
but does participate in the spiritual 
disturbanoe which has quickened the 'c 

imagiilatioo of the nediocrities he 
eDCOlmters. He)::lecœes the :;tilh 
point aroond which their unstab,.re -
wor1d tums. 'lbe paradax of Bartle­
by. is that al though bis pri.nciples 
destroy him, it is the, presez:vatioo ; 
of t}x)se princip1ès alme which can 
save the wor1d which rejects hlm. 
'lbe figure of Bartleby is paralleled 
inside Melville' s works by P1in1:iJrnal 
in Pierre. Bartleby is the bleakly 
loqical oc:nclusiœ of all the nobility 
and 0indeperdence htplicitinq; a 
criticism of society ~ch distrusts 
tliose attributes as 'Well as of their 
iIx1ividual J?Osse813Or 'Who will attenpt 
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IX) CXllp:coui. with it. It is in 
fact the J1DSt dévastating criticism 
of society that' oœld ooooeivably he 
made. Bartleby's deatb dams .society, 
rot hfmse1f. (p. 191-192) 

) " 

In thià view Bartleby's insanity, aven if it l.ead$ 1:0 .. 
, , \ 

bis ultimate dest:ruct.i.a'\, is, admired. '1be pain,Whicb l1e may or . ~ 

may 00t suffer as a result of' it is igMred-and tœ fact that 

he does de] :I~a~y am OOOSCi~~S~ himsel.f to deat:(\s " 
alncst overlookèd. It seems a serious misreadi.nq of Me1vi1~ ~ 
ta even cxnsider such an interpretatial as adequate. 
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Sare -readers of Bartleby àre especially oooœrned with the 

plea ta reascn the S7 ~cates. It is ~t p~ea whiè:h the 

Lawyer repeats--t.o hfmself, ta Biirtleby, ta the reader. It is a , <, 
'plea, an urgent~, ~t is IlOt jus~ addressed to varioos 

people rut becxJres ~ part of the structure of the stmy.· : , 

'I!u:oughout the stori thè Iawyer begs Bartleby ta supply 

him with ~ for bis' actions: "In a ward, will you 00 any-
, '-• 

thing ât all, to, give a ooloring to your re~ ta depart the 
~ J 

. prernises?ft. (p. 42) ~, Bartl~ will not, and probably 

. cannot give any reasons. 

~ville was writing at a ti.rne in J\lœrican Mstory whiè:h 
~ 

had nessianic elerœnts in i ts outlook. 'l11.el:'e,,~ great CX:t'lfidenoe 

in the ~ that, if CIle went ,arout it in the correct ,wa:y, attaining 

oarplete ra' ~lanations, and reasoM would he possible. 

'lhis vier),' whieb Brerson sunmarized as "Whenever a true theory 

appears, it will te its CMll evidence. Its test will explain an 

};ilenaœna ft, was clearly ~t' ta Melville. For hint there wB.s - -' 

never, as he shows in Pierre, a 'Orlna Wall' for possible unk.noWns \ 

in life. By defying reason and explanatioo r "Bartleby the ScriVèner· 

paraOOxically "inspires us 1:0 search for them. 

'1hus within this interpretation many questions ,arise: 

~ is,Bartleby ooblg ~t he is? ~ nuch synpathy a1XI Sl.lR?Ort .. 
slx.luld 'We feel for him? la the ~ 4<>ing as l1I1Cb as anyœe can? 

Is he a' gocd 1'fBl'l, a redonabl.e man? IiJw ":inp:)rtant ia it that he· 
~. . 

!-- • 
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'remains reasonable? In whic::h areas' çf bis life bas he maÇJe, 
<l .. oC.;:t\ <::. 

, ~....-.~~-...... .... ' 

<Xtiplanises in' orderS±o tnaintain that reasonableness? ,And 

~t ~t,. l:'rJw can~an a~ ~ primarily _ca'l reascn 

W1~ _ what the st.oJ:y ~f 

CriUc; sm 'that relies 00 1 reasm. 1 in this way' fails -
o -.J" _ 

~Y because fi inpiies ~t ~ .. ~ ~. he mre aèces,-.. . 
ible ta ~ reaœr " ~ B$Rtleby ~aooessible ta the Lawyèr, 

if Me~ville were ta"have allawed ~eb.Y tp give reasoos for 

ms po~itia1~ !lbese ~i~cs. liJœ ~ Lawyer believe that 

knowing Vày,,~ itsel~ alter ~ ~Senaa and neaning oi 
1 tt.& ,.' .-/ 

the stmy. It is they \mo take the endinq, the sudden kncw-
.... ' ,~ -3 ' 

ledge of BartlebyJ s past -work at the Dea,}' Ietter Offiœ, te he 
\ . 

so signif+èan~. tt is as if at l~t they bave been given sale 
" . 

lnp»:tant iclœ, and they seize on it as an explanation nucl1 
~ ~ 

wished rorl. - . .~ 

• \ . 

../ 

1. 
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Critics with a nnral approach Sée Melville as primarily 

cxnc:erned with right and wrong', good and evi.l. 
7 

Generally 
" ' ~ 

they are IlOt concerIled with the way in ~ch Melville uses 
, 

nnral4ssues ta play wi th the reader, for by appeali.ng to our, , 

<;MIl sense of' norali ty, ~lville, fools us' into believing that by .. 
ç 

grasping rn::>ral issues we can giasp the story. Melville ls 

~rhaps not oo1y m:x::king our own sense of heightened 1l'O;r:.a1ity, 
. 1 

achiev.:rl by 1l'Orally judging Ms characters, bût is sOOwing that 

);le is nnre cx:mcerned with other issues which are rot s.irrply 

definable in noral terms. 

However, because roral issues figure 50 stra1gly in 
; 

Melville. there is a Strong tenpta.tion tO interpret the story in, 

noral terms. For instance, it seems o"~pprorriate that the L:Myer 

in "Bartleby" is judged rrorally. Yet to say that the Lawyer bas 
1 

not done enough or tried adequately to plead with Bartleby; ta 

say that if anly the I.i!Myer were a· "better" persan the reader 
~ s 

"-UUld then he able to better understand. the stary a~ in-

adequate1::o Melville' s carplex noral visial. It aweap.s that 
, , / 

, Melville uses nnral issues bath for a larger literaty effect 
o , 

am significantly, to challenge the reader' s canventianal roral 

Q 1 
, respct1SeS.' 

hl ~e fran Billy BOOd might clarify this J.X)int. 

Like "Bartlebyr Billy BOOd rontains situations that seem to demam • 
'1 , ' 

1 \ ~al interpretatioo.. Billy Budd, who may ,lle symb>lic of goodness, 
\ \ 1 \ 0 0 

'. .~ , -18-
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fit" la up::n great provocation ançi certainly by accident murders Claggart, 

a figurative symbol of evil. Buàl is judged, found guilty am 

hung. Captain Vere (Vere, we knc:M, rneans t:ruth), representing a 

synthesis of reasOn and etDti.on, passes the verdict though other 

optioos ~ q:el to him. Again, while Ws thaœ surely seens 
-" 

open ~ noral interpretatiœ (am l ~ .rot wish to deny i ts irrpor-
\. 

tance in either Billy Bu3d or in "Bartlebylt), l do wish, to point 

out that Melville may he using issues of lTOrali ty as a device to' 

. provoke the reader ta look for a different kind of meanin~ in the ' 

stories. Even in a tale, then, in which the issues of good and 

evil, and right and w.rong sean so ripe for iÎlterpretation, they 

rnay net he ~ essence of the work. CI~ly Melville frequently 
.' 

employs noral issues in bis writing not as an end in order to 
, ' 

, , 

render rooral judgIœnt 1 but 'as a IœallS to a JOOre ccmplex li terary 

end • 
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A M:>re General Cri tical Discussion 

on Melville am Absolutes , 

J, 

'lb look at the questor and the search for absolutes is 
, 8 

a œtli\OIl C()J}œn1 in literary analysie. 'Ibis awroach i8 highly 

appropriate s:ince Melville',a protago~ts embark on quests and 

seek their ideals in absolute ways. 
" , 

'nle purpose of the following disCussion is to elucidate 

~ ways in which Melville uses the quest rrotif in ordel- te explore 
~ a _ 

values-both absolute and relative. It i5 tempting when one ls ,-

ccnfrcnted with a quest for absolutes in the story te respond :in' an 

absolu,te manner-that is, to seek certainty. 

. . 
l ' "Bartleby the Scrivener" is a s'tOry of ext:reJœs.Bartleby 

hiroself is a character Who bas managed to transform a relative 

position ~of preference (rather than an absolute position of' 'yes' l" 

or • no') into an c1hsolute orle. '!he repeti tion of and action up:>n 
. 

the phrase '1 would prefer not te', is at least as unyielding as a 

very finn . 'no' would he. 9 

. Bartleby seems to act in a sin9le-minded way that bears 

~lance-to sone of Melville's other single""1llinded and bliOOe!d. 

characters, Pierre or Ahab ~or exarrple. But Pierre and Ahab are 

nore acoessible to the readez; and thèi.r positions and absolute 

actions are léss diffl. t to understarxi, for ~ nOtives be.hi.rd 

them are sarewhat expl • Melville tells us that Ahab ImlSt 
, . 

capture the witIe and seek Pierre ls shcMn to 

1 
) , l 
\ 

Î 

i 
1 , 
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us in an even oore elatorate way. We see him 90 frc;rn innocence 

and cx::rtplaoency to desperatioo. and madness in bis quest. 

Of Bartleby' s quest we kncM oothi.ng, and any assunpt!CXlS 

that we make are as presumpblous as the LêMyer 1 s. In rontrast 

• ' a 
to the l1lIag'e of Bartleby as questor is the image of 'Pjerre, for 

exemple. 
10 

We can 1CXlk at Pierre as an obvious exarrple of a 'Me1viU­

ean' questor, crudely outlining SCfœ characteristics that qualify 

him as one. First is the fact that he is trying ta find an ideal, 

in this case a sense of justice, but :Ln a way in which he is 

willing and unable ta nodify. The ideal which .. YI''!.n. ..... ~JI....,<::;; 
o 

/ ' 
usually ~ original1y legitimate, noble and virtuous beccmes 

mstorted and lost. Mil ton Stern wri tes "Ideals in any form ~ 

shadows cast by a nothing 1 and the champion of the ideal becx::nes 

the foo1of the ideal. nU 

such was pierre' s fare" who fails in trying ta undo and see , 
~ , 

through the lies wi th wlrich he. was brought, up., And because he 

sees those lies in absolute tenns only, he replaces than wi th oiher 

absolutes, which truSt because they are absolute (in terms of their 
'r 

ideals) becaœ lies as wel1. 
'l 

Pierre as a questor hopes ta discover justice, but: net a 

relative· jus~ce or ~of a j'ustice; he wants justice ta be an 

absolute. 

1here is an inevitable iraly inherent in the search for such 
1 

absolutes. Melville seems to he saying: 

o 

- 21 -
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A. ~t the search i~lf is essential 

B. one~t know, or find \Ollt along the 
~ 

wa7(, that"~~ is no absolute ~ 

to the search 

C. yet one nust never (like Plinl:i.nm:n, 

for exanple) give up searching. 

, , 

~lville then takes that position a step further te say 

that al though an absolute .IDswer is not attainable, a relative one 

is. Indeed Melville :inpli~s that a relative answer must satisfy as 

such. Yet in...j:he face of this acceptance the proc:::ess itself of 

~ching for ~lute ideals is iroperative and without eOO.I ·for 

there are many relative answers. 'lbough the r.awYer;Narrator in 
... 

"Bartleby the Scri~er" c1a.i.ms te he a man for whcm absolutes and 
,-

o certainty enst, when we look at him nore closely we discover (in 

the ârgurœnt of, the thesis) that he is quite self~eceived with 

regard te that p::>si tion. 
G} 

, 

Melville is interested in 1x>th the relation of the ~vi-

dual ta bis past experience, and in the effect of an' absolute 

positicn on his history.' Melville perceives that the attertpt to 

write bistory, includi.ng persona! history, is one which involves 

a choice of a particu1~ set of circumstances and the lltp:>si tion 

of a particu1ar p)int of view. 'lb regard these descriptions as a 
, 

truth, or an absolute is for ~lville a misperception of the ~ture 

,of histary--a disregarding of oon:text and particu1ars. M::>reover , 

." . in havinq ta he œe-sided or sinqular (as absolutes), the historical 

descriptions becare distortions of truth, if not lies. 

- 22 -
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, It is significant that Bartleby ~ no bister}' and the 

fact that we know nothing of bis past nay suggest his position as 

abso1utist. Dillingham writes: 

o 

Bartleby is a dead 1etter, for 
in the wor1d he bas erased the 
retum a~ of bis past and 

. wri tten bis future in words 12 
that the ~ld cannat understand. 

'lbe a::noem that Melville has for OOntext in IfBartleby the 

Scrivenern (or, BOre precisely, 1ack of context) may he c1arified 

\ 

by very briefly :J.oa1dng at Pierre, lobby Dick and Billy Budd. Al­

though Melville describes Pierrets background, in great detail, when 

Pierre 1eaves bis background te search for 'aI'lSWerS te 1ife' s mean­

:ing' he rejects his, own bistory to such an ext.ent that it is a.lrrost , 
as if he °never had one. 

It ~ beccmes ëÙ.l'I'OSt ÏIt1?Ossible "for Pierre to learn 

fran his persooal. histary or fran facts in the context in which 

they nonnallyexist. Melville seems ta œ' saying that if we assme 

that phenaœna are not one-si.de1, then we nust ask different kinds 
, 0 

of questialS ~ the Ct'leS that have been asked; ones that will, help 

'" 
us cane c1~ te the truth.) relative as it may be. 'lbe, ~ of 

guestiçns ~t have l:een asked are witltin the context of abso1utes . 
and the answers nust therefore ~ in0Cllp1ete or distort.ed. 

'!he cllapter in M:?by Dick on Ceto1ogy ls an exarrple of a 

descriptiœ that can exist anly in a particular context:, ~ 
• 1 

questials miàl l.eave roan far uncertainty are IlOt asked, and 'nore 
) 

o 

:i.rrportantly, where .abso1utes are taken for granted. 'lbrough that 

- 23 -

.. 

_____ ~...:._ ____ . t,_~.H'''''''''''_'''-_'''''''_-''' __ -''''-- _1. ___ ------ j ".1 

/ 

1 

A 

f 
j . 

l 
1 
( 

, : 
1 

'T i. '" r' __ ~._._l __ 



1 
i 
i 

, 1 , , 

i 
1 
" , 

1 
j 

! 
j 

, ! ' 

( 

C) 

o 

kind of deseription of a whale Melville is parodying all kinds 

of know1edge, (especially scientific knowledge) of the day. What 

seerrs like an accurate and possible description at first glanoe \ 

15 soon recognized as being saœthing quite different. It is 
, 

'alrrost' true,-....yet seriously distorted, like ITDst absolute k:nCJI..7-

ledge and scientific explanation are. 

"" 
Melv,ille deliperately plays with the li~aJ:Y and. scientific 

modes. He will "divide the whales into three primaxy BOOKS (sub­

divisible into CHAPl'ERS) " and- these shall cx:rnprehend than all, both 

small am large. 

1 

1. '!HE FOLIO WHAIE: : 

II. THE œrAVO WHAIE: 

III. THE OOCDOClK) liHAIE." (p. 140) 

'!he scientific fonnat becaœs a . satire whlch emphâsizes the limita-
r". 

te 

tians of the scientific rœthod. . , 

Science ma.y oonvey but a small part of what a whale is, 

and is indeed valuable in this sense. But i t is not a c::x:l1plete 

description of a ·whale~ nor can it be'. It does not in i~ descrip-
Cf--=~ 

tien ronvey any sense of the ~e as a whale in the' sea--a nau;trous 
,'\ 

crea~e UpOl1 whièh, for exanple!".~'s 'very life depends. 
\, 

b ' 

Similarly, Ahab's knowledge bf th:! whale is lirnited, for l\e 

sees it only as the rronstroutl-'?reature in the sea. Ahab's Q.rst 

~ance upon the deck oonveys mat the whale' s powers mply to him. -, 

Because he is blinded by OO1y that ~ve, the pc:Mel" of ~ \male 

can and does CXIl!J?letely oontrol his life. '!he absoluœ scientific 
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description ignores the 1 real life 1 whale, whiie the • real life' 

whale anits the scientific cne. 'Ille bIo o:rtbined CXJ'Ile closer to 

defining what a whale is. 

In "Bart:l..eb:i the Scrivener- Melville tao juggles 0J:1?0SE!d , 

perspectives---nore subtly" nore huroorously, and J1O:re playfullYi 

for exanple, the' oontrast and similarities drawn between the two 

main characters, Bartleby and the T..iMyer, arii the abswXl cx:Itple­

rœntary relatialship beb.1een 'l\lrkey and. Nippers. 

New that we have sJœtched the nature of, the quest, we 

can ~ the character in searCh for an absolute. Lilœ the 
J 

ooject ~f their quest, Melville's questars are not abviously 

transparent. 

f . 

In Billy BlXld i t 1NCW.d he diffiClltA: ta even judge \oÀ'lO woul.d 

he the rrore significant questor, BtiId or Vere. Captain V~ ITllSt 

" 
ma1œ a judgeœnt as ta whether or not to coOOem Budd te death. 

~ Vere to ac.quit him, he could he cxmfinning the possibility 

of absolute gocxlness (in -Budd), absolute evil (in Claggart), aM . 

absolute \justioe (in himselr) :\ Budà, tb:>ugh seeningly perfect, 

strlJœs me as & deliberately Undeveloped character. Ile is f~ 

by a stutter, lacks a sense of htstory, and his goodness and inno­

cence \\Ork to make him appear naive and childlike. 

In "Bartleby", Melville presents a less obvious quester; 

it may even he presuitptuous to CXX1sider Bartleby as a questor, con-' 

siderinq the fact that we k:ncM not:hing of bis quest, yet he does 

sean 1:0 want saœthing; and even if it is just te be left alone and .. 
- 2S -
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do as he pleaSes (as little as it T'MY he) he ~ts it absolutely. 
/ 

In this sense he is no different fran Melville 's other 

questors. But in the case of Bartleby \'le Eiinply do IlOt understand 

the ideal that he is after, sinee it appears ta hé devoid of any­

thing positive, passionate or canpelling, and becaœs increasingly 

negative am. self-destructive and al:usive as the story progresses. 

Sinee bis quest is defined in negative t:.enns, it i~fficu1t 

to judge Bartleby. as a ques~r: he d0eS not prefer, he pre fers oot 

te. And sinee he wants to do shrply whatever pleases hlm and is 

Wtially not hannful te anyone, perhaps ~ ought ta consider the 

possibili ty that Bartleby should he respected and left alone. Yet 
t 

, 
this possibility is usually shunned by critics who tend to attribute 

specifie rrotives ta Bartleby's rehaviour. Neither resp::mse appears 

adequate te Bartleby' s quest. 
'-, 

It is easy ta rnistake bis passive refusals for saœthing far 

milder and rrore flexible than they are. Moreover, because he never 

finnly states bis position, we have sare expectation of ccmpranise 

frou hi.m: or 1 m::>re specifica11y, we think we inight even tmderstand , 

him. 

Yet thinking that we UJ:)derstand Bartleby is illusory. 

Bartleby' s qUest, albeit perverse, involves the whole-hearted and 

total denial and subsequent destructio~' of the view of exis~œ 

,mch holds that understanding can he oœplet;:e or absolute. Similarly, 

the reader is denied an absolute l.mderst:.anding of Bartleby. Moreover , 

because Bartleby is not to he understood at aU by the characters in 
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the story, he rray be perceived as a challenge ta the idea that ~ 

people are Y.na-TcÙ>le. Perhaps WB rray take this a oit further 
, :~ 

-..-t ';'-1 ~\ 
and suggest that Melville is dealing with the probleni o~ kncr"r-

\ [1 1.....:. "'~ , ,~::::> 

ledge, a problem in~tely oonnect.ed to Melville' s co.ncem 
, D • 

wi th absolutes. Q '" 
\ 

If we look at how M3~lle enbodies his philosqhlcal 
'<, 

eoncernB within the story, we see thàt the narrator plays the 

nost significant rale. It is ~rtant that Melville bas' created 

bis Lawyer as a' middle""'of-the-road man in every sense. He is IlOt '\ 

even a particu1arly successful 'LaMJfir. Ironical.ly, it is. this 

very ùn.impressive, manipulable, self-deœptive and unoertain man 

who wants an absolute frçm Bartleby, and thereby becaœs _ a questor. 

And itonica1ly the Lawyer falls ta rerognize that what Bartleby _ 

presents him with is precisely that-an absolute, but significantly 

of a different order. 

Melville bas deliberately chosen to tell his story through 

a fairly decent, but dense and obtuse narrator when he could, of 

oourse, have creat.ed a wise and perceptive one in bis place. Why 

bas he created such a narrak? And what relationshl.p qoes that 

create between the narrator, Melville and the reader? In the next 

chapter, l t4l1 address these questions. 
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i. A Textua1 Ana,lysis 'lbrough '!he Narrator 

'1be fo11owi.ng quote f:ran ~ Dick nay he taJœn as a 
/ 

warning against definitive > interpretation and may , serve as a 
, 1 

œlpful rerni.OO.er te all readers ~ yearn for an ,absolute ioter-, 

pretation. 

In good time, Flask' s saying 
proved true. }.sr before, the 
Pequod steeply leane:l over 
t:cWcirds the spenn \\baIe' s head, 
IlC1fl, by the counterp::>ise of 
bath heads, she z:ega.inErl her 
even keel; though sOrely 
strained, you roay weIl believe­
So, when on cné side you hoist 
in üx::ke' s head, you go\ CNer 
that way; but ncM, on the other 
side, hoist in Kant' s and you 
cnœ back agamI rut in very 
fXXlt plight. Thus, sare minds 
for ever keep trimning boat. 
<Il, ~ foolish. tIm:7.< aU 
~underheads overboard, 

yeu win float liglit 
and right. (italics mine)' 13 

'lbe spirit of the quote seems ta indiœte that an approach to 

a tex.t without a set fonrula" or .theory ~rks oost, f&- the reader 

nust look at the text and resparrl to it. Thus, the narrative 

voice in "Bartleby the Scrivener" .becares a primal:y means for 
\ 

interpretinq the s'f:OrY. The response presu~s a relation 

be~ the -text and the rea~ J and in "&rr-ueby the Scrivener" 

the narrator fonns the crucial link. 

Wayne Booth in '!he Rhetoric o~~cticm stresses that the 

.' narrati~ voiee is created to have an ~ on the ~' perhaps - , 
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even the rrost profound effect. Booth also pre~PfQses that the > 

œader does not approach the text with a f~ theory. Both 
• • 

critic am a~r encourage a discipl~ analysis ()f the text, 

ard an attitude flexible ~h to pennit ~ty. ~ 

\ While to examine the text fran the point of view of the . 

\ narrator is a literary teclmique, it does not have a 'stOOied' 

q 

\ 1 l '. 1;) 

\ basis: it does not jnpose or state a forriula mto which the work' 

~ 

• , , ,., 
itself nust fit. 'lhis ~ ~ ~~~,ially suitable to . 

o 
\ 

"Bartleby" because it is the' narrative voi m;ich is pre-eminen~ 

manipllates our res{xmse. 'lbe reader is to ask 

qœ\tions frctn the text, not to suWly pre 

~~ by definitim tend to he certain. 
\ 
\ 

Melville has chosen a first persan narratd , sigru.fi-

cantly naneless, to tell his tale. 'nle reader is a1ways 

" 
limited to the narrator' s vision of the story,. or his \t;eISOOëll. 

p:>int of view. 

What we as the reader want to l<ncM is whether or not the 

narrator i9 ccnslstent aM reliable. 'lb .what extent does Melville 

share bis view? 'lbe reader bas to œar wi th inronsistencies in 

the Lawyer's narratioo, am also wi~ 'ipconsistencies in Mel,Jille's 

attibXle towards the Lawyer., Sanetimes he criticizes the Lawyer 

and saœ~ he is sy.rrp:ithetic t.cMard$ him. At tirnes ~lvillè 
, 

traps the reader mto' j1.Xlgi.ng the narrat::or; and just when WB feel' 

self-satisfied and justifiea. in cxmdeming him, the narrator slyly 

shifts bis positiœ. '!hus the œader remains in the sane posi.tion 

as the Lawyer; ~ self~atisfaction is ti:Jre and again. shaken by 
1 
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) 
Bartleby •. 

By creating oontradi~s bet.ween tbe Lawyer' f3 statements 
• .fJf "if 

and actions , Melville deliberately canplicates the reader' s r~ 
• 1 ... 't"'. ~ ... 

sponse. 'lbe oonfus±en arising' out of the' ironi~ disparity beb1een " 1 

> 

what the narrator says and does contribJtes to Illl.?l of the tensicn 

of the sto:ty which derives, in part, fran the reader's lack of 
.". 

trust in the narrative voiee. 
, , 

For instance, mile the ~er bas a œnservative 'safe' 
, \ 

attitude tcMards ~lf (of which he is questioIlflbly proud),- it 

is clear fran bis various -responses ta Bartleby' that he engages 
".. -

in nct altcgether oonservative aqtians. In aU fairness td the 

Lawyer, he d?es as nuch, if IlOt nore, in Ms attempt to help ,--' 

BartlelJY than ~d he"expected :fran one who professed opposite# 
"..- !. 

" , 

views--ane \\tic did, IlOt value ~fety and rooderati~n in liurnan re­

lations. 

rt i8 ~rtant that M=lVtUe and the alert reader shar:e 

a, kncMledge aboUt the Lawyer~ator of which he himself. is 
, . 

unaware. The Lawyer tells of bis virtues: that he is prudent, 
-, ) . 

Iœ~ca1 ~ consistent. Yet by looking rrore closely at th& kinds 

of -things ~ does and says, Melville c:cmnunicates that the Lawyer 

ls net the kind of perscn that he claints ta he. His descriptiœ 
1 

of ~f dces 'nct coincid~ with the reader's pèrception of him. 

He aœrges as a ronfused ana. inoonsistent indi~dual. 

'lbe fo~lCMing is a close 'analysis of the Lawyer, empha-

si~ing ~lvil1e's methods' in ~tinq anbiguity in bis' narrat:or's 
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1 ~~acter 1 and perceptians--an arrbi~ty p-at is essential in 

dteating the mystery of Bartleby am the inpact of the: story. 
_~ • J 

'Ille char~ of the Lawyer eœrqes through bis descrip- , 

tion" of himself, and his contact wi th other people. l<ncMledge 
) 

of bis behavicxm- wi th people nOOifies bis descripticn of hirnse1.f·. 
, ~ 

" 
When the Lawyer Jœets Bartleby he is faced with sanething ult:i.m­

ately alien te him. 

'lbe story intensifies parallel to the Lawyer' s bewilder­

~t by Bartleby. .Aca::>rdingly the folldWing discussioo, qpsed 
) 

for the nost part al the LéMyer 1 s interélCtfons with Bartleby, 

ls arranged m c1u:alologica1 order, whl.ch reflects the narrator' s 
t.) , 

grcMing frustration and oanfusioo. 0 as weIl as the story 1 s inten-

sifièation. 

'flle Lawyer' s relation to ~ is detennined "both by 

his own ch.ttacter and very largely by mat Bartleby is. 0 Bartleby 
, ~ 

is obviously unbendincJ, absolute and consistent in bis 'preferent:e. ' 

~: Not so obviously, however, is the Lawyer's consistency: were he 
o , 

" the k..im of persoo or Wall-Street Lawyer ~ch he, describes h.im-

\. 

self as, he surely would have fire::l l3art1eby after his first, or 

, perhaps second, 1 l \Olld prefer net to' • 1 

Even l7.i the time the ImIyer Was hired Bartleby, tE vaguely 

sense that he is DOt the kW of man that he bas c1a:i.Iœd to be-­

and that the possibili ty of his firinq Bartleby is srrall. In 

introducing the 'Story, the Lawyer says~ , 

• l, 

Ere intrOOucing the scrivener 
as qe tirst apPeared to me, 
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it is fit l make sorne 
nentian of rnyself, my employés, 
my business, my charrOers and 
general surrot.lIdi.ngs; because 
sare such descripticn is 

, indispensable to an adequate 
underst:andipg of the chief 
character about tq he presented. 

(p. 16) ~ 

Bartleby, hcMever, is net the chief character; the 

LëMjer is. It: is here where we see ooe of the first pf the Law-

yer' s misconceptions about himself, and Melville' s sly way of , 

presenting the Lawjer. Thougp the I.aMyer says that this informa­

tioo i5 to help us understand Bartleby, this infonnaticn also 

serves to revea1 the LëMye.r. 

Even in as neutral a subjoot as his office "deficient in' 

~t landscape painters cal1 'life'" (p. 17), the Lawyer reveals 
/ ' 

,~lf. '1tle persons he emp1oy~, Turkey ~rs() ~ decidedly 

eccentric. '!he Lawyer tells us that Turkey: ," 
. . , 

••• was apt to he altogèther 
too energetic. There was a 
strange 1 ipflarœd, flurried, 
~.flighty recklessness about , 
him ••• Indeed 1 not only would 
he he reckless and sadly given 
to mak:ing blots ••• rut sare days 
he went further and was rather 
noisy. • • • He made c;m unplea­
sant racket with bis chair; 
spi1led bis sandbox; in nend­
inq bis pens, inpatiently 
split them aH to pieœs am 
threw them on the f100r in a 
sudden passion; stood up and 
leaned over bis table, boxing 
bis papen ••• (p. 18) 

.All this he did in the afternopn only. His, noming behavi.our was 
• 1 _ ~ 

calm and acceptable. Nippers, on the ether band was outlandish 
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rrosUy in the norning. He is deaçri.bed as follows: 

~e LawyerJ a1ways deèrred 
him a vid:..Un of 'two evil 
powers--arnbitià1 and indi­
gesticn. • . • '1be indigeSticn 
seerred hetokeœd in an 
occasional nervous testi-
ness and grinning irritability, 
causing bis teeth t.o audibly. 
grind together over mistakes 
caymi tted in oopying; un­
necessa:ry maledictioos, hissed, 
rather than spoken, in the 
heat of business; and espe­
cia1ly by a continua! discxm­
tent with the height of the 
table where he oorkéd •••• 
Niwers \Olld saœtiJres irrpa­
tienUy rise fran bis seat, 
and, ••• seize the whole desk ••• 
for Nippers, Brandy-an4-water 
"Were altogether superfluous. 

(p. 20) 

c 

\ 
1 

Indeed, ~ Lawyer nust he eccentric himself in order to 

enploy them. He tells us that he bas them under control; ~t in­

stead they sean to control him. '!he Lawyer tries to show that he ,. 
has "created an order, prides himself on ~t, and says: 

'., . '", . 

, . --... 
It was fortunate for me that, 
owing t.o its peculiar cause 
--indigesticn-the irritability. 

~~~ieo 
in the norning, while in the 
aft:ernocn he was catparatively 
mild. So that, Tùrkey' s para­
xysms cnIy caning en about 
twelve 0' clock, l never had ta 
do with their ecœntrit:ities at 
one t:ine. '1beir fits relieved 
each other, like gUards. ~ 
Nippers' s was on,' 'l'urkey 1 S was 
off; and vice versa. '!his was 
t good natural. arrangeœnt., unèk;!r 
the circumstances. (p. 22) 
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Even Nippers' desk, part of the architecture of theooffice, 

i9 not described as an abject, rut as a natural obstacle t.o be 

overcane. Through Nippers' enorrrnus frustration in trying ta get 
," 

the desk~traight we sense the LiMyer' s frustraUoo. Nature i tself 

seans as an obstacle ta mm. 

When the Lawyer does describe hirnself, we begin to sense 

that he is decei ved. He tells us: 

l am a man who, fran bis 
yooth UfMërrds 1 has beeD. 
filled with a profound ron­
viction that the ~iest (, 
way of life is the best. 

(p. 16) 

tt is only in retrospect that we know ~t he,has done \\bat is lIDSt 
\ 

difficu1t regaroing Bartleby, but he ls telling the StOl:y oin retro­

spect and still does IlOt know' (or pretends not ta know) that What 

. ~ _he is saying is faIse. He tells US: 

l am one of t;:hose unarrbi tious 
lawyers whq never addresses a 
jury, or in any way draws dc:Mn 
plblic apt:>lause; but, in the 
cool tranquillity of a 'snug 
retreat, do a snug business 
am:mg rich tren' s ronds, arrl 
nnrtgages,and title-deeds. 
AlI wtD know Ire consider ne an 
eminently safe man. (p. lli) 

Yet, he shows othat he, is ambitious, for he 15 hurt arrl angry that 

bis ti tle, the J1aster l~ ft Chancery has been taken éMay. He says: 

l seldan lose nri tenper 1 nuch 
nnre selda:n iOOulge in danger­
ous indignat.i.œ at wrongs and 
outrages, rut,I JTRlSt he per­
mitted ta he rash here, and 
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o declaÎe, that l ronsider the 
sudden and violent abrogation 
of the office of Master in 
ChanceJ:Y, by the 'f}f;M Consti­
tution, as a--prsnature act: 

(p. 17) 

lronica1ly, a man who prides himse1f 00. safety choOses 

ta respect Jehn Jacd:> Astor, .Jrl.s fomer a1p+oYer, an unusually 

ambitiOU9, 'unsafe' man.
14

'1he Lawyer is indeed proud ta have , ' 

worked for him am ~ have received Astar's respect for pru-

dence and net:lx>d. He does value those attributes, rut he hint-

self proves, as we shaH see, t:O he ~ither prudent oor rnethodical. 

We have seen that in his description of hirnself and his 

relation wi. th Turkey and Nippers the Lawyer wants ta convey the 

inpression that he is a nonnal. man of unshakeable nonnalc.y. Yet. 

bis relations with Turkey and Nippers inply above-nonnal talerance 

for eccentricity. As 11UCh as the narratar tries ta daœsticate 

the eccentricity; the arrang~t in the office.remains bizarre 

(The narrator' 9 tone i9 suffic;:iently oonvincing ta faol the 

reader-but net on seoond readinq.) 

Thus while the Lawyer speaks of bis ci.rcmlstances as if 

they ~ nonnal "the reader is given a different inpression. We 

~ow that the' narrator i9 Mt deliberately lying. It is just' part t 

of an image that the LêMyer wants ta present. Yet fIan the very 
, , .. 
beginning' of the story, Melville goes beyond this ta convey that 

the narrator lis nore canplex than is bis ~ge. 
\ 

Iranically the Lawyer perceives 'nonnalcy' in Bartleby . 

and hires him for- that quality. 
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Af~ a few ~rds talchinq 
his qualifications, l engaged 
hlm) glad to have am::mg my 
corps of ccpyists a man of 50 

singularly sedate an aspect, 
whieb l thought might operat.e 
beneficially upon the flighty 
tefIt:ler of Turkey 1 and the fiety 
ale of Nippers. (p. 23) 

.. The Lawyer tells us what he ultimate1y wants when he 

pla~ Bartleby is his office: 

l procured a high green foldinq 
screen, which might entirely 
isolate" Bartleby f~ Itrj sight, 
though not reoove him fran D'fi' 
voiee. And thus, in a manner, 
privacy and society were ccn­
joined. -'(p. 23) 

'Ibis last sentence is enorrrously irrportant: it is ,a good 

exaIrple of- lœlville's skill in sounding a theme early ~ later 

orchestrat:ing :it. Fran the beg~ of the stol.Y privacy aOO 

society are the elsœnts that the 'Lawyer tries to canbine in his 

own life and in BarUel::ly'S, aOO never Understands that they are 

incx:npatible. '!he atterrpt to conjoin these ~ elsœnts faï1&... 
o ., "\ 

c:x:rt1?letely wi~ebY's death. Nevertheless, the Lawyer stiil 

-harboors the desire àOO expresses it poignantly and :in differen1: 
, ' 

, -
tezms at the end of the stol.Y-"Ah, Bartleby! 'Ah, humanity!" (p. 54) • .. 

Tl'x\ reader who bas, with the narrator, experienœd. Bartleby 

" understands the ooonect:ion be~ privacy and societY" and Bartleby 

and h},lmanity--and we share the narrator' s desire. However, while 

... awreciate bis desùe ta unite the 0,,;, "" f despair of it. 

'!he force of those two words, 'privacy' and 'society', whieb appear 

early in the story"gain in significance as le ~ CIl. 
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'rt1e Lawyer spends an unusually large arrount of time trying 

to explain the situation conoerning Bartleby. It is important ta 

hint that 'We and ~ fully understand what happened. Because he 

needs 'to understand in a way which is absolute and c:anplete, arrt 

partial explanation becxrœs impossible for him ta accept on the 

ground that i t leaves roan for unc:er1:ainty. 

The first time J3artleby refœ;;es the Lawyer' s request, he 

(the Lawyer) resporxls in a way tha'b is perplexing for us. Bartle-

by replied in "a singularly mild" fiDn voice ••• '1 would prefer 

not 00. , .. This reply has a stronger irrpact an the ~r than the 

far fran roild replies and actions of Turkey and Nippers. 'lbe 

.. 

Lawyer said: , 1 

l sat awhile in perfect 
silence, rallying II'!Y stunned 
faculties. Inrrediately it 
occurred to rte that my ears 
had deœived me. • •• l shou1d 
have violently dismissed him. 

(p. 25) 

He does net, however 1 dismiss Bartleby t which would have 

been the 'prudent' ~ conventional thing for the ~er to do, 

considering the view which he claims te have -of hiInself. Instead, 

he is ~tionally perturbed in a way that is even urnœri ted in 

proport.iŒl ta Bartleby' s respan.~. This warns us that bis relatioo­

ship to Bartleby will have serious cx::msequences for him. Yet, 

the ~r's first response is to :i.ntrediately b:y te ignore bis 

feelings 1 and he ~id; deciding what to do regarcililg Bartleby 

wi th the excuse: 
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But Ir!Y business burried me. 
l conclooed. to forget the 
matter for the present, 
reserving i t for ~ future 
leisure. (p. 25) 

• 
~ 

'1be f..ëMyer' s attenpt to escape fran em:>ti.onal disturbanoe 

-a fom of self-decepti.on--~s our trust in him, and. we 

realize that the reliability of the Lawyer's acoount is questionable. 

Because the narrator is no longer rell.able, the reader is both 

oonfused and suspicioos of the narrator' s responses. 

'!he second tirœ the Lawyer asks Bartleby to work, he again 

g9l}t1y answers, "I IDUld prefer not 00. n '!he reactioo of the 

Iawyer to this • gentle' response is extraordinary in its evocatian 

of a biblical curse. "I was tumed mto a pillar of salt." (p. 26) 

" While the Iarjer' s thoughts are extrema, even violent, his 
, ;1 

behaviqur remains rocderate. The Lawyer is uncanfortable wi th his 

lack of action, and dea1s with his diso:mfort by t.h.inking that: 

With any other man l should 
have fla-m outright into a 
dreadful passion, scorned 
aU further words, and thrust 
Wm f!3artlebYJ ignaniniously 
fran my presence. (p. 26) 

Thus, while the Lawyer feels that Bartleby' s ~viour 

deserves a oonyentiooally indignant respanse, he also ~ses 

oontr~ fee~: 

But t:hel;'e was sàœthing 
about Bartleby that not ooly' 
strangely disanned me, rut, 
in a worXlerful rnanner, touched 
am disoonoerted ne.' (p. 26) 

o '" 
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This patteI:n of errotional contradiction intensifies with 

each confrontation l:::etween Bartleby and the Lawyel:. Bartleby' s 

third "I would pre fer not ta" is characterized as beinq "flute-
\ 

like ft in tone. '!he flute is tender, and the fact that BartlebY 
is ~ to a nus'ical instrurrent rnay shCM that he is not 

offensive to the La\'l,Yer at this IX>int, but even nièe ota. hear. 'l1le 

~ ~s rroved by Bartlebr and is rerhaps attracted ta him. Me~-' 

ville doesn 't specifically tell us Wny, but the narrator's eno-

tional reacticn convinoes us. However, :im:œdiately after this 

third cx::nfroDtation with Bartleby, we sense the Lawyer' s gross 

inability to cope with the situaticn. 'n1e passage conveys dis­

tu:cbance: he speaks in the third persan and generalizes, as he 

often does when he is desperate and needs saIe distance. 

It is not seldan the case 
that, when a man is b~ten 
in saIe unprecedented and 
violenUy unreasonable way, 
he tegins to stagger in his 
CMn plainest faith. He begins, 
.as it were, vaguely ta sunnise 
that, wonderful as it may be, 
all the justice and all the 
reason is ,00 the other side. 
Acoordinqly, if any dis inter­
ested Per5CnS are présent, he 
turns ta -them for seme rein­
forcerœnt for his àwn. fal terinq 
rnind. (p. 26) 

! 

'!he Lawyer' s dictic::n a~ nore violent than warranted: 

''bIowbeaten ft is a rather strong image in reactian ta Bartleby 1 s 
<> , 

"flutelike" quiet response, as is "saœ violently tmreasonable way." 

"Staqger" oould inply that the narrator is left alIoost drunk with 

cx:nfusian. He tells us that he believes "vaguely" that "aU justice 
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and ail the œasoo. is on the ether side," yet it is hardly in 

a vague way, judging fran the Iawyer' s resp:>nse, that he believes 

that. 'lbe "disinterested persans" he refers to, Turkey and 

Niwers, could not he rrore interested. It is to them that he 

tums for sare reinforœ:rœnt for ms own "faltering m:i.nl'.'. - The 

fear for bis 0'.Nll sani ty shows the pc::Merful :inpact Bartleby has 

on him. 

. 
Although the Lawyer still does IlOt ~ze the extent 

of that inpact. ~ rea1er 1 at this stage is foroed to. As i;f 

to remind uS of t.œ ··insanity of the whole situation, ~lville haS 

the Lawyer tum for support to the outlandish Turkey and Nippers. 

As in previous instances foUèM.ing erootional upheaval, 
.. 
the Lawyer, after bis third ccnfrontation with Bartleby, tries to 

ccrnpose himself. "'1 pandered a noœnt in sore perplexity." (p. 27) 

As usual, ,he avoids confronting both bis strong feelings' and Bartle­

by ])y tw:ning to questionably urgent b.lsiness demarxls: 

But ooce nore business hurried Jœ. 
l detarmined again ta postpane 'the 
CXll1Siderat.icn of this dilercma to 
~ future leisure. (p. 27) 

~ begin to feel for the Lawyer' s desire for the ordinaxy, -

and tend to pity him as \e see hcw nùch he wants to he the kind of 

detached, prudent, \Jl'I'OCM!d man who oould he hurried by such everyday, 

nonnal matters as business or dinner--and how very much unlike that 

he in fact is, '!bis irony i~ in~ified as the nore the Lawyer 

is attracted and frightened Dy Bartleby, the nore M:ùville creates 

a l:x:m. hetween thesn in which their identity is oonfu..c;ed. 
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For exanple, in the follCMirig paragréqil it: is the Lawyer 

who better fits t:re description of sentry, and Malville ironica11y 

describes the L3Myer as the one who 'regards', 'observes', and 

'notices' Bartleby. 

Scrrè days passed, the scrivener 
being etployed upcn another 
1engthy 'WOrk. His 1ata remark­
able conduct 1ed me to x:egaId 
bis ways narrow1y. l observed 
that he riever went ta Qinner; 
indeed, that œ never ~t any­
where. As yet l had never, of 
IIfi persona1 kn<::7tlledge, knorNn him 

- to he outsj..de of lI!i office. He 
was a r;erpetual. senb:y in the 
oorner. At about eleven o'c1oc::k, , 
tOOugh, in the nnrn'ing, ' I 
noticed. . • (p. 27) 

'lbe WlYer oonsis~t1y confuses hirnse1f with Bartleby,~ 

other instances as ~ll. Because of bis total lack of rationality, 

BartJ:eby is the perscn who the Iawyer ''lants least 1:0 be like. By 

identifying with Bartleby to such a degree 50 as to unintentianally 
, , 

confuse one with the other, the LëMyer weakens his description and 

perception J of himself as se1f-oontrolled. 'lhis adds to the force 
~i c 

of tension whieb the :r.aJyer -ls stru~ling wi th~his desire ta be 

rational, and his strcng feelings and fears of being irrational. 

The Lawyer' s fear of Bartleby and of' anything that re­

presents 'the Bart1eby' Ï!llWnself is indeed great. '!he Lawyer 

attrihltes enontOlS ~ to Bart1eby. '!he seeming1y inrlboent, 

a1beit strange disoovexy that Bartleby lives on ginger nuts frighten9 

the Li'Myer 50 nuch that he is forced, in ~ last sentence, to he 
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He lives, then 1 on ginge:i:'-nuts, 
thoUght Ii' never eats a dinner, 
properly speaking; he mUst he a 
vegetarian, theni but no" he 
never eats even vegetables, he 
eats nothing rut ginger-nuts. 
My mi.Ixi then ran on in reveries 
ooncerning the probable effects 
upcn the human constituticn of , 
living entirely en ginger-nuts. 
Ginger-nuts are sc ca1led, beëause 
they cantain ginger as one of 
their peculiar OOnstituents, aOO 
the final flavoring cne. Na.4, 
what was ginger? A 00b, spicy 
thing. Was Bartleby hot and 

,Spicy? Not at all. Ginger, then" 
had no effect upan Ba+tleby. 
PrOOably he preferred it should 
have none,. (p. 28) 

~ Lawyer 1 S t.one, a mixtUre of flippancy and fear,. belies bis 

suspicioo that Bartleby can indeed perfoDtl a miracle-can even 

neutralize the spice~ 

As the relationship œboleen Bartleby and the, Lawyer bec.x::Ires 

rrore intense, the language beCCl1es at tiIœs IID~ convoluted, ard 

- ' 
the Lawyer 1 s .thoughts l::lee:x;(œ rco:re opaque. In the\ followi.ng passage, 

." 

~lville rcakes it difficu1t for the reader to disœrn wOO is re-

sisting lrob:m. 

If the irrli. vidual sa resisted he 
of a not inhumane t.enper, and the 
resist.ing cne perfectly haJ:ml.ess 
in bis passivity, then, in the 
better rooods of the fonrer, he 
will en:leaYOr charitably ta oon-

-strue ,tel.bis imaqinaticn what 
provéS inpossible ta he solved 
by ms jOOgment. (p. 28) , 

'nle dense lingui.stic quality of the sentence conveys the 
\' 

Lawyer' s psycOOlogical statè i the sentence is long and. oontorted. 
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Its double negative (not inhumane) and unclear referents defy 

imœdiate cnrprehension. 

. 
The Iawyer' s psychologica1 upheaval is reflected in anotœr 

linguistic mx1e. .As the situation intensifies and beoc:rœs Rore and 

In:?re difficult fol:' the Lawyer, he attenpbs ta Jnake it a~ar ordinar:y 

and matter of facto 'lb~, when the Lawyer is especially pert:urbed, \ 

~ tends to ?lt his diffi~ty with Bartleby into legal jarga'l--

/ 
straightforward c;ear and accurate prose. 

/ 

/ 

Shall l ackncMledge ·it? 'lb! 
conclusion of this whole busi­
ness was, that i t soon becarœ 
a fixed fact of ~ chaIrbars, , 
that a pale young scrivener, 
by the nane of Bartleby, had 
a desk there; that he c:q>ied for 
ne at the usual rate of four cents 
a folio (one htmdred words); but 
he was permanently ~ fran 
examining tœ work done by him, 
that duty being transferred to 
'l.'ux'key and Nippers,. out of " 
OCITplbœnt, doubtless, ta ~ir, 
superior acqteness; . nD.reover , 
said BartlelJy ·was never, on any 
aCCOlmt, ta be dispatched 00 

the IlOSt trivial errand of any 
sort; and that even if entreated 
to take upcn him such a matter, 
it was generally tmderst.cxx1 
that he would refUse point­
blank. ~p. 30) 

-
We have seen the Lawyer' s att.enpts ta daœstiœte 'the 

\ ' 

0. 

extrao:rdinal:y-to nonnalize situationS. He has convinced ~lf 
/' 

that he bas done the reasonabl.e in bis employrrent of Tur~ând 
/" 

Nippers, and tries to do the sarre with Bartleby. "~~ usefru. 
ta ne, ft he says, and ëd3s what he' ~ is true'~~< can '(jet al~g 

'/ 
with mm. ft (p. ' 28) / 

/ 
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By this point in the st.aty, ~ver, the reader is 

certain that the Lawyer cannat, 'indeed, get alOllg\with him. This 

is borne ~ut in the next oonfron~tion ~b."een ~ Lawyer and bis 

scrivener. ,wren c::cnfrçnted with ':yet another "1 would' prefer l'lOt: 
, ' 

." 

-;-' -; ta," (this tirre to a reqœst -ta copy pap:!rs), the ~r is reduœd . 
ta talking ta hirnself and pleading to everyone for reassuranoe =-

.. 
"Sit Çlown, Turkey §êrld ~ "and 
œar \'bat Niwers bas to say. 
What 00 yeu think of it, Ni~? 
Would 1 net hé justified :in 
imœd.i;ately dismissing Bartleby?" 

Q {p. 29) 

~ questions are directed to his enployees, but a;e asked of 

" " 
himself and of the reader< as welle 

Bartleby's refusa!, (this tilœ to go to the post office) 
, \ ' 

forces the r..a.wyJr ta attrib..lte magical and unearthly powers f.o 
!) '" 

Bartleby, mo by 'OlH, ~ically 'a~' anP 'disapPears': 

-
"Like a yery gh!,st, a9x'eeab1y 
ta tœ laws of magica1 invoca­
tion, at the third S\lrIITDlS, he t 
appeared at the entranoe of Ms 
œ:r:mitage. • (p. 30) 

" 

~ tW.le we have' ~ accustaœd ta tl1e Lawyer'-8 ~ tanéd 
, 

- by Bartleby, Bartleby' s actual occupatioo of the LawYer' s chaÎnbers 

is startling. Now by oocupjÏIlg the I.awyer' s c:hanters, Bartleby 
~ , 

- >~ 

bas physical.l.y and. syni:xllically al.trost. ccnp1ete1y taken him oyer. 
~ \ () , 

1 

(Bartleby) pœferœd not admittinq 
me et present. in a brief \1Drd 
or two, he nor:eaver added, that ~ 
perhçs 1 had better walk anutd .-~ . 
the black t'N) or \:hree tiJœs/ and 
by that tine he 'WOUld probably 
bave ccnclu3ed bis affairs. (p. 32) 
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n ••• l slunk away fran Il'!Y own 
door, aOO. did as desired." 

(p. 32) 

{ -

'1'he admission of defeat in this very sinple language is power­

ful-especially hecause it :fPllows oontorted rhetoric~ of evasiœ. 

While the Lawyer feels dehunanized at this displaoem:mt--even 
, 

his masculinity is threat:ened--he typica1ly attenpts to rninirnize 

Bartleby 1 s outrageous l:ehaviour. 

MelVille makes the rea~r feel the Lawyer ';:; desperatian, 

arxl at the ~ tine to feel the Lawyer 1 s denial that there is 

anything amiss going 00. The images the narrator uses in the 

follO'tfing paragra};h ccnvey that ccrtplex aootibnal. effeCt. 

• Indeed, it was bis \-O'lderful 
mildness ch.i;efly, which net 
oo.l.y di!al:rœd me, but unmanned 
ne, as it ~re. For l oonsider 
that ale, for ~ tine, is a , 
sort of unmanœd when he tran-

D quilly perillits his hired cle:rk 
ta dictate ta hint, and order 
him away fran bis CMI1 premises. 
FurtheJ:I!PJ:e, l was full of uneasi­
ness as ta what Bart1eby coul.d 
IX>Ssiply he doing in ~ office 
in hi,s shirt sleeves, and in an 
ot:herwiée dismantled 'c:::oOOi.tioo 
of a Surxlay nominq. l'las ~ 
thinq amiss going on? Nay,o t 
was out of the questioo. It 
was not ta he tlnlght of for a 
narent that Bartleby was an 
iImY.>ral perSŒl. But what could 
he he doinq there?--ooPying? 
Nay again, 'What.ever might he 

o ~s ecœntricities, Bartleby 
waS an E!IlÙnently decoroos per-
9a). He would be the last man 
to sit cbm ta bis desk iit any 
&tata ~ ta nt'dity. 
(p. 3~ cs mine) , ' 

~ 46 -

<, 

, , 
1 

,j 

i 
1 



• 1 

i l, 
; -

! 
r 

1 

\ 

'1be Lawyer a1œrnates be'b.een feeliitg close to BarUeby 

-
aOO identifying with bim, and distancing hiIrself fran Bartleby 

1 

1 by referring ta him in a clinical~. SignificanUy, the 

• Lawyer' s att:errpt:s at distance fran Bartleby break down, and are 

followed by a stralg 1 enotiooal reacticn. 'lbe Lawyer. is never 

IeCXXlCiled tohis own respcru;e and the reader cannat" know What· it 

will be. Neverthel.ess at sœe point t:b! reader feels that the 

Iawyer articulates the" tzuth; 

-I m.ight give alms to ms }x)dy i' 
b.lt ms body did not pain himi 
--it was bis sou1 that suffel:ed, 
and ms ~ l cruld IlOt ~dl. 

(p. 35) 

~ ma.y ~rhaps ~sider this thought as ale of self-rerognit:icn. 

If cnly for the: narent, the Iawyer is painfully accurate in bis 
l 'e 

pekpticn that in failing to reach Bartleby' s soul, he is t.mable 

Following the iawyer' s en-otional upheaval and his recogni.-
, , 

tian that he ~ not reach Bartleby~ s so.ù , M3l ville makes us 

believè/ that the Lawyer will sœehow ~rk things out. '1.be follow-;;. 
\ . ~ 
1, 

ing passage' of straight ard mlcx:mfused prose reflects the Lawyer' s 
-

insightful and clear state of mird. 

1 wal.ked lnneward, thinking 
what l 'WOUld do with Bartle­
by. Finally 1 l resolved 
upc:n this-;-l w:mld put cer­
tain calm questions ta him 
the next IIDrninq, touching 
bis history, etc., and if 

t he declined te answer them 
openly and unreservedly (and 
\ 
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l supposed œ \«JlÙd prefer 
not), then to~ve him a \ 
tWenty-dollar . 11 over and 
aOOve whateve l might <:Me 

him, and tell him bis Ber----" 
vices ~re no longer re­
quired; rot that if in any 

... other way l oould assist 
him, l \«)\Ùd he happy to, 
do so, especially if he 
desired ta :retunl. to his 
native place, wherever that 
might he. l \«mld willingly 
help to defray the expenses. 
M::>réOVer, if, after reaching 
loœ, he fOUIrl h.i.mself at 
any ti.ne in want of aid, a 
letter fran mm \>JOUld he 
·sure of a reply .... (p. 35) 

And the next. cxmfronta'tion bebEen the Lawyer ~ Bartleby 

reiriforoes this calm a~re, for it is one of the few occasions 
. ' . /, 

"Mlen the ~ tal.ks to Bartleby as a JperSŒl. 

"Bartleby", said l gently 
calling to him behirx:1 bis 
screen. 

No reply. , 
"~", said l, in a still ' 

gentler tone, "care here; 
l am rot going to ask you to 
do anytljing yeu wuld prefer ( 
not to 00--1 smply wish to . 
speak to yeu. " ••• 

"Will you tell me, Bartleby, 1 
where yotl( \\'ere born?" .(p, 35) 

6et M:ll ville does rot pennit :t:his sense of CQ'1fi~ in the 

La!rJlyer ta rE!'BiÜn for lCll'l9' He slyly forewarns us of the transienoe 
\ 

of thé situatiCR'1 by havfug ,Bartleby begin to talk rot to the Iawyer, 

rut to the bust . of Cicero instead. 
1 , 

He ~eby] di.9--n6t look at 
ne \\hile l sIXJké, but: kept 
his glar.l:e fixed ~ ~ blst 
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of Cicero, which, as l then 
sat, was d1.rectly œhlnd ne, 
sare Slx inches above nt{ head. 

(p. 3(;) 

In this manner, bath Bartleby and the ~ are again withou~ 
contact, and the reader and narrator are once nore tmSettled • 

..socn the Lawyer r S fo~r dread of Bartleby erœrges in a 
r 

nore vivid aM intense manner. 
" 
(. 

Sc::Iœb:M, of late, l had got into 
the way of involuntarily using 
this word '*prefer" ·urtn all sorts 
of not exact1y suitable occasioos. 
And l trembled to think that ~ 
oœ~ct--with the scriwner had 
a1reaây a:crl seriously affected me 
in li mental way. 1\nd what further 
and deeper aberraticn might it not 
yet produoe? (p. 37)' - /. 

'Ille enœ::mity of tfll.s fear reveals itself by a dizzYing use of 
. ~ 

the ~rd "prefer", \'lrlch ocCurs twelve tirres in but. a few 

sentences. ~r, the deliberate arrl. non-deliberate 0 use 

of the ward "prefer" by the Lawyer, Turkey, and Nippera, makes 

(.) it clear that everytne has been influenced by Bartleby. Great 

fear prarpts the Lawyer to say: ,1 
! 

,< 

••• surely l must gèt rÏd of a 
derœnted man, who alreaIiY bas 
in sare degree turned t:be too­
gues, if oot the ~ of myse1f 
and clerlœ. But l thought it 
prudent not· to break the dis-
-miS~ once. (p. 38) 

By IlCM ~ can c1early perœive that whatever cnrpels the 

~ te Jœep Bartleby en, it is not pru&m.oe. Similarly, the 
, ---- • ! 

"l/'-'I \~? J 

Lawyer' s atte!tpt to excuse Ba.rtleby" fnm bis ,refuSal [to work 
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a~s ratiooal on the surface, but we can perceive tthe Iawyer's 

irratiooa1 IOOtive. 

Significantly 1 \ ~lvil1e plays with the ~ssibility of rea- t 

son as inadequat:e--wi.th the whole notion of reason as inadequate , , 
(J 

--as an explanaticn for notive. l\'hen the Lawyer asks Btl:tleby 

why he 00 longer wri tes, Bartleby replies: 

"No IIOre. n 

nAnd what is the reason?" 
''Do yeu not see the rea.sœ for 
yourself? •• " (p. 38) 

In an atterrpt te aweal te reascn, to màke the response 

~ seern norrna1, the Lawyer fabricates a Possible explanation for 

Bartleby' s behaviour. He postulates illness, 

••• unexanpled dilligenoe in 
c::cP.iing by his dim window 
for the first few weeks of 
his' stay with ne (him) might 
have t:e.rrporarily inpal:ed ms 
vision. (p. 38) . 

\ 

lranically, the Lawyer's worry about Bartleby's vision 

is unfounded. We have no reason tel::elieve that Bartleby's eye- f 
, 

sight is failing. ~le the Lawyer' s use of vision is a literàl. 

qne, and a restrictive cne, through this word lœ'l ville indicates 

"visicn 's" broader rreani.ng. Clearly 1 it is both the Lawyer' s 

and Bart:le1!f' s inn& visi.al$ that are~. ~ Iawyer does 
. . 

not Bee the reasan for Bartleby' s not wking! nor does he know 

how ta look for it. At ~ point, neither <Des the reader. 

cm- 1:elief ~t the Lawyer carl c::aœ to texms \tÎith Bartleby 

d.iminishès even nçre when he sees Bartlel:!i as an abject-objects do 
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not have souls. He is referred ta as "a fixture in Ir!Y charnber", ,< 

"a mi-llstone", lia necklace", "li.ke the last rolmn of sare ruined 

·tenple." (p'. 39) 

Finally, wben' the Lawyer congratulates himself for how 
. 

weIl he has Jll!IDaged the si tuatian-'""\E percei ve 1:lJe exact OfJIXJsi te 

of what he says ta he true. 

J 
,. 

As l walked hœe in il pensive 
Itocrl, nw vanity got tœ better 
of my pity. l caùd not but 
bighly pltJne rrrtself on nw 
masterly managaœnt in getting 
rid of Bartleby. Masterly l 
calI it, and such it must 
appear 1:0 any dispassionate 
thinker. The beauty of !W 
proc;?edure seeœd. ta GPIlSl.st 
in its Pfifect qui~ess . 
. (p. 40) l.thl.ics mil1~ 

Dy this tilœ in the story 'We are prepared. te imred1ately 

recognize that the Lawyèr's "masterly plan" and appeal ta "any 

dispassionate thinker" are said not out of oonfide.noe" but out of 

fear. Not for a m::m:mt can ~ consider bis description at face 

value. 

Thus it is no surprise ~ the I.awyer reverts ta astate 

of hysteria,. reminiscent o~ the state in which he frantica1ly œ­

peated. the ~rd "pœfer". Now he clings to the \o.1Ord "assunption": 

he presents six "assunptians" in eight sentences. , 

"-I assurred. the groond that 
depart he musti ••• II 

Il ••• upa:l. that assunption Wilt 
, all· l had to say;" ' 
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"It was tJ:uly a beautiful 
thought . te have asSlllTl9Çii 
Bartleby' s departure; ••• " 

"He was -n6re a man of pre­
ferences than assmptions. Il 

(p. 40)' 

--Yet, no mattez;: how many assurrptions the LéMyer presentS, 

Bartleby' s preferenœs eut down all assurrptions: for ~le 

~lville grants 1 the Lawyer bis m:rrents of insights J ("He Bartleby 

was nore a man cif preferences than assunptians. Il p. 40), and bis 

m::rœnts of po:i,.se ("<:ne of the coolest and wisest heurs a man bas 

is just after he awakes .in the norning." p. 40), lrJe are aiwa.ys' 
~ , 

\ 

alert to the precariousness of the Lawyer' s position. For instance, 

the "ooolness" and "wisdcm" of the hour 'are quickly dispelled. When 

the Lawyer wa1.ks downtoWn < he feels that aIl pf Broadway is sharing 
\ 

in bis very ~~ e:Xciterœnt. And \\hm the Iawyer hears sœeone 

J::et he assurœs, wrongly again, that this let refers ta Bartleby's 

:renoval. : 

"I ~ Il taJœ odds he doesn' t Il 

said a vo~œ as l passed. 
"Doesn't go?--done!" said Ii 
"put up your m:mey. Il (p. 41) 

Nor is the Lawyer aware of his highly wrought sta~, which he dim-

inishes into "absent-mindedness". 

In my intent frane of rnind, 
l bad, as it weœ, iniagined 
that, aU Broadway shaœd in 
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my exciterrent,and were debating 
the Saire question with ne. I 
passed on, very. thankful that 
the uproar of the street screened 
my m:::rœntary absent-;-rnindedness. 

(p. 41) 

\ 
M=1 ville bas created a relationship be~en the re~er arrl 

the narrator, where ~ reader is distanœd fran the narrator. 

While the Lawyer' 5 S€11f-deœptians are gradual1y revealed to US, 
1 

\E are at the sane tilœ farced to faœ Bartleby with him. Conse-

quently \mle \o.e mstrust and are amused by the Lawyer's self-

oangratulatory rrarents, \Ile are nevertheless invo1ved ~ ms plight. 

LiJœ the Lawyer ~ rnay anticipate Barueby' s "preferenœs" 1 and 

yet this anticipation does not prevent Us fran the shoc:k of bis 

denial. SUch a shock occurs, for exarrple, when Bartleby does not 
/~---- .... ~ 

let the Lawyer into his ~. offiœ, . te1ling him, 

_-- ."Not yeti I am oc'cupied." (p. 41) ----------------- -
--- The Lawyer/s response is al.nost as if he were put tmder a 

1 

spell in a fairy tale. One cannat talk one' s 'way out of an enchant-

ment, and the Lawyer is. comered a~. 
\ -. ~ 

Again, there occurs a dizzying use of "asSUiTed" w~ 

used fi ve tirres in five sentences. ~------ --

l' .... '\..._ .~_ ••• was U~re an~J..UL l..lJt::r 
I could asS'l.:llœ?5.-; / 

------~;> 
./ 

n ••• l had: .. asS1..D1l9d ••• If 
/-

//tI ••• asS1.llœ that departed he was." 

ft ••• carrying out of this assurtptiàn, ••• " 
, 

ft ••• doctrine of élSsunpt!œs .... " (p. 42) 

- 53 -



( 1 

• 
G 

.. 

While the Lawyer' s earlier set of "~ssurrptions n anticipate 

" Bartleby's preferenœ, the secx:nd set errerges out of defeat by 

this preference. When the Lawyer asSUlŒ!S for the secxn:'l t.ùœ 1 his 
\ 

assunptiCl'lS are nore desperate, less grounded in the ~l situatioo. 

Yes, as befare l had pro­
spectively assuned that 
Bartleby \\UUld depart, 50 

11<711 l might retrospectively 
assurœ that departed he was. 

(p. ~2) 

'!bis kind of reasooing expresses l.mbalanœ. Similarly, it 

is the defeat of thé Lawyer' s asSUlTptions that inpels hi.rn te elevate 

bis unrealistic, even childish plan te ignore Bartleby into "a doc-

triQe of assmptions. n (p. 42) 

Thus the repetiti~ of "assunpticns Il by the ~r serves 

to confiDn the QRX>site of ~t the Lawyer intehds-O'~"Tœ Lawyer's 
1 

relianœ upon assumptions is but an a~ to gain control of a 

si tuatian-}oet ~ see bi~ lack of oontrol as he noves fran the 

fantasy of bis own death to the fantasy of Bartleby 1 S disappearance. 

1/ _---------- ____ ~~~ -in bis description of being "thunderstruck Il 

--1--------------- avoids any horrors of death. 'lbe passage.Jis ronspicuously peaceful. , 
i 

() 
\/.--., 

l was thunderstruck. For an 
instant l stood like the man 
who, pipe in rrouth, was killed 
one clOlXlless afte~ long 
ago in Virgina, b:i sumrer 
light:ning; at bis own warm 
open wi.ndow he was killed, and 
remained leaning out there upc:n 
the drean!i afteIllOCl'l, till saœ­
~ t.ouched. him, when he fell. 

. ~.4U 

the Lawyer' s attenpts to get rid of Bartleby cp 
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no rurrer than to fantasize that he is not there. 

••• l might enter nw office in 
a ~t hurry, and pretending 
net ta see Bartleby at all, 
walk straight against him as 
if he \o.ere air. Such a pro­
,oeedi.ng ~d in a sing'!llar 
degree have the af1?8arance 
of a hare-thrust. It was 
hardly possible that Bartleby 
could wi thstand such an a.wli­
cation of the doctrine of 
assurrptions. (p. 42) 

lronica1ly it is the narrator, not Bartleby, who cannot 3 

1 

wi thstand that "doctrine of assurptioof; ". Were he but able ta do 

that-that is to b::eat Bartleby "as if le were air", his efforts 

might succeed. He carmot do it, and. this is clear to us by n~'l. 

'lbe latent violence in the Lawyer' s tranquil ccrrparison 

of himself t.o the man who was struck by lightning, and in his 

wishful cancelling of Bartleby, becnres explicit in the Colf/Adams 

incident, 'Mlich involves murder~5 'j'le recngni.ze the extremity of the 

Lawyer's state as he canpares himself with Co~t, the murderer. 
He. is not blind ta the real s:imilarity between situatiœs: 

the Lawyer fears the isolatioo of Bartleby and himself. He too 1 liJœ 

Colt, is in a "state of irritable desperation. n Vost significantly, 
'1 

_ ~ he fears his CMIl anger-an' anger' that might lead ta murder. 

Bartleby and l were alone.... ' 

~ 
the circumstanœ of being 

one in· a solitaxy office, up 
s . S, of il building entirely 

lowed by humanizing daœstic 
a sociatians-an uncarpet.ed office, 
à01llbt:1ess, of a dusty, haggard 
Sort of a~anœ--this it nust 
have been, whieb greatly helped 
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to enhance the irritable 
desperatioo of the hapless 
Colt. (p. 43) 

The Law,Yer, describes hirnself as "ternpted n, and as 

battling this terrptatioo: 

But ~en this old Mam of 
resentment rose in lIe' and 
tenpted ne canœJ=llnlg 
Bartleby, I _____ grâppled him 
and threw11.im. (p. 43) 

'lbe I.awïer typica1ly refuses ta maJœ much of bis' strbng uncontroll­

able feelings, and attributes the defeat of the "old Adam of resent-

,IœIlt" to 

••• sinply ••. recalling the 
divine injtmcticn: !A ••. 
ocmnandment give l urtto you, 
that ye love one another. 1 

(p. 43) \ 

Had the Li!JMyer remained with this cx:mnandrœht, ~ oould perhaps 

believe his ease in rejecting the temptatioo. ~, the fact 

that he tums te other explanations' Undennines all of them. 

'!he important fact remains that the Lawyer did resist the 

téltptation, and in arder to strengthen h.imself against the tenpta-
, , 

tiœ, that is Bartleby, he tums ironically. to puritan philo­

sophica1 ~, Edwards 00 t1le will and Priestley on Necessity.16 

'1hese texts afford the. Lawyer a larger PersPective which pemi ta 

him ta think of bis relationship with Bartleby as "predestined fran 

eternityn (p. 44), and as providential. 

saœ days l'KM passed, during 
\'tU.ch, at leisure intefVèÙ.s, l ' 
looked a little :into n&iwards 00 
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, 
the Will, ft and '~iestley 
en Necessity. ft Onder the 
cirClJ1lStances, tlx>se Ixxlks 

,,' -induoed a salutaIy feeling. 
, Gradually l slid mto the ' 

persuasicn that these trouble~ 
of mine, touching the seri - 1 
vener had been all predes­
tinated fran eterni ty, and 
Bartleby was billeted upon 
ne for sc:xre mysterious ~ 
pose of an al1 wiSe Provi­
denoe, which it was not 'for 
a mere nnrtal liJœ ne to 
fathcJn. (p. 44) 

/ 
./ 

/ 

/ 

/ 

Consequently the Lawyer~tiCll ta evil is tumed, ,/ 

a.ll::ci.t i:enp:)rarily, into a ~ / / / 
/~~ / 

_,' --y~, Bartleby, stay there / / 
behind your screen ••• ; l // 
shall p:rosecute yeu no / 
nnre; yeu are bannless and / / 
lDiseless as any Of~these { 
old chairs; in slx>rt i 
~ fee! 50 priva as 
when ~ kncM yotl/are œre. 
At last l ~it, l feel 
iti l penetrate to the 
predestinated ~ of 
my life. l am content. 
ethers may have loftier 
parts ta enact, rut mj 
missicn in this mrld, 
Bartleby, is ta fumish yeu 
wi office.. roan for such 
iod-~ may see fit 

ta remain~ (p. 4~) 

Yet this larger perspective--re1igious, pù.loSOJ;hlcal, 
'-" 

DrCWJ.jœntial~ck1y~,~s in the faoe of the Lawyer' s 

pros c reality. ~ the :taw}Ier seeks solace, he can,cXüy fim, 

cary oanfort, a canfort insufficient to Bartleby' s présence 

finally Bartleby makes the Iawyer desperate. 
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lmt shall 1 do? 1 now said 
, to myself, bÛttoning QP my 

coat to the last button. What. 
s11all l ch? What ought l ta 
do? l'1hat does oonscienœ Slrf 
1 s1x:mld do with this man, or, 
ratœr, ghost. Rid ~self of 
him, 1 IruSti go, he shall. 
But how? (p. 45) 

He asks himself questions and answers them hiJnself. 

• 

Again in despe.ration and in need. to distance himself 

fran Bartleby the Lawyer resorts ta second persm usage. 

You will not thrust him, thè 
P.JC)r, pale, pass,i,ve nortal-­
iou will IlOt thrust such a 
helpless creature rut of your 
door? You will Mt dishonor 
yourself b.Y $,\lm cruel ty? No, 
1 will not, 1 cannot do that. 
Rather ~d l let him live 
and die here, and then mason 
up his n!màins in the wall. 
\'!1at, thcn, will.you do? For "­
all your coaxing, œ will not ~ 
,budge. Bribes he leaves tmder 
your a-m 'paper-\'Jeight on your 
table; in short, it is qui te 

~plain that he prefers to cling 
10 yeu. (p. 46) : 

Lawyer is referring to h:i.mself, but the questions are ~as1œd of 

~ the reader too. However, by now, the narra~'s "1" and the 

reader's "yal" are stralg"ly inprisœed by the sarœ prOOle:n. 

'1be use. of "yeu'" is ~i~ly interesting: for no matter 

lx:JW involVed the 'reader bas been with the p:r;dJlern of Bartleby, 
i . 

tbat problem bas mtil l1C1o\' been the Lawyer' s. IJhis no looger 

seems to he the case. 

- 58 -

o 

\ 
~- - - -~-- -. 

" ! , 
, 
Î 
\ 

j -r-~-Y 

" 

! 
J 



~ 

~-..-.--:--~)~~""~~------------. .. 
~ . / 

'f /~. ~ 

Our con~, ~ch was pr.i.Jnariiy with the Lawyer, / 

, ' 

1. 

. / 

\ , ( ) kept us fran re~ directly to Bartleby. Through ~ use 

\ - of "yeu", Melville foroos us at thi~ point to ~ ~y oon-

_~_\_\-';-__ ~ ,tmed with .Bartleby., Malville confronts us with a oonsciousness 

>\ . lof our involvenent mth Bartleby, the farce of '\mi~ w:! have IlOt, 

o 

until OCM, 'fu11y ~zed. 

~ - similar to the Lawyer' s. 

In this sense, our situation is . . 

When the ~ fwally rias himself physically ftan 
o 

Bartleby by nv.rinq te a new- office, he is no less physically 1 

. 
distanced fran him. 'lba rœre antici~tioo of Bartleby' s ret:uJ:n 

111l\Ul~ the ~~r feel a.ilœ a' prisoner in bis new office. 

Established in II\Y row quarteJ:'S, 
for a day or two l kept the 
door loclœd·, and started at 
every footfall. in the passages. 

\ l'Ilen l returned to Jt'!Y roans, 
. after any little absence, l 
would pause at the :thresOOld 
for an instant, and attentively 
listen, ~ ere applyinq rrr:I key. 

(p. 47) 

r canoot 0 easily let go of Iirueby: 

. 
o 

it seems 

becaœ alIrœt physically a part of him. The 

, (., :~-~ reobctnd.~s the perversity of his int.i.rnacy with Bartleby 
~\ ': .. / 0'f:" ...... " 

--;-an intimaC!l web he bath shunned apd sought • 

• 
• • • strange to say--I 'tore rqy-
Self fmu him \oh:xn l have so 
la:lged te he rid of. (p. '41). 

1 ~ .,. 

'" anblguitY of th:! Law,yer's relat1;cn. tooBartleby is . " 

wben he is œld respa1Sible for Bartleby' s being a 

nuisance. He œplies, , 1 
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(III am very' sorry, sir,": .. 
"rut, really, t:le man yeu 

o a1.o1lrle to is oothing ta, me 
--he ia- no relation or ' 
awrentioe of mine, that 
yeu should hold me respon­
sible for him. Il (p. 47) 

Yet the ~ seens ta feel very respOOsible for Bartleby. J 
He offers hlm various alternatives, (even hurri::Jurs him, suggesting 

that he inight rely.on bis "conversation" for errploynent). 

\ 

.. 

"Now one of two t:tUhgs 
IIIlSt take place. Either 
you mlSt do saœthing, or 
sarething nust he dcne ta 
~. New m.at sort of 
iXd1ness ~ yeu like to 

, engage in?, lbùd}'OU like 
ta re-engage in oopying for 
SCIl1eOIle?" ••• 

''t-blld yeu l~ a cletk­
ship in a dry-goods store?" .•• 

"HeM ~ a bar-tender' s 0 

business suit You.? 'lhere is 
, no try:ing of the éye-sight 
in fhat."... . 

"'Well, then, would 'yoll 
lilœ ta travel t:hrough the . 
cnmtry roUecting bills for 
the nerchants? That would 
inprove your heal th. " ••• 

"How, then ~d going 
as a c:arpanion to Qu:ope, ta 
entertain sare young ~t1e­
man w;i.th your o:nversaticn 
-h.cM Wquld that suit you?" 

(p. 48) 

But "statiooary" ,Bartleby rejects all offers: and the 
• 

Lawyer, ~ despera}ion, 'éven invites him ta his own haœ. . . 

" , -'6<;. -' .. 
\p, ',' " 

\ 
.~ .. 1 

,,'i 

.. , 
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there till \\le can conclude 
upon saœ convenient arrange­
nent for yon at our leisure? 
Cene, let us start 11CM, 
right éMay." (p. 49) 

The reader recognizes and endorses the Lawyer' s genero-

sity-his inprudence am charity. We feel he h~ at this point 

in the story dçme whatever was in bis ~, and we feel that \'Je 
o. 

am as foolish as the 'LéMyer in expecting a positive response fran 

. Bartleby. '!he Lawyer ~<nothing to Bartleby's negation, , 

, j ''No; at present l ~id 
prefer DOt ta rnake any 

- change at al)." (p. 50) 

because there is nothing nore ta say. Hi,;; worry over Bartleby' s 

fate, however, çxmtinues with the sarre intensity • 

..... 
, Interestingly Bartleby, within bis distorted vision of 

life, ~ know mat he does and doe~ not want. He ls certain 1;,hat 

, he wants to make no chapges, and certain of l\tlatever he says. 'lbe 

Lawyer \\ho cla.ims to he a man of certainty is IlOt certain about 
o 

these things. While the Lawyer's insi.ghts are often profouhd, , . ~ 

• - - ----.---- -1 

aocucate, 'intuitive and sen;itive, he usually seems unaware of this. c '" 

For instanœ, he ~ to pride himself on certain characteristics 

whieb the reader soon real.izes are absent: conversely, ~ r.awyer 

tends not to° he aware of virtues that are pœsent for the alert 

~. 

In this self-professed, practica1 man, Melville bas 
. . , 

created a fine intuition 'and sensitivity:' fQt' exarrple, the tawyer 

_ "seems to 'sense that Bartleby will.die. His description in the 
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. foll~g paragr~ph is like that of a funeral proœssion: 

Saœ of the CXJtpaSsim­
ate am curious bystaId­
ers joined the party; 
and headed by one of the 
constables ann in ann 

. with Bartleby, the silent( 
prpoessian filed its ~ 
through all the noise, 
am heat, and joy of the 
roarinq tmroughfares at 
noe:n. (p. 51) 

'l'b:! Lawyer seems ta be haunted by Bartleby' s possible 

death, arrl there axe many images of death in 'the stoxy even - ,.. 

,1:ht:ugh, as \\e have shawn previously the Lawyer will try. as 
o , , . 

much as possible ta deny arrj disturbing 'enotions and situations. 

The following passage sOOws ~s effort te maintain 

an erotional lX'i~ ana bis failure te -do sb., . , 

\ 

, 
,'Ille same day l reoei VEil 
the note, l ~t te the 
'.l'albs, or, te speak nore 
prq>erly, the Halls of 
Justioe. Seek1ng the 
right offioer, l 'stated 
the purposé of my calI. 
am was infonœd that 
the indi vidual l descr­
.il:ed was, iOOeed, within. 
l then assured the fwlc­
tiooary that Bartleby 
was a perfect:.ly honest 
!f!an, and greatly te he 
cx:npassiooated, hc7.f-
ever unaccx:xmtably 

,ecœntrlc. l narrated 
all l knew; and closed 
by suggest.ing "the idea .. 
of lettinq h1m :remain 
in as Wul9E!llt 0CXl-

- finement as J:X)SSible, 
till sœet.h.inq less 
harsh might he ~-
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though, indeed, I haJ:dl.y 
knew what. At al1 events, 
if nothing e1se cool.d 

. be decided upon, the alms­
muse nust œceive him. 
I then begged to have an 
interview. (p. 51) 

Tlûs fiat, 'I.ll1E!IlOtional paragraph ends with the Lawyer's urgent 
'-

request for another oontact with Bart~. 

To the very end the ~ tries to exp1ain Bartleby. 

'lbe Lawyer explains himself to Bartleby--always, and explains , 

h:iJœelf te tl'e readei--a1ways. At the Tanbs ~ Lawyer p1eads 

with Bartleby for his understapd:ing. 17 Still explaining, he 

says:. 

"It ''laS net I that 
brought yeu ~\Jl, Bartle-

~ 

by," .said l, ~y , 
pained at his inplied 
susPicion. "And to , 
yeu, this sln.tld not 
he so vile a place.\' 
Nothing reproachful 
attacœs te yeu by ~ing 
here. And see, it i~ 
not sa sad a place as 
one might think. look, 
there is the sky, and 
here is the grass." -, 

, " Cp. 51) 

; 
1 ./ 

..1 ~ j 

,'Ibis patteni of explanatian was set up at the be9i.nninq, 

as was Bartleby' s absolute stance. Bartleby 1 s last denial, III 

kncM :you~ •• -"and 1 want ri:>thing f:q say to yeu" Cp. 51) is the 
, . 

stroogest of all. It seems to he bom out of knoW'ledge-a 
" " , 

'kncMledge of which bath the reader and the Lawyer carl have no . 

acœss ta. 
\ 

~ 
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It is bath ironie ~ fitting that the Lawyer bas 

tried so bard to rid h:imself of Bartleby, but Bartleby riaS 

himself of the. I..ëMyer. Bartleby, the absolute~' dies a slxx:r...l.ng 

death of starvation. ~less, M:ùville, through bis 
, 

narrator, bas accustared 't=he reader to Bartleby' s absolutisme 

'!bus, ~ accept Bartleby's de,ath as inevitable, and l1le do not 

reject the Lawyer' s attenpt ta dignify it. Bartleby, he gays, 

1 "with ' n
18 ( ) s eeps kings and ~lors. p. 53 

1 

" 
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il. THE EPru:x;ug 

r' 

. . 
'lbe technique ~lvi1le uses t:hrougOOut the story is 

encapsula~ in the epi-logue. '1be oontradiction between the 

Lawyer 1 S attenpt at cœp:>sure and the erotions oonveyed ia 
Q) 

stra'l<J. '!bus the ent.iJ:é epilogue is unsettling, for through-
, , 

out it the Lawyer ?"ies ta :œ distanoed fl:an bis experienoe 

wi th Bartleby, rut slnws that he bas n:mai.ned. vexy nuch shaken. . 
'!he I.awye.r tries ta·undennine the inportanœ of bis 

experienoe by referting ta it as a "little narrative" (p. -53), 

whid1 is an eclx:> of a "little hlstary" in the introduCtiœ. 

In the .introducticn the Lawyer stresses cauticn; safety, m;rler­

ation, while the EPilogue is penneated by a very di,fferent 

erotional ~, created by the strong and·~ images used 

- lidead ~", "assorting ••• for the flarœs", "by the cart-load 

they are annually burned", "a ring--the finger.J!lit was meant for" 
d 

lTOlders in the grave:", "00r eats nor. htmgers", "<lied despairing", 

"died tmhoping", "unrelieved ca1amities", .rrspeed to death". (P. 54) 

'lbe metoric is gréDrliose. It ~ the attetpt. of a m:m 

searching for ,an absolute and attenpt:i:ilg to rnalœ bis experierioe 

treani.ngful. '!he epilogue is net to he t:aken at face value, yet 

neither is it to be disrnissed.as inade:3:uate. ta the Bartleby exper-

ienoe. 'lbe Lawyer is desperate still for anything that will 

'explain' Bartl.ebY. He tells of a nmour which descri.bes Bartleby 1 s 
, 

former p:>siticn as an employee at the Dead Iet~ Office. For . 
suàl a- 'safe' man te' œly upon .~' works to inteÎlsify bis 

desperation • 
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HCMever, this very pedestrian Lawyer has 1fe ability 

ta, and does, set up syml:ols ooncerning the dead letters. This 
__ .JI.> , 

'pnrlent', co~rvati ve ffian- tï'±es ---{with.in the cnntext of bis 
" 

own admittedly lirnited 'personality) to turn bis experience into 
, - , 

a general one for humanity. Particularly disturbing is the arrbi-

guity of the final exclamation "Ah, Bartleby! Ah, huinanity! Il 

l'1hat connectiŒl oould trere possihly he between Bartleby and 
. 

humanity? Bartleby is oost inhuman: he represents an absolute; 

humanity is relative. 

S,till, l do not think that the Lén-lY&' s attenpt ta 

" 
unite Bartleby with humanity i.sJ' he undennined.: " it is an attenpt 0 

ta fiDd neaning--an att.eJTPt which ;the reaàer feels l~lville, through . . 
ms narrator, has encouraged. Thus, autb:>r, narratar and reacler 

are brought close tQ:]ether in their search for rœaning'-':"for an 

explanation which \YOUld allCM for the existence of Il a Bartleby" 

within our notion of humanity. 

" , 
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We have seen that \'bile other CI'J.t~cal approaches 

have indeed illustrated certain aspects of "Bartleby the 

Scrivener", because they tend ,to approach the stox:y with parti­

cular theories, -tney are less sensitive ta its paradbxes and 
, n, 

arrbigui~es. '!he ~œti~ bias of each critica1 approach 
- . 

may distort the story and :reduce its cœplexities. For instance, 

~ ~ographical an~ psychological approa~s t:nd to blw; the 

distinction between an artist' s work and his life, and thus re-

- duce an imaginary work such as "Bartleby the Scr~vener" to events 

in lœlville's life. Literary ironies suah as oost in the Lawyer's 

image of hirreelf. <bis self-deception for exarrple), may he ignored 

for less subtle pb;naœna--Bartleby' s pathology, for instance. 

Similarly the politica1 and social approaches ta the 

story are interesting in their focus of the inpact of society on 
D • 

. , 

• the individual, yet are felt to he limiting in their stressing 
o 

of social values at the cx>st of recognizing the unique eccentricities 
o a: 

of the sto;y. Of these awroaèhes, the Mandst one is especially 
o 

D 

tlluminating l:f1 its analysis of the worker/boss relàtion~p in 

à. capitalist societyj but ultimately, it cannot accx:nmt for the 

o " 
fasc:inaticn of this particu1ar ~rker, Bartleby, and this parti.-

a 

cular ross, th! Lawyer. Nor is it able ta view their ·relationship , 

iroJ:lica11y-~ the end of the stoxy theee two roles are reversed. 

In contrast toc the social and politica1 awroaches, the v 

ranantic one hel:oicizes an anti -sOcl.a1 stance, and thus elev 
o 
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Bartleby' s madness into what can te considered admirable. The 
, ' ~------

---
interpretation ignores ~~le--bf-the Iawyer, and ultinately, 

-Perhaps the two oost ar:pealing ay;proaches (signifi­

~tîy, neither had a theoretical };asis) are what 'We have 1 tenred 

~ "rational/plea ta reason" approach, and the "rroraltl a1'}~ch. 
\ " 

~th perspectives àerive fran what is present in the text tself. 
1 ~~ 

'nl9 tlrational/plea ta reason" approach is a response to the stoxy's 

insistent questionipg--to the questions the reader is p3rsistently 

confronted with. '!he t:enpt8Uon, ~, of this approach is to ' 

seek final and absolute explanations, and this violates the essence , " 

of the f?tory. 
1 

Similarly, the noral aH?ro~ is tenPting, because noral 

issues are 50 p:raninent in lJel ville. t-hlle' the nora,l elerrent is 

very strong, it is also extraordinarily carplex. In flBartleby _ 0 

the Scrivener" ~ville plays with noral judgment, , and challenges 

the readeri; sinplistic noral resp:>nses. 

/ 
'lbe secticn on general criticism deals with' problems of 

• JJ. 
values which--êœx;ge out of a recurren~ pattern of quest am quéstor 

l' in I-i:!lville t s ~,rk. Problems such· as the "nature of the quest, 

its process arrl end;\ the assœptions of the questor and assurrptions 
o 

detennined by oontext and character; âll demand attenticn in 

Malville. 

\ 

'1bere is nuch te leam frem the approaches l have just 

discussed, and there is also lTIldt to leam fran the follCMing qoote 
Il 
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fran l'oby Dick. 

/ 

) 

<ll, ye, fooHsh: ,throw aU 
these thunderheads over­
lx>ard, and then you will 
~oat light and right. 

~p. 277) 

In order to "float light ànd right fi 1 l have oonfined myself to 

the literaxy text' itself and I,have focused on thé narrative 

voice which, because of its rich ambigui ties in tone and substance 
--, 

errerges as perhaps, the nost crucial elaœnt for analyzing the 

\ 

have seEm that the sto:ry is filtered through a 

narrator for whan '!Ne have CX)ntradictory feelings. ~lv:i.lle has 

achieved this by creating him a c:x:nplex and inconsistent character. 

As s.hcHl. in the thesis, our main response to the Lawyer is deter-

m;i.ned through his {elationship with· Bartleby. What '!Ne have seen 

.ts that the main contradiction in the narrator is be~ what he 

tells us and heM œ beha~s; heM œ responds ta Bartleby, and how 

he would lllœ ta respond to Bartleby. Much ~f the Lawye~' s energies 

are spent in distancing hirnself frem Bartleby, yet at other tiJœs this 

distance fails, and it i5 éÙJTOst as if he identifies wi;th Bartleby. 

'lbe narrator i5 net unreliable. He does net lie coqpem­

ing Bartleby. Certainly, we ~ not question wbether what he says 
. 1 

about Bartleby ls true or faIse. In that sense we trust him. l'le 

do, hoNever, question \\bat he says about h:inself--for here ~ does 

lie, unintenticnally. The Lawyer ,-rcmts an "explanatiœ Il and sana , 

tranquility. His tme is ~istent with this, but:- the content of 

"what he, says is note 1 
- 69 -

o 

), .. )t,,"~,4 $ <" $ 46) 2111& ,,;:.-



'0 

Even trough the LëMyer elicits our trust we do ,not 

especially like him. He professes no endearing virtues. He 
1 • 

wants to be a super-solid citizen. We do net, nor are 'We neant 

to, share his values. Nei~ does the author seem te.' It is 

inportant that the Lawyer esrerges as a relatively deœnt man and 

as one who does not, despite himself, k:rlcM all the ~rs. Mucp 

as he would ~TaJlt it to he absolute, his rationally based ~lledge 

is relative. Bàrtleby' s irrationality is absolute. 

~ , ... "-
In this sense the story may ~ seen as an allegp; ~t 

1 

absolute and relati~. Ircnically, ln the introduction, 

the La:Wyer seem;; to knoW' all the answers in an "absolul:e n w<r;f • 
.. , , 

His perception of hiInself is in absolute tepns-as the rational 
" . 

man. What eœrges frœt the story, as the Lawyer inadvertently 

shCMs himself ta us in' greater depth, is that through his actions 

vis-~-vis Bartleby, despite l1:iIœelf l:Je reveals a !X)sition 'ttû.ch 

denies himself (and us) cœplete or absolute answers and reason. 

" 

He is in fact looking for meaning in life. He talks and rationalizes 

cx:mtin\X>usly. l-bz:eaver, because Bartleby is virtually silent the 

Lawyer feels he nust talk for bOth. 

At the end of the stary the reader fee~s closer to the 
• 

narrator than at' the begiiminq. The narrator has revealed" virtues 

which he' clained rot to have) especia11y th:! ~city for arotional 

response. l\'e have experienoed the ordeal of Bartleby with him-an 

ordeal mic:h takes us close ta the abyss of "absolute" inh~ty. 

In being ÇlCXlfn:nted with the Lawyer facing Bartleby, we 
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, -êJ 
are faoed with BartlSby as well, and with our a.m. inadequacy to ----­deal with him as an abso1ute. 1ùthough, our first' inpùse might -

-----tor as inadequat.e toUr final responSe 
( 

is to realize the inp:>ss:i1:flity of adequaey in such aI} "abso1ute" . . -, . 
the "relative" virtue in the Lawyer' s 

1 

response • . 
o Fran the thesis It roay then he conclOOed that "Bartleby 

the Sc:rivener" is l' 1y al:x:>ut a 'narrator ~se shi\fting mXl 
. . . 

anbiguous volee is uSed throughout the story to m:mipulate the 

• ! ' • 
reader and create a grow:i.ng ~~rLaiJlty Dl him.--'!bus 

arr:! critica1 reader must ~ !.nb a~tmt not only the osten­

sible facts of the stoxy, but also its narrative voiee. 

/ 
/ 

\ 
\-

,/ 
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Notes // 

~ 1 
/ . 

lIn the t:beSis l will refer to~' sto.t:y as "Bart1eby", 
"Bartleby the Scrivener", and. "Bartleby Scri~: A stol:}' 

, of Wall~St:reet. Il The original stox:y f' st a~ared in Putnam's 
.~ M:nthly Magazine in Novembet and Decerri:ler, 1853 as "Bartlëb.Y 

the Scrivener: A S'tory df. Wall-Street, Il and ~ 1atar published 
in other plaœs using all three titles. ., . 

A reproducti.cn of the original stol:}' may he found in 
'Ibe ~lville Annual 1965: A Synpc?sian. 

c 

l have chosen \to use the Hendricks Ibuse editioo, editEd 
by Egbert s. Oliver, f~r the J.XU:POse of this thesis •• AlI quetes 

-are taken fran it, and it is ahrost identica1 ta the original 
"VerSicn-spelling errors have been corrected in it, and sare 
punctuation is alt:ered. 

~ MaJ:x draws' simi.lariti~ bet\een ~eby as the 
artist in society am as Melville himself in "Melville's Parable 
of the Walls", Sewanae Ièview, 61, 1953. 

~ A. J.mra.y, ''Bartlebj and I", 'J.be ~lville Ann~ 
1965: ~iun, ed. Howard P. Vincent, Kent State University 
~s, , 966., p. 14. 

4Ibid., p. 11. 

1 SIbid., p. 11. 

6rouise K. Barrett in "Bartleby as Alienated ~ .. , 
Studjes in Short Ficticn II, apprœches the stoxy fran that 
point of view. Shê sees Bart1eby as a "vi.ctim of and protest 
against the nœbing \«>rld of capitalist profit and alienated 
lâbour."· p. 385. 

. 1Issues of ~ty ~ frequenUy dealt with. For 
'instance· Mauriœ A. Friedman in "Ishmael, Bart:leby, arXl the 
o:afidenœ-Man, Il Prd:W::!matic Bebel, w:rites cxmoerning the 
~ tbat "biS S1'ii:bf ~s ë.XiSfêÎ1tial guilt ••• the guilt 
f!Ne!i:y ~ ~ he œoognizes an wùimited ~ibi.lity 
far amther witbJut the œsourœs te handle it.. Il - - - - --
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o 

" 9Richard UUnter\Fogle~ ÏI\ M!lvi11e~s Shorler Tales refera 
to Bartleby as "~ absolutist ••• the all-or-nothing man. ft ' 

, 

l°An extended debate of this i8 denonstrated in F.O. Matt­
hiesscm, Anericah :Aenaissanoe. 

~ltm ~R. Stem, The Fine Hamœred Steel of Herman !-BIville, 
New York, ,1968, p. 26. 

. ' 

l~.B. Dillingham, Melvill~'s Short F!cUoo 1853-56, New 
Yorlc, 1977 Ji p. 53. 

1 • 

1~nnan Melvill~, f:bby Didt, ~, ~ York, 1967, p. 277. 

v 14Jolm Jac:x:b Astor was an ~y wealthy and arrbitious 
teal estate magnate aOO fur marchant, Wb:> was active in the late 
Eighteenth 'and early Ninet.eenth omturies. He was farrous durinq 
bis day because of bis attenpts ta ~ze the fur trade and te 
found the city of Astoria (descri'bed.by Washington Irving in Astoria~ 
~ rœntiooed in "Ba,rtleby"). He was also a weJ.l-kncJwn resident 
of New Yprlc City in which "Bartl.eby" taJœs place. 

• ,)1 

- >75'lbis re~ is ta the Colt-~ affair. In January 
of -1842 Jc:i1n C. Colt IlI.lI'dered saOOel i'ilal1IS in New York City. Colt 
was sentenoed ta death. After aU appeais had Joeen exhaust:ed,( 
he was allowed ta be rnarried on the day of bis scheduled executial. 
Irmed:iat.ely after t:bS œxesrœy Q)lt was left ala1e ,with bis bride, 
and at that tùœ sbe ar:prrent:ly gave ~ a knif~. Later, hefere 
the eKeCUt:ial ooold he carried out, Colt ld1led h.iJrSelf.. His < 

death was of sare int.exest ta Melville. '!he affair is nentiooed 
in Bartleby, aM SOlI! suggest that ~t might have l:een use4 in the 
ending of Pierre. . 

, . 
'" 
- 73,-'. 

\ 
. \ 

e 

a 

-

1 t 

, ' 

.. 



,-

• ! 
1 , 

( 

1 .. 

1 ,. 
1 

1 

1 
'\' 
! 

. 
'0 

J-

, \ 

: , 

.' ,h ' 

~ 

" ... 
:; 

. 

fi' 

.... 

• 

17 In the odginal Putnam f S magaiine article there was 
an additiooal minor character in the stOrY: the ,grub-man 'at 
the ~, who is nentianed in other editiais, iilso bas a wife. 
rurthemore, they ara named nOltlet ft. '1lÙs narre lends even 
nore--nerit to the cla1m that' food Cand' drink) lmagexy pervade 

, the stœ:y. Tw::key, Nippera, Ginger-nut are exanples of 'this 
as' is, for instance, the Lawyer's stat:'eœn.t that: 

\ 
i:" . \. ~ 

{ 

l 
i 
l 
{ 

L 
i 

" 

" 

"'lb JJefrierd Bartleby ••• 
will eventual1y prove a 

,," 'sweet norsel for ~ ca:l­
science." . 0 

It is irrp:>rtant ta point out that in the nddst of ~l Ws 
food imagexy, B8rtleby dies of starvatioo.. . . -,' . 

1~ley w~ in '''Ibe Negative Affinnation: Melville's 
'Bartleby the Sc:rivener, ,n M:ldern Fiction Studies, suggests that ' 
this phrasè, taken fran Jab's curses (3:14) 1 15 suggestive "of a 
futile and inèxplicable OOSIIVJS. ft 

.~'< . , 

.. 
,l" 

~ 

l, 

l'fly ated l not. fran the \'fŒb? 

. p;,; 1'01 sOOuld l have laid, 
still am. he :quiet. -1 
'should have s1epti then. 

l'''l' hëd :r been at t'est, 
With lûngs and counselors of 

1;'he earth'; which hui1 t . 
desoI-ate places for them­
selves. 

--.... . 
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WOrks by Hennan ~ly;l1e ref~rred to in the thesis 
c , 

, 

.M!lville, Hennan. "Bartlebyn; in .piazza Tales, ed. EgJ:ert s. 
Oliver, Hendricks ~Hoose, New Yôik, 1962. , 

, . 
M:!lville, Hènnan. Pierre: or, the J\ni)iguities, ed. H'. Hayfœ:d, 

H. Parker, G. T. Tanselle, Northwesterp. University Press, 
1971. 

lrË1ville, Hennan. 1wk'by Dick, ed. H. Hayf6rd, H. Parker, liSortal, 
New York, 1967. 

'l' 

Malville, Hennân. Billy BuèÎd, Sailor (an inside narrative), ed. 
H. Hayford 9Ild M. Sealts Jr., Chicago Univep;ity Press" 

,1962. 
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