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Abstract . ' -

~

K . This thesis examines the main trends in criticism

of "Bartléby ‘the Scrivener: A S.toz\:y of Wall-Street" by

Berman Melville. Tt argues that critical apprgaches which
stress the I)Viographica]?,' psychological, political, or otherﬁ
‘aspects of the story fail to provide an adequate intérpre-
tation of the story. It then considers a ma;;or theme in Melville
of the contrast between the ambiguities and uncextainties

in the world, and an individual who seeks unsucgessfully

«

to find absolute ideals in it. This follows with a detailed

tesctual anaiysi&in' which it becomes apparent that the role .
of the narrator is critical in the story's developrent. This
character is used by Melville to manipulate ambiguities and

to create a growing sense of uncertainty in the reader.

Ultimately the thesis stresses inconsistencies ir narrative

_ diction, tone, attitude and substance, and demonstrates their v

b i
influence on any propé]l:f analysis.
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et la substance; elle d&htre en plus leur influence sur
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Resum®
La th@se examine les tendancés pr}ncipales de la
critiq}:e de "Bartilehy the Scrivener: ' A Story of Wall-Streeig"
par Herman Melville. IElle propc;se que les approches critiques
qui insistent sur lés aspects biograplﬁques, psychologiques ou
autres (bels que sociologiques ou pollthues) , ne donnent '

' pas une interprétation adéquate de é.'histoire. Elle étudle

ensuite un des thémes majeurs dans 1l'ceuvre de Melville--le
contraste entre les ambiguités et*les incertitudes du monde

d'une paft, et }'individu qui cherche vainement les idSaux

absolus d'autre part. Quand le conte est soumis 3 1'analyse

“
textuelle on découvre que 1'avocat-narrateur est essentiel

au développement de 1'histoire. (e personnage est utilisg
par Melville afin de faire naftre chez le lecteur un sentiment

croissant d'incertitude. Finalement, la thse met en relief
\ -

les inconsistances dans la diction narrative, le ton, 1'attitude,

n' inmporte quellé ‘analyse utile.
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INTRODUCTION | . T
b * "Bartlely the Scrivener": A Story of Wall-Street"
begs for if not indeed demands some kind of interpretation.
Just as the Wall-Street Lawyer who narrates the story

has difficulty in trying to come to temms with Partlehy,
~sqthereaciercanncrtccxne‘totei:mswit.‘ntﬂ‘nest(ny. The
effect that the story leaves on the reader is often diff-
erent than the one left on the.vLawye)E.%'. Perhaps this is
whilr Melville's brief story has ewvcked great interest

from a large variety of readers. Many ::fi"tics have

aattexpted' to give definitive interpretatigns of the story

and much criticism of it has continuously appeared, three .

films (two British and one American) have been ,éde of it;
. at least one teleplay has been produqed, and there‘has
" been an opera of "Bartleby". ‘ In 1965 an entire syxrposj;un
. was devoted to it at Kent State University in Chio. |
M"xatiotproposetoddinthefollowingchaptezs
/ \'is to i)tiefly p;esmt and coamment on various critical
approaches to the story I wi11~exanixxe'biographica]:,, r
péychological, political, moral and other points of

view: A brief analysis of these approaches sl*@-:s that~
they are inadequate'to explain this particular story.,
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.
thile each appmad: may elucidate an inportant aspect

of Bartleby the Scrivener” 7 the inpositimof aparti—‘
cular critical emphasis (for example, looking at the
story's meaning as primarily biographical, or as mainly
conveying a Marxist vision) -does not succeed because

of the high lewel of anbiguity@and'mc‘erba,inty that
permeates the story. I will therefore argue‘thata :
proper critical maly315 of Bartleby the Scrlvener“
requires extreme flexibility in approach.

In Melvilg.e's writing, an‘bigqities and uncer-  \

tainties are frequtly contrasted with the unsuccess~

ﬁ:lquestforabsolutes 'Ihisisalso“thecasem

"Bartleby the Scrivener". The the31s thus oontinues
with‘a sectimmtherole of the questormthe search
for absolute ideals in Melville's writing in general.

I will look at Billy Budd, oPierre, or the Ambiquities,
and mv Dick. |

This is followed by a .detailed analysis of the
story in which Ia:amihethe role of the n“arrator and
the ways in which Melville ‘menipulates ambiguities |
through the narrator in order to elicit a sense of -
undertainty in ﬂye ‘reader. These rhetérical cbserva-
tions amusedtdexplaintheinadequacyofadstmg
criticisms.
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. T Ultimtely, the thesis wi].l stxess-:incmsistmcies v R
o  in narrative dictim, tcne, attib.th ‘and’ ht:bstzmce, and - ‘
- N . ﬂmvﬂmtﬂei:inflmmstb@mwpmpermlysu. “

‘ Inordertadothis,fomsmﬂaelawyerﬂmatorseaw o :
M , o work best since it stresses tyauﬂmcer!:ai.ﬁty.’ o
L rather than insisting upon a definitive interpretatfon. ) :
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A

received little acknowledgment and was not easily sold. Melville

. Ambiguities had been publicly unsuccessfyil. It has been said that

~

_an allegory of Melville's life. According to this analysis,

a '“ n’,

i. A Review of Critical Material 8 : .
j
) |
BIOGRAPHICAL N = o

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

Melville is autobiographical in his description of Bartleby and ]
7

his surroundi_ngs.2 Indeed while writing "Bartleby the Scrivener:

g il

A story of Wall-Street" Melville had mich difficulty: the story

was, metaphorically speaking, \’\Ap against his own wall', persorfally

Kokttt Ao

and professionally.

"Bartleby" was written after Mobi Dick, and Pierre or the

a revenéeful Melville deliberately condescended in writing "Bartle-

by", setting out to make the séoxy 'readable' fqr the general

SURPSTS’ ST SO AR AR ISR S,

publ:i.“c——thét is, short, clear and seemingly easily accessible for
interpretation. The story was published in a magazine, Putnam's
Monthly, which did make it more available ﬁﬂ, supposedly less

academic than his previous lengthy novels were..

At the time "Bartleby the Scrivener" was written, Melville
was at odds with his brother Allen, a liberal Wall-Street lawyer;
vham he disliked. The biographical critics thus believe that the
Wall-Street Lawjer is modelled after him. |

d .
- ‘ =5 -

) o

v




YW i v = x e n

o massn

2

mother attributed to 'constant indoor confinement', like Bartle-

et A ABEA B AR ATIEN SR AA IE A

v

\ .
. 4 .
Also a close friend of Melville's, George Adler, had been (’&
institutionalized--diagnosed as a paranoid-schizophrenic. Con-
sequently, Bartleby is frequently described as represa;ﬁ'ting Adler,
and Melville as representing the lawyer. Melville is taken to—~ s ,
oo ' \\/ ~
be desperate in trying to reach out to help his friend, and in
deep anguish concenx:ing‘the situation.

Melville is, of course, also seen as Bartleby himself--

for example, because his eyesight'was failing. In the story
the Lawyer assumes Bartleby won't copy because his eyes are poor . \
(an assumption entirely his own). &

Since Melville himself was often quiet, withdrawn, morose,

RN S 0 R il s oy

perhaps feeling that he was making very little contact with
people arcund him, this may serve as another basis for a compan
son mth Bartleby. Indeed, Melv:.lle does sound like Bartleby, .

¢

who 'prefers' not to live, when he writes to Samuel Shaw that
"I once, like other spoonies, cherished a loose sort of notion

that I did not care to live very 10ng."3 (

a
T s ooy e M e 2

Furthenmore, Melville's fragile mental state, which his

\
1

by's, is confirmed byj,ay I_e\yda in The Melville log. L ‘ . |

These biographial similarities indicate’ that Melville-
did in fact at t:imesseemtqﬁ;be like Bartleby, 'a bit of a —
wreck in the mid Atlantic!, (p. 39). Yet the power of the
story and its strong impact on the reader can hardly be explained
by them. When"welookfurtherweshallsee'thattheinclusimof Vé

-6 -~




e el

- |

thls mass of biographical detgil may be Melville's way of tan-—

taliz:mg ﬂmera:d@.rinfalsedixecums 'mebasiccmce:msof ,
thestorygobeyaﬂmiysinglenmsllfe,arﬂcmoemthe

_human condition in general. That is to say, that the story

derives much of its ixmer from its universality, not its specific

biographical source.
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PSYCHOLOGICAL

Some critics study Bartleby's. behaviour and the stary it-
self from a psychologlcal point of view. They v1ew Bartleby as
a psychologically sick man. Basically, what is of interest to
such interpretors, are Bartleby's isolation ar\d.eelf-dest:uction,
as well as the effect Bartleby has on sd called 'normal' people.
The ‘question’ is asked whether 'normal' people can help Bartleby,
and if so, how. Peyééiacal crities also explore whether or
no;t Bartleby's condition is partially the result of the so%ety

‘inwlﬁ.chhelivesarﬂéwyevengosofarastoexaininethe&ays

by which Bartleby would be medically treated today.

"I think he i\s a little deranged,” the Lawyer says to
himself. (p. 52)_3 Newton Arvin in Herman Melville and Richard

Chase in Herman Melville: A Critical Study agree that’Bartleby

is suffering from schizophrenia. Arvin writes:
° RJ There is a level on which Bartleby
cah be described as a wonderfully
intuitive study of what would now

be called séhizophrenia, and in
Melville himself there were certainly

the germs of schizophrenic detach~
ment. (p. 243)

One critic even shows a relationship between Bartleby and
the 'fetal' Melville.4 'Ihouglﬁ'l this is doné in jest, it can be
seen as a psychological interpretation taken a step teo far.
Melville's mother, Maria, during her pregnancy, leaned towards
melancholia.. She.and her husband had just moved to New York,
where she found herself isolated and lonely. In a letter to her

brother she wrote:

— __8_. —
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...I am in a fair way.becoming a misanthrope
...I am worse than forgotten, shuned [sic]. 5

Surely, if she felt so alone, her then to-be-born child

would too. 'Ihisistakenasevidexweférmﬂerstandiméhevery

nature of the tly born' and grown Melvillé, and for
providing insight ¥ the Melville/Bartleby identification.
s

/

Much of this kind of psyéhologically orien}:ed interpre-
tation tends to deal with the story as if it were a psychiatric
case history, thus reducing "Bartleby the Scrivener" to material
better suited for a medical journal. To explain the story as a
clinical case history is to éxplain it away._, This doesn't work.
We still feel a ten$ion in our contact with Ba/rtleby that is not
simply the embarrassment due to an encounter with a madman. \
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POLITICAL

Other crii:ics deal with Bartleby on a political level.
The events of the story lend ﬂ;emselves to a Mai:xist app‘roach,
for the story may be seen as an example of the inevitable break-
down in‘the employer/employee relationship that ex{éts in a capi-
talist sys'ceu't.6 Such criticé are concerned with issues such as Wy
Bartleby should in fac;.'. do menial work, ha}vetoanswertoaboss
and contribute to a routine in which his profits are significantly
different from the employer's; that is, Bartieby, is merely a
salaried worker cmtnb:tmg to profits, not exclusively monetary,

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

~
/

in a dehumanized amoséhere. {

Althouh e know almost as little about the Lawyer as we
do about Bartleby, unlike Bartleby - the Lawyer is not meant)to be
available, at our w:;(Il' for our investigation. fr a the
Lawyer is 'the boss' and in control of the information he offers.
Asthenarratozjhehasﬁmecontmlmanycase, but he teases us.
He promises infonnatlm only to withold it. It seems as if it is
both his and our right to probe into Bartleby's be:.Lg but not' into
his. Not only does the narrator invade Bartleby's personal privacy
on an emotional level, but as if to éymbolize his privileged
position he thinks nothing, for example, of going through Bartleby's
office drawers and’ personal belongings. The Lawyer does at times
tell us what he oons:.ders appropriate and important for us to know
about himself, hltarxyinfomatimconcenﬁﬂgrﬁmselfc;m\estous

onlythmughlum N )
- 10 -
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Significantly, Bartleby is set aside behind a partition
vhere the.Lawyer can hear, but not see him. 2As a worker hée must
do as he is told. By not doing what he is told, Bartleby does,

in a sense, show a breakdown in a capitalist work system.
e . .
Marxist interpreters tend to ignore Bartleby's refusal to

work, and they perceive him as' a victim—exploited or reprimanded.
Bartleby is left iswolatet‘i?' he is an unfortunate, but not atypical
example of what can become of a worker within a capitalist society.

Surprisingly, he is given little sympathy.

(Ironically, though the above holds true, we can lock at .
the situation between the Lawyer as boss and Bartleby as worker
in another way. Though the Lawyer is the boss, it is Bartleby
who rules his life, and not as expected, vice versa. The para-
doxical ending of their relationship is enforced by Bartlehby.
Though the Lawyer has been trying continuously to reject Barfleby,

Bartleby, at the Tambs, in no uncertain manner, completely rejects['\

the Lawyer. "I know you" he said without locking round--"and I

want ‘nothing to say to you." (p. 51) )

o

-11 -
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< -on lsociety. It often tends to be conservative in upholding
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SOCIAL
a YN
Social criticism cammonly disapproves of Bartleby's

H

. {
individualism. This kind of criticism is largely concerned

.'with the effact that Bartleby ‘or sameone like him might have

the currently ac;:epted mores, and deviation from them is often

unacceptable to the social critics.

For e.xample, Egbert S. Oliver in "A Second Look at
\
Bartleby " College Engllsh says:

P

Try as you will, you cannot

cut yourself off fram society,

and to persist in such a direction

can only destroy the individual.
(p. 439)

N s e w3 oo e Cm S

Most soc:;al critics aocept same kind of individualism so \
lcng as 1t is Qma:.nta:n.necl within certain boundaries--albeit those
boundaries are difficult to define. It is important for them
that ecoentrlhlty does not get in the way of the general flow
of th?ngs, that it is not threatening to \.mifomity; and conven-—
tignality, or have the pofiential*Lto became contagious and spread
—1ike a cold.” For example, Turkey and Nippers, though eccen-
tric, wouid not be considered o interrupt matters; on the ocon—- -
trary "Their fits relieved each other,like guards. When Nippers's
was on, Turkey's was off; and vice versa." [(p. .22) ‘ , ‘

They cmplément each other almost functioning as one total
human being. Menthey“are out of sortstheydoveryhttleham,
and their :Lneffectuallty is reinforced by the comic dimens:.m they

- 12~ 7 . !
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offer. It is only when they themselves begin, unconsciously, to
use the word 'preferl' that their presence becomes serious.

[ 4 a
Ch, fer? oh yes - queer
word. I (Turkey) never use it
myself. But, sir, as I was
-saying, if he would but prefer,
: (p. 37)

To judge Bartleby's behaviour by conventional stan-
dards is to misread the story entitely. By such standards, the
Iawyer'sbehavia:rhcanalsobes}nmtobesuspect. A conven-
tional response to Bartleby would be to fire him and evict him
upon his first refusal to perform his duyties.

= o s i —————TT ey T I S s
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ROMANTIC r

Same critics may loosely be called 'ramantic' because
they enncble or ramanticize rather than condem (like 'the social
critics) Bartlely's unorthodox behaviour.

The I.awyer seen as a middle-of-the-road man, is dis-
missed by these critics for his ordn;ary and canpranlsing naturé’
Bartleby, on the other hand, is seen as fearless in h_'LS insanity,
forhehasmreasons (mﬂ,lkethelawyersendlessones) to
account for his behamour.‘ This is judged to be admirable, ewven

noble, by Robert C. Mason, a representative 'romantic' critic.

In The Spirit Above the Dust: A Study of Herman Melville,

he v;rites: *‘?’ \

&

In Bartleby, the stoic conclusion
was faced, in a compressed and”
haunting prose piece containing as
much of pity as of horror. That"
the courageous way out.of the fated
dilemma was mdependence and the
independence led to death. Yet '
samehow Bartleby emerges fram his
own tragedy as the victor; he creates,
but does participate in the spiritual
disturbance which has quickened the *
imagination of the mediocrities he
N\ encounters. He becomes the stil
. point around which their unstabfe
world turns. The paradox of Bartle—
by is that although his principles
destroy him, it is the. preservation :
of those principlés alane which can
save the world which rejects him.
The fiqure of Bartleby is paralleled
. inside Melville's works by Plinlimmon
) in Pierre. Bartleby is the bleakly
logical conclusion of all the nobility
SO and ‘independence impliciting; a
' criticism of society which distrusts
those attributes as well as of their
e, individual possessor who will attempt

- 14 -
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no conpramise with it. It is in
fact the nost dévastating criticism .
of society that could conceivably be .
made. Bartleby's death dams society,

not himself. (p. 191-192)

Int]usviewBartleby'sinsarﬁty,evmifitleadsto
hi.sultimatedestructla\ isadninad 'Ihepa.inwhichhemayor
naymtmfferasaresultofitisxgmred—-am&efactuut
he does delibérately and omsciq,sl;starve himself to dea
almost overlocked. It seems a serious misreading of Melville

toevenomsidérsu&minberpmetatimasadequate.
i .

C-15'=




'RATIONAL: PLEA TO REASON | \ , i

'plea,anurgentrequest thatisnotjusgaddressedtovariws

J
- ‘premises?". (p. 42) However, Bartleby will not, and probably

" cannot give any reasons.

Sam'readersofnartlebyéreespeciallyoormernedwitﬁthe .
pleatoreasmﬂ:estymnmicates. It is that plea which the
Imerrepeats-—tohunself,toaartleby,bothereadm' It is a

people b.xtbecm\espartofthestructureoftmstoxy.

Throughout the story the Lawyer begs Bartleby to supply
hﬁuwithreasoéxs for his actions: "In a word, will you do any-
thingétall, toglveaoolormgtoyourrefusaltodepartﬂle

L

Melville was writing at a time in American history which ' ;

had messianic elements in its outlook. There vas great confidence
inthevieythat,ifalewentaboutitinthecorrectmy,attaining P

carplet:;g;weﬁ, explanatlons and reasons would be possible. |
This vi ,wh:l.chmersonsmmlanzedas "meneveratmeﬂmeory

appears, it will be its own evidence. Its test will explain all
phenarena®, was clearly aun;fa;t'ho Melville. For him there was
never, as he shows in Pierre, a 'China Wall' for possil'ﬂe unknowns
in life. By defying reason and e;:planaﬁai, "Bartleby the Scrivener® !
faaradoxicaliy inspires us to search for them.
. Thus within this mterpretatmn many questions arise:
Z;tgisvnaruebydoiﬁg what he is? How much sympathy and support
shouﬁdmfeel for him? Isthelawyercaioh{gasmxchasanymmecan?
Is}he a' good man, a rea&onablg man? How important is it that he -

-16- ; -
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‘uncover what the story means?

raminsreasonable? Inwhichaxeasofhislifehashemade

L4

ocmpromlses in order 4o maintain that reasonableness? .And
xpost i.n'por;:anﬁ,_ how can‘ﬁan aﬁpioach based primarily on reason .

1

| Criticism that relieson 'rea;sm' inth;s way'fails‘ v
partixybecame }t mplies that the storywculdbemxe acces§~
ibletothereader, andBartlebymﬁaocess:zbletoﬁ\eIawyer,
if Melv:.lle were to have allowed Bartleby to give reasons for
his p051tim. These critics like f.Jhe LaWYer believe that
krnwing\why,gpy itsel altertheessenceandmeanmg;f
the story. It is they Who take the ending, the sudden know=
ledge of Bartlehy's past ‘work at the Dead Letter Office, to be
so signif%.éan_t. It is as if at last they have been given some
important l<:11°:le, and they seize on it as an explanation much

. -
» .
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. ' . perhaps not only mocking our own sense of heightened morality, , ‘,
. / l N

\,/
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. s
Critics with a moral approach see Dﬁelvilie as primarily
concerned with right and wrong, good and evil.’ Generally
they are not concerned with the way in which Melville uses :
. moral ;issues to play with the ‘reader, for by appealing to our-
‘ m sense of morality, Melville fools us' into believing that by .

- grasping moral issues we can grasp the story. Melville is

achieved by morally judging his characters, hiut is showing that
he is more concerned with other issues which are not simply

definable in moral terms.

However, because moral issues figure so strongly in
o »
Melville. there is a strong temptation to interpret the story in.
moral terms. For instance, it seens;appxopriate that the Lawyer

- in "Bartleby" is judged morally. Yet to say that the Lawyer has 2t

3

not done enough or tried adequately to plead with Bartleby, to
Lo say that if cnlylczhe Lawyer were a “"better" perscn th? reader
would then be able to better understand the story appears in-
adequateé to ﬁelville 's complex moral visicn. It appears that
- Melville uses moral issues both for a larger literary effect
and significantly, to challenge the reader's conventional moral - |

1

' An a&%e from Billy Budd m.i.ght clarify thlS point.
) Like Bartleby" Billy Budd contains situations that seem to denand |
. ~

. moral mterpretation. Billy Budd, who may be synmbolic of goodness,
A °

o

O
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-provoke the reader to lock for adiffere.ntkindofneaninginthe‘

up'c% great prcvocatlcm and certainly by accident murders Claggart,
a figurative symbol of evil. Budd is judged, found g}uilty and
hung., Captain Vere (Vere, we know, means txruth), representing a
synthes:Ls of reason and anotim,’passes the verdlct though other
options axe open to him. Again, while\this theme surely seems
open to moral interpretation (and I donot wish to deny its impor-
tance in either Billy Budd or\in "Bartleby") I do wish.to point

out that Melville may be using issues of morality as a device to

stories. Even in a tale, then, in which the issues of good and
evil, and right and wrong seem so ripe for interpretation, they
may not be the essence of the work. Clearly Melville frequently

enploys moral issues in his writing not as an end in order to

render moral judgment, but as a means to a more camplex li{j_eré.ry
end. ‘
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A More General

ii
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Critical Discussion

, on Melville and Absolutes

-

To lock at the questor and the search for absolutes is

4

N 8
a camon concern in literary analysis. This approach is highly

appropriate since Melville's protagonists embark on quests and

seek their ideals in absolute ways. i

The purpose of the following discussion is to elucidate

the ways in vhich Melville uses the quest motif in order to explore

> © .
values--both absolute and relative. It is tempting when one {s ~_

confronted with a quest for

absolutes in the story to respond in an

absolute manner—that is, to seek certainty.

{ - "Bartleby the Scrivener” is a story of extremes. 'Bartleby

himself is a character who has managed to transform a relative

position-of preference (rather than an absolute position of' 'yes'

or 'mo') into an absolute one. The repetition of and action upon

the phrase 'I would prefer not to',is at least as unyielding as a

very firm 'no' woluldbe.9

a

Bartleby seems to act in a single-minded way that bears

resenblance-to same of Melville's othexr single-minded and blinded

!

characters, Pierre or Ahab for example. But Pierre and Ahab are

more accessible to the reader, and their positions and absolute

actions are léss diffi

t to understand, for the motives behind

. Melville tells us that Ahab must
ge at any cost. Pierre is shown to

t
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us in an even more elaborate way. We see him go from innocence

and camplacency to desperation and madness in his quest.

Of Bartleby's quest we know nothing, and any assumptions
that we make are as presumptuous as the ILawyer's. In oontrast
to the image of Bartleby as questor is the image of ‘Pierre, for

10 )

example.
‘ 3

We can look at Pierre as an cbvious example of a 'Melvill- - i

ean' questor, crudely outlining some characteristics that qualify

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

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

willing and unable to modify. The ideal which mj been. and

usually was /originally legitijrate , hoble and virtuous becomes

distorted and lost. Milton Stern writes "Ideals in any form are :

shadows cast by a nothing, and the champion of the ideal becomes

the fool of the ideal."ll

Such was Pierre's fate who fails in trying to undo and see

throughthe lies w1thwluchhewas brought. up.. And |because he

sees those lies in absolute terms only, he replaces them with other

absolutes, which must because they are absolute (in terms of their

ideals)c become lies as well. o /

Pierre as a questor hopes to discover justice, but:not a
relative justice or part.of a justice; he wants justice to be an
absolute.
. [

'mereisanmevitablelrmyumerentlnthesearchforsudl

absolutes. Melville seems to be saying

¢
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k.p A> that the search itself is essential
| B. one\mgt know, or find \out along the
way, th:ti\th\e\re is no absolute answer
to the search b
_C. yet one xmst never (like Plinlimmon,

for example) give up searching.

Melville then takes that position a step further to say
that althouwgh an absolute answer is not attainable, a relative one
is. Indeed Melville implies that a relative answer must satisfy as
such. Yet in. the face of this acceptance the process itself of
searching for absolute idéals is imperative and without end, for
there are many relative answers. Though the Law;}er/Nérrator in
"Bartleby the Scrivener" claims to be a man for whom absolutes and
certainty exist, when we loock at him more closely we discover (in
the argument of  the thesis) that he is quite self-deceived with
regard to that position. ‘

Melville is interested in both the relation of the $iMivi-
dual to his past experience, and in the effect of an“ absolute
position on his history. Melville perceives that the attenpt to
write history, including personal history, is one which involves
a choice of a particular set of circumstances and the imposition
éf a particular point of view. To regard these descriptions as a
truth or an absolute is for Melville a méperception of the r:ature

-of history--a disregarding of context and particulars. Moreover,
" in having to be one-sided or singular (as absolutes), the historical

descriptions becane distortions of truth, if not lies.

-22 -
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« It is significant that Bartleby has no history and the
fact that we know nothing of his past may suggest his position as
absolutist. Dillingham writes: |

Bartleby is a dead letter, for

in the world he has erased the
¢ return address of his past and

_written his’ future in words 12 \

that the world camnot understand.

\ - v
The concern that Melville has for context in "Bartleby the

Scrivener™ (or, more precisely, lack of context) may be clarified
by very briefly looking at Pierre, Moby Dick and Billy Budd. Al-

though Melville describes Pierre's background in great detail, when
Pierre leaves his background to search for 'answers to life's mean-—
ing' he rejects his own history to such an extent that it is almost

as if he never had one.

t th&reby becames almost impossible for Pierre to learn
from his personal history or from facts in the context in which
they normally exist. Melville seems to be saying that if we assume
that phenomena are not one-51ded, then we must ask different kinds
of quest:.ons than the ones that have been asked, ones that will-help
us come close; to the truth, relative as it may be. 'Ihe,kufds of
questions that have been asked are within the context of absolutes
and the answers must therefore be incamplete or distorted.

The chapter in Moby Dick on Cetology is an example of a
descript;.im that can exist only in a particular context: where
qtsesti.lms which ].?aw room for uncertainty are not asked, and ‘more
inportantly, where absolutes are taken for granted. Through that

- 23 -
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kind of deseription of a whale Melville is parodying all kinds ) -
of knowledge, (especially scientific knowledge) of the day. What

seems like an accurate and possible description at first élance \

is soon recognized as being something quite different. It is

' 'almost' true,yet seriously distorted, like most absolute know- ~

ledge and scientific explanation are.

I

Melville deliberately plays with the literary and scientific
modes. He will "divide ﬂme‘whale‘s into three primary BOOKS (sub—~
divisible into CHAPTERS) , and- these shall comprehend them all, both
"small and large. ’ .

1. THE FOLIO WHALE:
II. THE OCTAVO WHALE:
III. THE DUODECIMO WHALE." (p. 140)
The scientific format becomes a satire which emphisizes the limita-
tions of the scientific method. e

"Science may convey but a small part of what a whale is,
and is indeed valuable in this sense. But it is not a complete
description of a whale, nor can it be. It does not in its descrip~
tion oconvey any sense of the wﬁale as a whale in the ‘sea-—a monstrous

creature upon which, for exanpleg,\i Bhzb's 'very life depends.
.

Similarly, Ahab's knowledge of the vhale is limited, for he
sees it only as the monstroue-creature in the sea. Ahab's first
appearance upon the deck convéi;f what the whale's powers imply to him.
Because he is blinded by only thatpe:;:spective, the power of the whale
can and does campletely control his life. The absolute scientific

- 24 ~ 3
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description ignores the 'real life' whale, while the 'real life'
whale amits the scientific one. The two cambined come closer to
defining what a whale is.

In "Bartleby the Scrivener" Melville too juggles opposed
perspectives—more subtly,  more humorously, and more playfully;
for example, the contrast and similarities drawn between the two
main characters, Bartleby and the Lawyer, and the absurd comple-
mentary relationship between Turkey and Nippers.

4

Now that we have sketched the nature of,thelquest, we

can examine the character in search for an absolute. Like the

¥
cbject of their quest, Melville's questors are not obviously

transparent.

In Billy Budd it would be difficubt to even judge who would
be the more significant questor, Budd or Vere. Captain Vere must
make a judgement as towhetherormtto;on‘aenn&ﬂdtodeath.
Were Vere to acquit him, he could be conflrmmg the possibility
of absolute goodness (inBudd), absolute evil (in Claggart), and .
absolute \justice (in himself) .\ Budd, though seemingly perfect,
strikes me as a deliberately undeveloped character. He is flawed
by a stutter, lacks a sense of history, and his goodness and inno-

cence work to make him appear naive and childlike.

In "Bartleby", Melville presents a less obvious questor;
it may even be presumptuous to consider Bartleby as a questor, con-
sidering the fact that we know nothing of his quest, yet he does

seem to want something, and even if it is just to be left alone and

»

-25 -

B

pr—

P S A P I S P U P

TR e ) by e deaTv e 2




IR~ A

bR pwn Wvm s = e v e oy e

L s e e e ha e e

4

do as he pleases (as little as it may be) he wants it absoluteiy.
Ve
In this sense he is no different from Melville's othexr

questors, But in the case of Bai:tleby we simply do not understand

the ideal that he is after, since it appears to be devoid of any-

" thing positive, passionate or campelling, and becames increasingly

negative and self-destructive and abusive as the story progresses.

Since his quest is defined in negative temms, it is@fﬁcult

to judge Bartleby as a questor: he does not prefer, he prefers not .

to. And since he wants to do simply whatever pleases him and is
initially not hannful to anyone, perhaps we ought to consider the
possibility that Ba}'tleby should be respected and left alone. Yet
this possibility is usually shunned by critics who tend to attribute
specific motives to Bartleby's behaviour. Neither response appears
adequate to Bartleliy's quest.

It is easy to mistake his passive refusals for something far
milder and more flexible than they are. Moreover, because he never
firmly states his position, we have same expectation of compromise
fram him: or, more specifically, we think we migﬁt even understand
him. P

Yet thinking that we understand Bartleby is ill@w.
Bartleby's quest, albeit perverse, involves the whole-hearted and
total denial and subsequent destruction' of the view of existence
which holds that understanding can be complete or absolute. Similarly,
the reader is denied an absolute understanding of Bartleby. mm,
hecauseBartlebyisnottobémderstoodgﬁl_lbythecharactersin
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people are knowable. Perhaps we may take thlS a bit further

1

s
and suggest that Melville is dealing with the problemg\ oﬁ?)mow—
\J

ledge, a problem J.ntlmately connected to Nk-zlmlle s concern

-

with absolutes. 9

=
8,

A

If we look at how Melville embodies his philosophical
¢concerns within the story, we‘%see that the rlarrabor plays the
most significant role. It is important that Melville has created
his Lawyer as a middle“of-the-road man in every sense He is not
even a particularly successful Lawyﬁr. ‘Imni‘cally, it is . this
very mnimpressive, manipulable, self-deceptive and uncertain man
who wants an absolute from Bartleby, and thereby beccmes_a questor.
And ironically the Lawyer fails to recognize that what Bartleby
presents him with is precisely that—an absolut.e, but significantly
of a different order.

Melville has dellberately chosen to tell his story through

a fairly decent, but dense and obtuse nan:abor when he could, of

course, have created a wise and perceptive one in his place. Why

has he created such a narrati.or? And what relatimship does that
create between the narrator, Melville and the reader? In the next

chapter, I will address these questions.
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CHAPTER II

i. A Textual Analysis Through
the Narrator

The Epilogue
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i. A Textual Analysis Throuch The Narrator o

The following quote from Moby Dick may be taken as a
/

warning against definitive interpretation and may serve as a

helpful reminder to all readers who yearn for an ‘absolute inter-

pretation.

?

!

4

'In good time, Flask's saying

proved true. BAs before, the
Pequod steeply leaned over
towards the sperm whale's head,
now, by the counterpoise of
both heads, she regained her
even keel; though sorely
strained, you may well believe-
So, when on one side you hoist
in Locke's head, you go over
that way; but now, on the other
side, hoist in Kant's and you
care back again; but in very
poor plight. Thus, some minds
for ever keep trimming boat.
Ch, ye foolish: throw all
thse thunderheads owverboard,
ahd then you will float light
and right. (italics mine) = 13

The spirit of the quote seems to indicate that an approach to

a text without a set fornula or theory works best, f8r the reader

mast look at the text and respond to it. Thus, the narrative

2

voice in "Bartleby the Scrivener" becares a primary means for

interpreting the story. The response presuf:poses a relation
between thetext and the reader, and in "Bartleby the Scrivener"

the narrator forms the crucial link.

Wayne Booth in The Rhetoric of Fiction stresses that the

narrative voice is created to have an on the reader, perhaps .
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even the most profound effect. Booth also presuppcsés that the ~

reader does not approach the text with a fixed theory. Both
critic and a\yor enoourage a dlsc1911ned analysis of the text,

— .
ard an attitude flexible enough to permit meertamty. ) d

\

\ While to examine the text fram the point of view of the -
\ narrator is a literary technique, it does not have a studled'
\ basis? it does not mpose or state a formula into w}uch the work -
/ 1tself must fit. This technique seems
"Bartleby" because it is the’ narrative'vo\i

ially suitable o /

vhich is pre-eminent

d manipulates our response. The reader is to ask

qué;tions from the text, not to supp;ly pre sed thebries,

A

whlch\by definition tend to be certain.
\

- Sttt Foret
+

Meiville has chosen a first person naJi:ratO , signifi-
cantly nameless, to teil his tale. The reader is ) always
limitled to t‘ne narrator's vision of the story, or his
point of v1ew. \ |

matweasthereaderwanttolmw is whether or not the
narrator is consistent and reliable. To what extent does Melville
share his view? The reader has to deal with inconsistencies in
the Lawyer's narration, and also w1th Bipoornsistenqies in Meldille's
attitnde towards the Lawyer. Sopetimes he criticizes the Lawyer
: and sometines he is sympathetic towards him. At times Melville

traps the reader into judging the narrator; and just when we feel -
self-satisfied and justified in condemning him, the narrator slyly
shifts his position. Thus the reader remains in the same position
as the Iawyer, whose self-satisfaction is time and again . shaken by

&
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) Bartleby.
( o -
| By creating contradictions between the lawyer's statements
B e @

-

and actions, Melville &elibe‘rately camplicates the reader’s re-
sponse The confusfen arising out of the ironic disparity between °
what the narrator says and does contributes to much of the tension

of the story whicl derives, in part, from the reader's lack of

trust in the narrativga voice.

F[or instance, while the Lawyer has a conservative ‘safe' °.
. attitude towards himsel £ (c;f whlch he is questionably proud) , it
. is clear from his various-xespojn'ses to Bartleby that he engages .
in not altcgether conservative actions. In all fairness to the :
Lawyer, he does asomuch, if not more, in his attempt to help - , {

Bartleby than would be expected from one who professed opposi#:eﬁ

-

views--one who did not value safety and moderation in human re-

lations.

r

It is important that Melville and the alert reader share
a knowledge aboGt the Lawyer/Narrator of which he himself is

unavare. The Lawyer tells of his virtues: that he is prudent,
methodical, consistent. Yet by looking more closely at 'cha- kinds E
of -things h‘g does and says, IMelville cammunicates that the Lawyer ?
isnotthe]icindofpersmthatheclainstobe. His description 3
of himself does not coincide with the reade:n:'s perception of him.
He emerges as a confused and inconsistent individual. ’
=R '.me fo?.lcm'.ng 1s a close analysis of the Lawyer, empha- " 4 :
sizing Melville's methodg' in creating ambiquity in his narrator's ‘

: ‘ ‘ - 31 -
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| \gharacter ‘and perceptions—-an ambiguity ’ﬂlat is essential in "

A&veating the mystery of BaJ‘:ﬁtleby and the impact of the story.

The character of the Lawyer emerges through his descrip-
tign° of himself. and his contact with other people. Knowledge
of his behaviour with people modifies his description of himself.
When the Lawyer meets Bartleby he is faced with something ultJ.m-

ately alien to him.

:Ihe story intensifies parallel to the Lawyer's bewilder-
ment by Bartleby. F Accordingly the following discussion, based
for the most part onjthe Lawyer's interactions with Bartleby,
is arranged in chronological order, which r;afl?’cts the narrator's
grqn:i.ng frustration and confusion ‘as well as the story's inten-

4

sification.

The Lawyer's relation to Bartleby is detemmined both by
his own character and very largely by what Bartleby is. ' Bartleby
is obviously unbending, absolute and caonsistent in his 'preferenge. !
Not so obviocusly, however, is the Lawyer's consistency: were he
the kind of person or Wall-Street Lawyer which he describes him-
self as, he surelj would have fired Bartleby after his first, or

" perhaps second, ‘I would prefer not to'. -

Even by the time the Lawyer Has hired Bartleby, we vaguely
sense that he is not the kind of man that he has claimed to be—-
and that the possibility of his firing Bartleby is small. In
mt:roducmg the story, the Lawyer says:, | §

-

. Fre introducing the scrivener
as he first appeared to me,

-32 - o
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it is fit I make some
mention of myself, my employés,
my business, my chambers and

general surroundings; because "
same such description is -~
e,  indispensable to an adequate \

understanding of the chief 4
character about tg be presented.

>, (p. 16)

Bartleby, however, is not the chief character; the
La;f:yeris. It ismremwems&meofﬂmfimtpfﬁem-
yer's misconceptions about himself, and Melﬁlle‘s sly way of
presenting the Lawyer. Though the Lawyer says that this informa-

tion is to help us understand Bartleby, this information also

serves to reveal the Lawyer.

Even in as neutral a subject as his office "deficient in’

vhat 1andscape painters call 'life'" (p. 17) . the Lawyer reveals

himself. The persons he employs, Turkey a.nd/p\pers {) are decidedly

eccentric. The Lawyer tells us that Turkey:
B » ~ .
8 T gm
...was apt to be altogether K
too energetic. There was a
strange, inflamed, flurried,
‘flJ.ghty recklessness about | o
him. ..Indeed, not only would
he be reckless and sadly given
to making blots...but some days
he went further and was rather
noisy.... He made an unplea-
sant racket with his chair;
spilled his sandbox; in mend-
ing his pens, impatiently
split them all to pieces and
threw them on the floor in a
I sudden passion; stood up and
- leaned over his table, boxing
his papers... (p. 18)

All this he did in the afternogn only. His morning behaviour was
calm and accebtable. Nippers, on the other hand was outlandish

! Jn : " \
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=7 mos‘tly in the morning. He is desg:ribéd as follows:

fthe Lawyer] always deemed

him a victim of ‘two evil

powers——ambition and indi-

gestion.... The indigestion

seemed betokened in an

occasional nervous testi- 1
ness and grinning irritability,
causing his teeth to audibly
grind together over mistakes
camitted in copying; un-
necessary maledictions, hissed,
rather than spoken, in the
heat of business; and espe—
cially by a continual discon-~
tent with the height of the
table where he worked....
Nippers would sometimes impa-~
tiently rise from his seat,
and, ...seize the whole desk...
for Nippers, Brandy—-and-water
were altogether superfluous.

(p. 20) Ny

Indeed, the Lawyer must be eccentric himself in order to

enploy them. He tells us that he has them under control, but in-

i stead they seem to control him. meIaveyertriestoshowthat})é

[

A

has ‘created an order, prides himself on Qt, and says:

\

It was fortunate for me that,

owing to its peculiar cause
--indigestion——the irritability.
and consequent nervousness of
Nippers were mainly observable -
in the morning, while in the
afternoon he was camparatively
mild. So that, Turkey's paro-
xysms only caming on about
twelve o'clock, I never had to
do with their eccentricities at
one time. Their fits relieved
each other, like guards. When
Nippers's was on, Turkey's was
off; and vice versa. This was
& good natural arrangement, under
the circumstances. (p. 22) 4

-34 -
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Even Nippers' desk, part of the architecture of the°office,
is not described as an object, but as a natural obstacle to be

overcome. ‘Through Nippers' enormous frustration in trying to get

the deskXtraight we sense the Lawyer'é frustration. Nature itself

seems as an obstacle to him.

B

When the Lawyer does describe himself, we begin to sense

0

that he is deceived. He tells us:

I am a man who, from his
youth upwards, has been
filled with a profound con-
viction that the easiest °
way of life is the best.

(p. 16)

It is only in retrospect that we know that he.has done what is most
difficult regarding Bartleby, but he is telling the story in retro-
spect and still does not know (or pretends not to know) that what

-_ he is saying is false. He tells us:

; I am cne of those unambitious ‘
lawyers who never addresses a o
jury, or in any way draws down
public applause; but, in the

o cool tranquillity of a snug
retreat, do a snug business
among rich men's bonds, and
rortgages,and title-deeds.

a All vwho know me consider me an

eminently safe man. (p. 1%)

Yet, he shows that he is ambitious, for he is hurt and angry that
his title; the Master df Chancery has been taken away. He says:

I seldam lose my temper, much

more seldam indulge in danger-

cus indignation at wrongs and

ocutrages, but,I mist be per—

mitted to be rash here, and o

~ =35 -
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° . ‘ declare, that I consider the

sudden and violent abrogation
of the office of Master in
Chancery, by the new Consti-
- tution, as a——premature act;
(p. 17) ‘

Ironically, a man who prides himself on safety chooses
to respect John Jacob Astor, his former employer, an unusually

14

ambitious, 'unsafe' man.” The Lawyer is indeed proud to have

worked for him and to have received Astor's respect for pru-
dence and method. He does value those attributes, but he him—

self proves, as we shall see, to be neither prudent nor methodical.

We have seen that in his description of himself and his
relation with Turkey and Nippers the Lawyer wants to convey the
impression that he is a normal man of unshakeable normalcy. Yet
his relations ‘with Turkey and Nippers imply above-normal tolerance
for eccentricity. As much as the narrétor, tries to damesticate
the eccentricity, the arranganeﬁt in the office remains bizarre ,
(The narrator's tone is sufficiently convincing to fool the
reader—but not on second reading.)

Thus whilet:i'lelavnyerspeaksofhiscimxnstancesas :i:f |
they were normal the reader is given a different impression. We
know that the narrator is not deliberately lying. It is just part !
of an image that the Lawyer wagts to present. Yet from the very
beginning of the story, Melville goes beyond this to convey that
the narrator is more complex than is his image.

Ironically the Lawyer perceives 'normalcy' in Bartleby
and ahires him for- that quality.

I
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After a few words touching ‘
his qualifications, I engaged
him) glad to have among my -
. corps of copyists a man of so
/ singularly sedate an aspect,
which I thought might operate
' beneficially upon the flighty
temper of Turkey, and the fiery
one of Nippers. (p. 23)

O'I‘heLawertellsuswhatheultixmbelywantswlmhe
placks Bartleby is his office: ;

I procured a high green folding
screen, which might entirely
isolate Bartleby from my sight,
' though not remove him from my"
voice. And thus, in a manner,
privacy and society were con-
-~ joined. ~(p. 23)

This last sentence is enormously important: it is.a good
example of Melville's skill in sounding a theme early and; later
orchestrating it. From the begmm;\g of the stoxy privacy and
society are the elements that the Lawyer tries to cambine in his
own life and in Bartleby's, and never understands that they are
incawpatible. 'ﬁ;e;’;;tarpt to conjoin these tv@ elements fai
carple;.:ely wiﬂfégﬂ,aeby"s death. Nevertheless, the Lawyer still

"harbours the desire and expresses it poignantly and in different

terms at the end of the story~"rh, Bartleby'! Ah, humanity!" ‘(p.‘54).

»

The, reader who has, with the narrator, experienced Bartleby
understands the connection between privacy and society, and Bartleby
and humanity--and we share the naxjrator's desire. However, while
weappreciatehisdesiretounitethetwé,we%despairofit.
The force of those two words, 'privacy' and 'society', which appear
early in the story,.gain in significance as we read on.

t
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The Lawyer spends an unusually large amount of time trying - |
to explain the situation concerning Bartieby. It is important to
him that we and he fully understand what happened. Because he
needs to understand in a way which is absolute and complete, any o
partial explanation becomes impossible for him to accept on the i“

ground that it leaves room for uncertainty.
The first time Bartleby refuses the Lawyer's request, he

(the Lawyer) responds in a way that is perplexing for us. Bartle-

by replied in "a singularly mild, firm voice...'I would prefer :

not to.'" This reply has a stronger impact on the Lawyer than the
far from mild replies and actions of Turkey and Nippers. The

Lawyer said: A

I sat awhile in perfect

silence, rallying my stunned ' i

faculties. Immediately it ;

occurred to me that my ears :

had deceived me. ...I should ,

have violently dismissed him. - §

Q (p' 25) , E

"He does net, however, dismiss Bartleby, which would have
been the 'prudent' and conventional thing for the Lawyer to do,
considering the view which he claims to have of himself. Instead, .
he is e;\otionally perturbed in a way that is even unmerited in
proportion to Bartleby's response. This warns us that his relation-
ship to Bartleby will have ;erious consequences for him. Yet,
the Lawy®r's first response is to immediately try to ignore his
feelings, and he Lias deciding what to do regarding Bartleby
with the excuse:
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But my business hurried me.
I concluded to forget the ¢
matter for the present, -
reserving it for my future
leisure. (p. 25)

. —

The Lawyer's attempt to escape fram emotional disturbance
~-a form of self-deception—-undermines our trust in him, and we
realize that the reliability of the Lawyer's acoount is questionable.
Because the narrator isVno‘ longer reliable, the reader is both

oconfused and suspicious of the narrator's responses.

The second time the Lawyer asks Bartleby to work, he again
gently answers, "I would prefer not to." The reaction of the
Lawyer to this “qentle‘ response is extraordinary in its evocation
of a biblical curse.‘ "I was turned into a pillar of salt.': (p. 26)

, While the Lawyer;"s thoughts are extreme, even violént, his
behaviour remains moderate. The Lawyer is uncomforta/h:le with his
lack of action, and deals with his disccmfort\by thinking that:

With any other man I should

have flown outright into a

dreadful passion, scorned

all further words, and thrust

him [Bartleby) 1gncmmlously
- from my presence. (p. 26)

Thus, while the Lawyer feels that Bartleby's behanour
deserves a conventionally indignant response, he also expresses
contrary feelings:

But there was samething
about Bartleby that not only’
strangely disarmed me, but,

in a wonderful manner, touched
., and disconcerted me.” (p. 26)
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This pattern of emotional contradiction intensifies with
each confrontation between Bartleby and the Lawyer. Bartleby's
third "I would prefer not to" is characterized as being "flute- |

i

like" in tone. The flute is tender, and the fact that Bartleby

Sararas St

iscaxparedmanuéical instrument may'showthathe is not
offensivé to the Lawyer at this point, but even nice to hear. The
Lawyer is moved by Bartleby and is perhaps attracted to him. Mel--
ville dpesn't specifically tell us why, but the narrator's emo-

tional reaction convinces us. However, immediately after this
third confrontation with Bartleby, we sense the Lawyer's gross Vs
inability to cope with the situation. The passage conveys dis- ’ /

turbance: he speaks in the third person and generaiizes, as he V
often does when he is desperate and needs some distance. Ve

It is not seldom the case
that, when a man is browbeaten
in same unprecedented and

i violently unreascnable way,
he begins to stagger in his |
own plainest faith. He begins, -
as it were, vaguely to surmise / 5
that, wonderful as it may be, ' ’
all the justice and all the :
reason is on the other side. ’ '
Accordingly, if any disinter-
ested persons are present, he
turns to-them for some rein-
forcement for his own faltering
mind. (p. 26)

The Lawyer's diction appears more violent than warranted:
"browbeaten" is a rather strong image in reaction to Bartleby's
"flutelike" quiet response, as is "same violently unreasonable way."
"Stagger" could imply that the narrator is left almost drunk with |

confusion. He tells us that he believes "vaguely" that "all justice
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and all the reason is on the other side,” yet it is hardly in
a vague way, judging from the lawyer's response, th;t he believes
that. The "disinterested persons" he refers to, Turkey and
Nippers, ocould not be more J'ntert;sted. Ilt is to them that he
tums for same reinforcement for his own "faltering mind". The
fear for his own sanity shows the powerful impact Bartleby has
Although the Lawyer still does not recognize the extent
of that impact, the reader, at this stage is forced to. Aas if
to remind u§ of the insanity of the whole situation, Melville has
the Lawyer turn for support to the outlandish Turkey and Nippers.

As m previous instances following emotional upheaval,
~the Lawyer, after his third confrontation with Bartleby, tries to
compose himself. ™I pondered a moament in sore perplexity." (p. 27)
As usual, 'he avoids confronting both his strong feelings' and Bartle-
by by turning to questionably urgent business demands:

But once more business hurried me.

o I determined again to postpone the
consideration of this dilemma to
ny future leisure. (p. 27)

We begin to feel for the Lawyer's desire for the ordinary, -
' andtendtopi'tyhimaswe see how mach he wants to be the kind of
detached, prudent, umoved man who could be hurried by such everyday,
normal matters as business or dinner-—and how very much unlike that
he in fact is. This irony is intensified as the more the Lawyer
is attracted and frightened by Bartleby, the more Melville creates

a bond between them in which their identity is confused.

& “
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For example, in the following paragraph it is the Lawyer
who better fits the description of sentry, and Melville ironically
describes the Lawyer as the one who 'regards', 'observes', and

'notices' Bartleby.

A

Some days passed, the scrivener
being employed upon another
lengthy work. His late remark-
able conduct led me to regaxd
his ways narrowly. I cbserved
that he never went to dinner;
indeed, that he never went any- -
where. As yet I had never, of
my personal knowledge, known him
-. to be outside of my office. He
was a perpetual sentry in the
corner. At about eleven o'clock, .
though, in the morning, I
noticed... (p. 27) ‘

The Lawyer consistently confuses himself with Bartleby in
other instances as well. Because of his total lack of rationality,
Bartleby is the persmﬁwﬂmhwer\énw least to be like. By
identifying with Bartleby to such a degree so as to unintentiocnally
confuse one with the othér, the lLawyer weakens his descrlpts.on and
perception ‘of himself as self-controlled. This adds to the force
of tension which the La:\&er is struggling with—‘his desire to be

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

'i‘he Lawyer's fear of Bartleby and of ‘anything that re-
presents ‘the Bartleby' in himself is indeed great. The Lawyer
attributes enormous power to Bartleby. The seemingly inmbcent,
albeit strange discovery that Bartleby lives on ginger nut;’. frightené
the Lawyer so much that he is forced, in the last sentence, to be
flippant: -1
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He lives, then, on \gingei:—nuts ’

thought I; never eats a dinner,

properly speaking; he mist be a

vegetarian, then; but no, he

never eats even vegetables, he

eats nothing but ginger-nuts.

My mind then ran on in reveries

concerning the prabable effects .
upon the human constitution of

living entirely on ginger-nuts.

Ginger-nuts are so called, because

they contain ginger as one of

their peculiar constituents, and

the final flavoring ane. Now,

what was ginger? A hot, spicy

thing. Was Bartleby hot and

spicy? Not at all. Ginger, then,

had no effect upon Bartleby. .
Probably he preferred it should

have none. (p. 28) 0

The) Lawyer's tone, a mixture of flippancy and fear, belies his

suspicion that Bartleby can indeed perform a miracle-—can even

neutralize the spice.

’

As the relationship between Bartleby and the Lawyer becomes

' more intense, the language becames at times more convoluted, and

the Lawyer's .thoughts become more cpaque. In the' following passage,

Melville makes it difficult for the reader to discern who is re-

sisting whom.

¢
i

If the individual s0 resisted be
of a not inhumane temper, and the
resisting ane perfectly hammless
in his passivity, then, in the
better moods of the former, he
will endeavor charitably to con-
-strue to his imagination what
proves impossible to be solved
by his judgment. (p. 28)

The dense linguistic quality of the sentence conveys the

Lawyer's psychological state; the sentence is long and contorted.
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. Its double negétive (not inhumane) and unclear referents defy
immediate comprehension.

The Lawyer's psychological upheaval is reflected in another
linguistic mode. As the situation intensifies and becames more and
rore difficult for the Lawyer, he attempts to make it appear ordinary
and matter of fact. Thus, when the Lawe.r is especially perturbed, .
he tends to put his difficulty with Bartleby into legal jargon—-

straightforward c}&/a.r and accurate prose.

Shall I acknowledge it? The
conclusion of this whole busi-
ness was, that it soon became
a fixed fact of my chambers, - ’
that a pale young scrivener, -
by the name of Bartleby, had
a desk there; that he copied for ‘
me at the usual rate of four cents ' ;
a folio (one hundred words); but o ¢
he was permanently exempt from .
examining the work done by him,
that duty being transferred to
Turkey and Nippers, out of - ‘ .
ocampliment, doubtless, to their,
superior acuteness; .moreover,
said Bartleby was never, on any
s account, to be dispatched on ' o
I K the most trivial errand of any - ,
’ . sort; and that even if entreated !
/ - to take upon him such a matter, . Co
it was generally understood , '
that he would refuse point- - : ‘
blank. (p. 30)

[N AR

We‘have seen the Lawyer's atte:pts to damesticate ﬂme
extraordinary—to normalize situations. He has convinced himself
thathehasdoneﬂ)ereasonablemhlsemplowentofmrkgyand N
Nlppers, and tries to do the same with Bartleby }b/(s useful
to me, " he says, andaddswhathehopes is true, *ﬁcangetalon_g :

. e
with him.” (p.28) ' e

v
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By this point in the story, i’qvever, the reader is

I3

certain that the Lawyer cannot, :Lndeed, get along\with him. This
is borme éut in the next confrontation between Lawyer and his
\ . scrlvener When confronted with-yet another "I would prefer not.
~7to," (this time to a request to copy papers), the Lawyer is reduced
to talking to himself and pleading to éveryone for reassurances

/

' "Sit down, Turkey said I "and
hear what Nippers has to say.
What do you think of it, Nippers?
Would I not be justified in
immediately dismissing Bartleby?"
@ (p- 29)
\

. ']hequestwnsaredlrectedtohlsemployees,butareaskedof

himself and of the readenas well

Bartleby's refusal - (t:hls time to go to the post off:l.ce)

T

forces the Lawyer to attribute maglcal and unearthly powers to
Bartleby, who by pow, magically ' appears angd 'disappears': '

“Like a very ghbst, agreeably o
N ) to the laws of magical invoca- -
tion, at the third summons, he -
! at the entrance of his
hermitage.’ (p. 30)

J [/]

Mulewhavebecmeaccustmedtotﬁelawyerabgihgtaned

- by Bartleby, Bartleby'sactualoccupatlmofthel.awyerschanbetsﬁ

is startling. Now byoocupymgthelawyersduanbers Ba.rtleby
has physically and synbolically a]mst cmpi;mly taken him over.

hd -

(Bartleby) preferrednatadnu.ttmg

me at present. In a brief word

or two, he noreover added, that /ﬁ‘
perhapslhadbetterwa]karmm

the block two or three times,” and

by that time he would probably

have concluded his affairs. (p- 32

- 45 -
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"...I slunk away from my own
door, and did as desired.”
(p. 32)

.
The admission of defeat in this very simple language is power-
ful—especially because it fbllows contorted rhetoric of evasian.
While the Lawyer feels dehumanized at this displacement--even
his masculinity is threatened--he typically a£terpts to mmjmlze
Bartleby's outrageous behaviour. ' e,

Melville makes the reader feel the Lawyer"ss desperation,
and at the same time to feel the Lawyer's denial that there is
anything amiss going on. The images the narrator uses in tche
following paragraph convey that complex emotiotnal effect.

. Indeed, it was his wonderful
mildness chiefly, which not
only disarmed me, but ummanned
me, as it were. For I consider

. that one, for the time, is a,
sort of unmanned when he tran-
- quilly permits his hired clerk

to dictate to him, and order
him away from his own premises.
Furthermore, I was full of uneasi-
ness as to what Bartleby could
possibly be doing in my office
in his shirt sleeves, and in an
otherwise dismantled condition
of a Sunday morming. Was an
thing amiss going on? Nay,’ Hz'xz-at
was out of the question. It
was not to be thought of for a
marent that Bartleby was an
immoral person. But what could
he be doing there?--copying?
Nay again, whatever might be
his eccentricities, Bartleby
was' an eminently decorous per-
son. He would be the last man
to sit down to his desk in any
state approaching to nudity.

1. 32) (Ftalics mine) .

Vd
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The Lawyer alternates between feeling close to Bartleby

and identifying with him, and distancing himself from Bartleby
by referring to him in a clinical manner. Significantly, the -

. lawyer's attempts at distance from Bartleby break down, and are

followed by a strong, emotional reaction. The lLawyer -is never
reconciled tohis own response and the reader carmt'mmat'it
will be. Nevertheless at some point the reader feels that the

12

Lawyer articulates the “truth; -

J might give alms to his body;- C
but his body did not pain him;
—it was his soul that suffered,
and his soul I could not reach.
(p. 35)

We may perhaps consider this thought as ane of self-recognition.
If anly for the, moment, the lawyer is pa-u'.nfully accurate in -his
pefception that in failing to reach Bartleby's soul, he is unable
to reach his, own. ' '

Following the Lawyer's emotional upheaval and his recogni-
tion that he could not reach Bartleby's soul , Melville makes us
believe ;:h\at\ the Lawyer will somehow worlc :‘:hings out. The follows
ing passage l/of straight and unconfused prose reflects the lLawyer's
insightful and clear state of mind.

I walked homewaid, thinking
what I would do with Bartle-
by. Finally, I resolved
upon this—I would put cer-
the next morming, touching
his history, etc., and if

» he declined to answer them
QPmlyandm:ceservedly (and

-47 -

3 \
o e ——— e

Sheion i, SRS

L T %17

e e g s




s, ol i) W v

e - R L T T R S P N

w \
I supposed he would prefer
( ‘ not), then to give him a
twenty-dollar/hill over and
above whatever’I might owe
him, and tell him his ser—
vices were no longer re-
quired; but that if in any
~ other way I ocould assist
him, I would be happy to.
do so, especially if he
desired to return to his
native place, wherever that
might be. I would willingly
help to defray the expenses.
Moreover, if, after reaching -
home, he found himself at ‘
any time in want of aid, a
letter fram him would be
-sure of a reply.— (p. 35)

And the next oconfrontation between the Lawyer and Bartleby

G ' reinforces this calm atmosphere, for it is one of the few occasions

¥,

whenfheLawyertalkstoBartlebyasa/persm.'

"Bartleby”, said I gently
calling to him behind his
screen.
No reply. ,
. "B,art&eby", said I, in a still .
k . gentler tone, "come here;
I am not going to ask you to
| . do anything you would prefer . /
not to do—I simply wish to
speak to you."...
/ ' "Will you tell me, Bartleby,
: vhere you were born?" «(p, 35) -

$et Melville does not permit this sense of confidence in the ¢

Lawyer to remain for long. BHe slyly forewarns us of the transience -

of thé situatimbyhavfthartlebybegintotaJknottothelawyer,
but to the bust of Cicero instead. |

. e [partleby] aid st lock at

me vhile I spoké, but kept
his glar®e fixed upon my bust
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of Cicero, which, as I then
) sat, was directly behind me,
same six inches above my head.
(p. 36)

In this manner, both Bartleby and the Lz[wyer are again without

contact, and the reader and narrator are once more unsettled.

Soon the Lawyer's former dread of Bartleby emerges in a

more vivid and intense manner. o »

% . ¢

é
Samehow, of late, I had got into
the way of involuntarily using
this word "prefer" uf#h all sorts
of not exactly suitable occasions.
And I trembled to think that my
contact with the scrivener had
al and seriously affected me
in a mental way. And what further
and deeper aberration might it not
yet produce? (p. 37) g

o

The enormity of this fear reveals itself by a dizzying use of
the word "prefer", which occurs twelve times in.’but,a_ few
sentences. Mo r, the deliberate and non-deliberate’ use
of the word "prefer” by the Lawyer, Turkey, and Nippers, makes

it clear that everyone has been influenc;ed by Bartleby. Great
’ /

fear prampts the Lawyer to say: /

...surely I must get rid of a

demmented man, who has

in same degree turned ton-

gues, if not the heads of myself

and clerks. But I thought it

prudent not ' to break the dis-

‘missi t once. (p. 38)

By now we can clearly perceive that whatever compels the
Lawyer to keep Bartleby on, it is not prudence. Similarly, the

IR R .

Lawyer's attempt to excuse Bartleby from his refusal/to work
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appears rational on the surface, but we can perceive %the Lawyer's
irrational motive.

Significantly, Melville plays with the possibility of rea-
son as madequate—-—mth the vhole notion of reason as inadequate
—as an explanatign for motive. When the Lawyer asks Bartleby
vwhy he no longer writes, Bartleby replies:

. "No more." ~

- "And what is the reason?" .
"Do you not see the reason for
yourself?..." (p. 38)

In an attempt to appeal to reason, to make the response

" seem nommal, the Lawyer fabricates a possible explanation for
Bartleby's behaviour. He postulates illness,

.. anexampled dilligence in
copying by his dim window
for the first few weeks of

° his stay with me (him) might
have temporarily impared his

vision. (p. 38) N

Ironically, the ‘Lawyer's worry about Bartleby's vision
is unfounded. We have no reason to believe that Bartleby's eye—'!
sight is failing. while the Lawyer's use of ;rision is a limrél
one, and a restrictive one, through this word NEiville indicates
"vision's" broader meaning. Clearly;i't is both the Lawyer's
and Bartleby's innér visions that are impaired. The Lawyer does
not see the reason for Bartleby's not working, nar does he know
how to lock for it. At this point, neither does the reader.

our belief that the Lawyer can came to terms with Bartleby
diminishes even more when he sees Bartleby as an object—objects do
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not have souls. He is referred to as "a fixture in my chamber",

"a millstone", "a necklace", "like the last colum of some ruined

temple.” (p. 39)

Finally,‘when' the Lawyer congratulates himself for how
well he has managed the 51tuat1m—~we perceive the exact oppos:.te
ofwhathesaystobe true.

([ As I walked home in a pensive
B 1mood, my vanity got the better
of my pity. I could not but

highly plure myself on my "

masterly management in getting
rid of Bartleby. Masterly I
call it, and such it must
appear to any dispassionate
thinker. The beauty of my
procedure seemed to gonsist
in its perfect quietness.

(p. 40) (italics mire)

By this time in the story we are prepared to immediately
recognize that the Lawyer's "masterly plan" and appeal to "any
dispassionate thinker" are said not out of confidence, but out of
fear. Not for a moment can we consider his description at face

3

value.

R

of hysteria, reminiscent of the state in which he frantically re-

peated the word "prefer®. Now he clings to the word "assumption":

he presents six "assumptions" in eight sentences.

"—I assumed the ground that
depart he must;..."

...upon that assunptlon built
,all Ihadto say.

- 51 -
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- Bartleby's preferences cut down all assumptions: for while

"It was truly a beautiful
thought ‘to have assumed .
Bartl 'S Joee " ’ \

eby's departure | i

"...that assumption was e e

' . simply my own,..."
/

"...I had assumed that he—

WCllld quit n‘e,-/'/-,/
"He was Tore a man of pre-

ferences than assumptions."
(p. 40)

( . .
. “Yet, no matter how many assumptions the Lawyer present%, -

7

Melville grants/the Lawyer his moments of insights, ("He Bartleby

was more a man of preferences than assumptions." p. 40), and his <a

v
I T

morents of poise ("One of the coolest and wisest hours a man has
is just after he a;yakes in the morning." p. 40), we are always'
alert to the precariousness of the Lawyer's position. For instance,
the "coolness™ and "wisdom" of the hourar’e quickly dispelled. When
the Lawyer walks downtown ‘he feels that all of Broadway is sharing
in his‘vexy personal excitement. And when the Lawyer hears scmecne

e T R =

bet he assumes, wrongly again, that this bet refers to Bartleby's

!

removal.

"I'1ll take odds he doesn't"
said a voice as I passed. )
"Doesn't go?-—done!” said I . :
"put up your roney." (p. 41{

Nor is the Lawyer aware of his highly wrought state, which he Gim- “ ‘
inishes into "absent-mindedness".

In my intent frame of mind,
I had, as it were, imagined
that. all Broadway shared in

o
|
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my excitement,and were debating

e ' the same question with me. I |

passed on, very.thankful that -
the uproar of the street screened
my momentary absent-mindedness.

(p- 41)

Melville has created a relationship between the r‘egder and
the narrator, where the reader is distanced fram the narrator.
While the i'_awyer's self-deceptions are gradually revealed to us\,
we are at the same time forced to face Bartleby with him. Conse~
quently while we distrust and are amused by the Lawyer's self-
congratulatory maments, we are nevertheless inwolved in his plight.
Like the Lawyer we may anticipate ﬁartleby's "preferences”, and }
yet this anticipation does not prevent us fram the shock of his /
denial. Such a shock occurs, for example, when Bartleby does not
let the Lawyer into his oun. office, 'B:lling him, ° .

b
__ Not yet; I am occupied.” (p. 41)

-

- The Lawyer’s response is almost as if he were put under a
spell in a fairy tale. One cannot talk one's way out of an enchant-
ment, and the ILawyer is, cornered aggin. ( '
.-
Again, there occurs a dizzying use of "assumed” WV
/ used five times in five sentences. // -

/
"...was there anything further
w_ -
I could assmpe?/‘

—

"...E,had'./.—.assmed. .o

) %, .assume that departed he was."
",..carrying out of this assumption,..."
*. ..doctrine of ai;smi:tims..." (p. 42)
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While the Lawyer's earlier set of "assumptions" anticipate
Bartleby's preference, the second set emerges out of defeat\by
this pxefere-.{we. When the Lawyer assumes for the second time, his

assumptions are more desperate, less grounded in the real situation.

Yes, as before I had pro-
spectively assumed that
Bartleby would depart, so
- now I might retrospectively -
assume that departed he was.
(p. 42)

This kind of reasohing expresses unbalance. Similarly, it
. is the defeat of thé Lawyer's assumptions that impels him to elevate
his unrealistic, even childish plan to ignore Bartleby into "a .dOC‘
tripe of assumptions.” (p. 2) '
Thus the repet:.tion of "assumptions” by the Lawyer serves
to confirm the opposite of vhat the Lawyer intei;zasc\,{l'(he Lawyer's
reliance upon assumptions is but an attempt to gain control of‘a\

—————

situation—yet we see his lack of control as he moves from the

fantasy of his own death to the fantasy of Bartleby's disappearance.

Typically, the Lawyer in his description of being "thunderstruck "
Y, T

e
e —

avoids any horrors of death. The passage’is conspicuously peaceful.

I was thunderstruck. For an

instant I stood like the man

who, pipe in mouth, was killed

aone cloudless aftexrnmoon long

ago in Virgina, by summer ,

lightning; at his own warm

open window he was killed, and - »
remained leaning out there upon

N the dreamy aftermoon, till same-
,ane touched him, vhen he fell.
- (p. 41)
Shpilarly, the Lawyer's attempts to get rid of Bartleby go
s 7 =54 -
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no furfher than to fantasize that he is not there. \ f

...I might enter my office in .
a great hurry, and pretending °
not to see Bartleby at all, "
walk straight against him as

‘ if he were air. Such a pro- oo
oeeding would in a singular |
degree have the appearance . .

‘ of a hame-thrust. It was

hardly possible that Bartleby
could withstand such an appli-
cation of the doctrine of
assumptions. (p. 42)

Ironically it is the narrator, not Bartleby, who cannot | ]

withstand that "doctrine of assmptimfs". Were he but able to do

oA

that——that is to treat Bartleby "as if he were air", his efforts

e s &

might succeed. He cannot do it, and this is clear to us by now. .

The latent violence in the Lawyer's tranquil comparison 7‘;\
of himself to the man who was struck by lightning, and in his i
wishful cancelling of Bartleby, becomes explicit in the Colt/Adams :

incident, which involves murde-.r1 3 Te recognize the extremity of the

"h eiulh . <

Lawyer's state as he campares himself with Colt, the murderer.

He.is not blind to the real similarity between situations:

the Lawyer fears the isolation of Bartleby and himself. He too, like

T s Berso 1 e o

Colt, is in a "state of irritable desperation."” Most significantly,

he fears his own anger——an\angerh that might lead to murder. ‘ |

Bartleby and I were alone....
was the circumstance of being -
one in a solitary office, up j
stairs, of a building entirely ’ j
lowed by humanizing domestic
associations—an uncarpeted office,
i ess, of a dusty, haggard
) sort of appearance——this it must
have been, vwhich greatly helped >

[}
(=3
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to enhance the irritable
desperation of the hapless
Colt. (p. 43)

¢
. ¢ The Lawyer describes himself as "tempted”, and as
battling this temptation: |
But when this old Adam of
resentment rose in me' and
tempted me concerning

Bartleby, I grappled him
and threw him. (p. 43)

The Lawyer typically refuses to make much of his strong uncontroll-
able feelings, and attributes the defeat of the "old Adam of resent-

" ment" to

. ..simply...recalling the
divine injunction: 'A ...
camandment give I wito you,
that ye love ane ancther.'

(p. 43)

Had the Lawyer remained with this commandment, we ocould perhaps
believe his ease in rejecting the temptation. However, the fact

that he turns to other explanations tndermines all of them.

The important fact remains that the Lawyer did resist the
temptation, and in order to strengthen himself against the tempta-
tion, that is Bartleby, he turns ironically, to puritan philo-

sophical texts, Edwards on the Will and Priestley on l\lecessit_y.l6
These texts afford the Lawyer a larger 'perspectivevwhich permits
him to think of his relationship with Bartleby as “predestined from
eternity" (p. 44), and as prcvidehtial.

Same days now passed, during

vhich, at leisure intervals, I °
. locked a little into "Edwards on

L]
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the Will," and "Priestley
on Necessity." Under the
circumstances, those books

. “induced a salu feeling. .

' Gradually I slid into the ; :
persuasion that these trouble . /
of mine, touching the scri- j s
vener had been all predes- 1
tinated from eternity, and s

- Bartleby was billeted upon o

B me for some mysterious pur- Y

pose of an all wise Provi- -
dence, which it was not ‘for

a mere mortal like me to

fathan. (p. 44)

e
s

e
Consequently the Lawyer'ytemptatim to evil is turned, .-

albeit temporarily, into a gocﬁ/ -
////' e .
‘ - Yes, Bartleby, stay there 7
- behind your screen...; I e
shall prosecute you no //

more; you are harmless and/

noiseless as any of these -

old chairs; in short,

neve® feel so priva/teJas/

vhen I know you are here.

At last I seeit, I feel

it; I penetrate to the . (
predestinated purpose of \ '
my life. I am content.

Others may have loftier

parts to enact, but my

mission in this world,

Bartleby, is to furnish you

office. room for such

iod as-you may see fit

to remain. (p. 44)

Yet this larger gsmcdw—ﬁiﬁm , philosophical,
tial--quickly:disappears in the face of the Lawyer's
prosiic réality. vhile the Lawyer seeks solace, he can-only find
rary comfort, a comfort insufficient to Bartlely's presence
life. Thus finally Bartleby makes the Lawyer desperate.

-57-
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What shall I do? I now said

- to myself, buttoning up my

ocoat to the last button. What.

- shall T do? What ought I to

do? Vhat does conscience say
I should do with this man, or,
rather, ghost. Rid myself of
him, I must; go, he shall.
But how? (p. 45)

He asks himself questions and answers them himself.

’

fram Bartleby the Lawyer resorts to second person usage.

Again in desperation and in need to distance himself

The use of "you" here, is samewhat ambiguous. The

You will not thrust him, thé
poor, pale, passive mortal--
you will not thrust such a
helpless creature out of your
door? You will not dishonor
yourself by such cruelty? No,
I will not, I cannot do that.
Rather would I let him live
and die here¢, and then mason
up his rémains in the wall.
vhat, then, will vou do? For
all your coaxing, he will not&__
budge. Bribes he leaves under
your own 'paper—-weight on your
table; in short, it is quite
lain that he prefers to cling
you. (p. 46)

+

Lawyer is referring to h:imsélf, but the questions are’asked of

the reader too. However, by now, the narrator's "I" and the <«

reader's "you" are strongly imprisoned by the same problem,
The use of "you" is ésgecially interesting: for no matter

how involved the reader has been with the problem of Bartleby,
{ -
that problem has until now beenﬂ\el.anwer'é. This no longer

[

seems to be the case.
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. Our concern, wfu.ch was prj.mariiy with the Lawyer, //

G keptusfmrespmdir;gdirectlytoBartleby. 'mroughgxe/use : ‘ .
- - v

\ " of "you", Melville forces us at this point to be directly con— ;

N % med with Bartleby. Melville confronts us with a consciousness

_\\ _ 1’ of our involvement with Bartleby, the force of %hich we have not,
\ until now, fully recognlzed In this sense, our situation is
\\\\ \ ° . similar to the lLawyer's. w

; \‘\ \\ ‘ When the Lawyer finally rids‘himself physically from ' ‘
' N Bartleby by moving to a new-office, he is no less physically - S |
| distanced from him. The mere anticipation of Bartleby's retu:;:n

the Lawyer feel like a prisoner in his new office.

< .
Established in my new quarters, - : o
for a day or two I kept the - S ‘
door locked;, and started at
every footfall in the passages. ’

" When I returned to my roams, ]
after any little absence, I
would pause at the threshold % . .

for an instant, and attentively , "

11,sten, ere applying my key.

. (P- 47)

[a]

P . A

r cannot easily let go of B’artleby it seems

4

became almost physically a paOrt of him. The

s the perversity of his mtmacymthBartleby
wl'xlchl'sebcthshmmedandsought.

-

— 1

strange to say--I tore my- .
self fram him whom I have so 4 . S
longed to helrid of. (p.47)_

»

/

vant:ig'uit,y of the Lawyer's relation. mﬂBartleby is
when he is held responsible for Bartleby's being a
| O ' nuisance. He neplies . L

it
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Yet the Lawyer seems to feel very respohsible for Bartleby. R

(”I am very sorry, sir,"...

"but, really, the man you
allude to is nothing to.me
--he is no relation or -
apprentice of mine, that
you should hold me respon-
sible for him." (p. 47)

He offers him various alternatives, (even humours him, suggesting

that he f'night rely on his "conversation" for employment).

"Now one of two things \ ‘

must take place. Either
you must do samething, or
samething must be done to
you. Now what sort of
budiness would you like to
" engage in?. Would you like

to re-engage in copying for
sarecne?”. ..

"Would you like a clerk—~
ship in a dry—goods store?”... %

"How would a bar-tender's -
business suit you? There is
‘no trying of the eye—-sight
in that."...

"Well, then, would "you
like to travel through the
country collecting bills for
the merchants? That would
improve your health.”...

"How, then would going
as a companion to Europe, to
entertain same young gentle-
man with your conversation ’ _
—how would that suit you?" P v )

(p. 48) :

But "stationary"” Bartleby rejects all offers: and the

Lawyer, in desperation, %ven invites him to his own home.

"Bartleby,'said I, in the .

kindest tone- I could assume
stances,, ' "will you go home

with me now--not.to my office,

h:tnydwelling-—-arﬂmnain
-Gﬂ-", . | _
N ~

.

-
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there till we can conclude

upon some convenient arrange—

ment for you at our leisure?

Come, let us start now, . '
right away." (p. 49)

The reader recognizes and endorsesu the Lawyer's genero~
sity--his imprudence and charity. We feel he has at this point
nlgr‘xthestory done whatever was in his power, and we feel that we
are as foolish as the lLawyer in expecting a positive response from
Bartleby The Lawyer answers nothing to Bartleby's negation,

) "'No; at prerent I would

prefer not to make any
~ change at all" (p. 50)
because there is nothing more to say. His worry over Bartleby's
fate, however, continues with the same intensity.

g,

Interestingly Bartleby, within his distorted vision of

o ——————

life, does know what he does and does not want. He is certain that

* he wants to make no chapges, and certain of whatever he says, The

Lawyer who claims to be a man of certainty is not certain about

these things. While the Lawyer's ms;ghts are often profound, .

accurate, 'intuitive and sensit:.ve, he usually seems unaware of th].s. o g

For instance, he tends to pride himself on certain characteristit;s
vhich the reader soon realizes are absent: conversely, the Lawyer
térﬁ;mttoobeavmmofvirtmsthatarepresentforthealert

reader. -
; ¥

In this self-professed, practlcal man, Melv:.lle has
created a fine intuition and sens:.tivity, far example, the Lawyer
sseems to sense that Bartleby will die. His description in the

- 61 -




\/

RS

7

e st ey i S

/

death, and there

much as poss:tble
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‘following paragraph is like that of a funeral procession:

Same of the compassion-—

ate and curious bystand-

ers joined the party;

and headed by one of the
constables arm in arm

‘with Bartleby; the silent(”
procession filed its way S
through all the noise,

and heat, and joy of the

roaring thoroughfares at ¢
noon. (p. 51)

The Lawyer seems to be haunted by Bartleby's possible

are many images of death in'the story even

.thbugh aswehavesl'mmprevim:sly tl'eLawyerw:.lltzy as

to deny any dlsturbmg ‘emotions and situations.

The following passage s}x:ms his effort to maintain

an enotlonal poisz and his failure to do sb.,

k4

1

The same day I received
the note, I went to the
Tombs, or, to speak more
properly, the Halls of
Justice. Seeking the : !
right officer, I ‘stated
the purpose of my call,
and was informed that
the individual I descr-
ibed wag, indeed, within.
I then assured the func-
tionary that Bartleby
was a perfectly honest
man, and greatly to be
campassionated, how-
ever unaccountably
.eccentric. I narrated
all I knew; and closed .
by suggesting “the idea .
of letting him remain
in as indulgent con-

- finement as possible,
till soamething less

. harsh might be done—

Ve

- - 62 -
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though, indeed, I hardly
knew what. At all events, A
if nothing else could
* be decided upon, the alms-
house must receive him.
I then begged to have an
interview. (p. 51)
This flat, unemotional paragraph ends with the Lawyer's urgent

request for another contact with Bartleby.

To the very end the Lawyer tries to explain Bartleby.
The Lawyer explains himself to Bartleby--always, and explains
himself to the reader—-always. At the Tonbs Ehe Lawyer blgads
with Bartleby for his understanding.l”still explaining, he

says:

[

"It was not I that . ‘\

brought you herp, Bartle-
b.YI“ 'Sald II Y )
pained at his implied
suspicion. "And to .

you, this should not o
be so vile a place.’ S ./
Nothing reproachful o J
attaches to you by being ' -

here. And see, it is

not so sad a place as
one might think. Iook,

\ there is the sky, and
here is the grass." ~
' (p. 51)

This pattern of explanation was set up at the beginning,
as was Bartleby's absolute stance. Bartleby's last denial, "I

know you?..—"and I want nothing tg say to you" (p. 51) is the

strongest of all. It seems to be horn out of knowledge—a

‘knowledgeofwhidlboththereaderarﬂﬂ)eImJyercmhavem.l

N
access to. \

—~
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It is both ironic and fittingthattheLawyerhas
tried so hard to rid himself of Bartleby, but Bartleby rids ’\
himself of the Lawyer. Bartleby, the absolute, dies a shocking
death of starvation. \é/vevrtheless, Melville, through his
narrator, has accustared the reader to Bartleby's absolutism.
Thus, we accept Bartleby's death as inevitable, and we do not
reject the Lawyer's attempt to dignify it. Bartleby, he says,
’;sleeps "with kings and cogunselors.“18 (p. 53) &

L3 I
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THE EPILOGUE

The technique Melville uses throughout the story is
encapsulated in the epilogue. The contradiction between the

'Lawyer's attempt at cmposu.re%arﬁ the emctions conveyed is h

strong. Thus the entire epilogue is unsettling, for through-
out it the Lawyer tries to be distanced fram his experience
with Bartleby, but shows that he has remained very much shaken.

'Ihelawertri&sto'mxdemdnethehrportanceofhis___ ) '
experience by referring to it as a "little narrative" (p. 53),
which is an echo of a "little history" in the introduction.

In the introduction the Lawyer stresses caution, safety, moder-
ation, while the epilogue is penneated by a very different
emotional tone, created by the strongandextratem\agesused
——"dead men", "assorting...for the flames"”, "hy the cart-load
they are annually burmed”, "a ring--the finger<it was n:eant for,. -
molders in the grave;", "nor eats nor hungers", “died despai_fing",
"died whoping”, "unrelieved calamities", "speed to death”, (p. 54)

The rhetoric is grandiose. It is the attempt o:c' a man
searching for an absolute and attempting to make his experience
meaningful. The epilogue is not to be taken at face value, yet
neither is it to be dismissed as inadequate- to the Bartleby exper-
ience. The Lawyer is desperate still for anything that will
'explain' Bartleby. He tells of a rumour vhich describes Bartleby's
former position as an employee at the Dead letter Office. For
such a 'safe' man to rely upon 'rumour' works to intensify his
desperation. ' ‘ |
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However, this very pedestrian Lawyer has t?he ability
to, and does, set up synbols concerning the dead letters. This

own admittedly limited personality) to turn his experience into
a genefal one for humanity. Particularly disturbing is the ambi-
quity of the final exclamation t"Ah, Bartleby! Ah, humanity!"

What connection could there possibly be between Bartleby and

(—

humanity? Bartleby is most mhuman: he represents an absolute:;

& v - P
humanity is relative. o . . “ e

S;éill, I'do not thirﬂcnthat the Lawyer's attempt to
unite Bartleby with humenity is to be undermined: -it is an attempt

to find meaning--an attempt which the reader feels Melville, through " ]
his narrator, has enL:ouraged. Thus, author, narrator and reader

are brought close together in their search for meaning-—for an
explanation which would allow for the existence of "a Bartleby" .

within our notion of humanity.
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CONCLUSION

We have seen that while other critical approach&s
have indeed illustrated certain aspects of "Bartleby the
Scrivener", because they tend to approach the story with parti-
cular theories, -they are less sensitive to it? paradbxes and
arbiguities. The theoretical bias of each critical approach
may distort the story and reduce its complexities. For instance',
both 209raphical and psychoiogical épproaches tend to blur the
distinction between an artist's work and his life, and thus re-
duce an imaginary work such as "Bartleby the Scrivener" to events
in Melville's life. Literary ironies such as exist in the ﬂawyer's
image of himeelf. (f)is self~-deception for ex."arrple) , may be ignored
for less subtle phenarena -Bartleby's pathology, for instance.

N s:unllarly the political and social approaches to the
story are interesting in their focus of the i:rpact of society on
the 1ndrv1dua1 yet are felt to be 1:un1tmg in their stressmg

o o

of social values at the cost of recognizing the wnique ecoentr1c1t1es

of the sto:;y./ Of these apomaches, the Marx:.st one is espec1a11y
g.llmninating in its analysis of the worker/boss re1ation§hlp in

a capitalist society; but ultimately.it cannot account for the s s
fascination of this particular worker, Bartleby, and this parti~ _

cular boss, the Lawyer. Nor is it able to view their relationship
ironically—by the end of the' story these two roles are reversed,

, \
In contrast to- the social and political approaches, the

ramantic one heroicizes an anti-sécial stance, and thus elew.

o et 4t
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Bartleby's madness mto what can be conmdered admirahle. The

mterpretatlon ignores the/rele of the Lawyer, and ult:.mately ’

Bartleby's panjx, )
o e

“Perhaps the two most appealing approaches (signifi-

\

cafptiy, neither had a ﬂaeoretical basis) are what we havejte::msd
t'he "rational/plea to reason" approach, and the "mor: apfiroach.
Bgth perspectives derive from what is present in the text tself g
'I'he "rational/plea to reason" approach is a response to the story's
insistent questioning——to the questions the reader is persistently
confronted with. The tenptfation, however, of this approach ais to .
seek iimal and absolute explanations, and this violates the essence
of the story. ‘
Similarly, the moral a(.EPrOLC}l is tempting, because moral
issues are so prominent in Melville. while the moral element is .
very strong, it is also extraprdinar::tly complex. In "Bartleby
the Scrivener" Mélville plays with moral judgment, ' and challenges
the readers sinplistic moral responses. B
The seétim on general criticism deals with problems of “
values wh:.chérerge out of a recurrent pattern of quest and quéstor
in Melville's work. Problems such as the nature of the quest,
its process and end;. the assumptions of the questor and assumptions
determined by context and character; all demand attention in

Melville.

- |

There is much to learn from the approaches I have just
discussed, and there is also much to learn fram tg';e following quote
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from Moby Dick. ] )

Ch, ye. foolish: .throw all
these thunderheads over-
board, and then you will
float light and right.

‘ gp. 277)

In order to "float light and right", I have confined myself to
the literary text itself and I have focused on the narrative
voice which, because of its rich ambiguities in tone and substance

-\

emerges as perhapsthe most crucial element for ana}yzing the

\
have seen that the story is filtered through a o

narrator for whom we have ocontradictory feelings. Melville has

achieved this by creating him a camlex and inconsistent character. -
As shown -in the thesis, our main response to the lLawyer is deter-

mined through his Lrelationship with- Bartleby. What we have seen

is that the main contradiction in the narrator is between what he
tells us and how he behaves; how he responds to Bartleby, and how

he would like to respond to Bartleby. Much of the Lawyey's energies

are spent in distancing himself from Bartleby, yet at other times this
distance fails, and it is almost as if he identifies w1th Bartleby.

The narrator is not unreliable. He does not lie concern- :
ing Bartleby. Certainly, we dq not question whether what he says
about Bartleby is true or false. In that sense we trust him. We
do, however, question what he says about himself-—for here he does
sli‘e, unintentionally. The Lawyer wants an "explanation" and some
tranquility. His tone is consistent with this, but-the content of
‘'what he says is not. /

' - 69 -
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Even though the Lawyer elicits our trust we do not
especially like him. He professes no endearihg virtues.y He
wants to be a super—sol:.d citizen. W? do not, nor are we meant
to, share his values. Neithér does the authar seem to. It is
mportant that the Lawyer emexrges as a relatively decent man and
as one who does not, despite himself, know all the answers. Much
as he would want it to be absolute, his rationally based knowledge
is relative. Bartleby's irrationality is absolute.

. :
In this senseﬂaestorymyb%seenasanallegoryal%'xt

absolute and relatiyve poditi . Irmiéally, in the introduction,
the Lawyer seems to know all the answers in an "absolute" way.

His perception of himself is in absolute terms—as the rational

man. What emerges from the story, as the Lawyer inadvertently

shows himself to us in greater depth, is that through his actions *
vis-&-vis Bartleby, despite himself he rewveals a position which
denies himself ‘(and us) camwplete or ab'solute answers and reason.

Hz; is in fact looking for meaning in life. He talks and rationalyizes
continuously. Moreover, because Bartleby is virtually silent the

L

At the end of the story the reader feels closer to the

' narrator than at the beginning. The narrator has revealed virtues

vhich he’ claimed not to have, especially the capacity for emotional
response. Ix\ehavéecperimoedﬁxeorﬂeal‘ofBartlebywiﬂxWan
ordeal which takes us close to the abyss of "absolute" inhumanity.

In being confronted with the Lawyer facing Bartleby, we
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are faced with Bartleby as well, and with our own inadequacy to ¥

Yot

’—\\
deal with him as an absolute. Although our first impulse might

have been to judge the tor as inadequateeour final response
4 '
is to :\%ealize the :impossib'l_ity of adequacy in such an "absolute”

situation, and to recognize/ the "relative" virtue in the Lawyer's

L

ambiguous oice is used throughout the séozy to manipulate the \
reader and create a grcmm/ oﬁ;macerta:imty'—in—}ﬁ;m;— ~Thus
any critical reader must takesTnE acoount not only the osten-
sible facts of the story,ch:t also its narrative voice.

O .




Notes / )
¥ . / . Coe
1in the thesis T will refer to story as "Bartleby", »
"Bartleby the Scrivener", and "Bartleby Scrivener: A Story va
of Wall-Street." The original story first appeared in Putnam's ‘
‘s Monthly Magazine in Novembet and Decerber, 1853, as "
the Scrivener: A Story of Wall-Street,” waé\later publlshed /
in other places using all three titles.

A reproduction of the original story may be found in
The Melville Annual 1965: A Synposign.

I have chosen\to use the Hendricks House edition, edited
by Egbert S. Oliver, for the purpose of this thesis., All quotes
] _are taken from it, and it is almost identical to the original
k version—spelling errors have been corrected in it, and some
punctuation is altered. -

2100 Marx draws similarities between Bhrtleby as the
artist in society and as Melville himself in "Melville's Parable
of the Walls”, ‘Sewanee Review, 61, 1953,

3Hemy A. Murray, “Bartleby and I", The Melville Armual
1965: A %iun, ed. Howard P. Vincent, Rent State University
Press, ; 1966. p. 14,

4Ibid., po 110 {

mid.' p. 11.

k]

5
I
e

61 ouise K. Barrett in "Bartleby as Alienated Worker", -

Studies in Short Fiction 11, approaches the story from that
' pointofvnm She sees Bartleby as a “victim of and protest

against the numbing world of capital:.st profit and alienated
labour.”  p. 385. -

7Issues of ty are frequently dealt with. For

every man feels hexeoognizesanmlimibedresponsibzliq
for another without the resources to handle it.” .

-72 -
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aam‘l can be considered an axchetypal approaéh to Melville's
work.

— 9R:i.chard Hunter, Fbgle, in Melville s Shorter Tales refers
to Bartleby as "the absolutist. ..the all—om:othmg man, ’

10, extended debate of this is demcnstrated in F.0. Matt-
hiesson, American Renaissance.

umltcn R. Stem, 'I'ne Fine Hammered Steel of Herman Me1v111e,
New York, 1968, p. 26.

-~

124.8. Dillincham, Melville's Short Fiction 1853-56, New
YOrk, 1977' po 53-

-

>

@

Ve yrman Melville, Moby Dick, Norton, New York, 1967, p- 277.

14&&::11:1 Jacob Astor was an enormously wealthy and ambitious
teal estate magnate and fur merchant, who was active in the late
Eighteenth and early Nineteenth Centuries. He was famous during

daZhe useofhisattenptstoorganlzethefurtradeandto
: city of Astoria (described by Washington Irving in Astoria
and mentioned in "Bartleby"). He was also a well-known resident
ofNewYork City in which "Bartleby" takes place.

Us

- ls'nns reﬁe;reme is to the cOlt-Ad,%ns affair. In January

of 1842 John C. Colt murdered Samiel Adams in New York City. Colt
was sentenced to death. Afberallappealshadbwne:d]austem
he was allowed to be married on the day of his scheduled execution.
Immediately after the ceremony Colt was left alone with his bride,
and at that time she apparently gave him a knife. Later, before
the execution could be carried out, Colt killed himself. His .
death was of same interest to Melville. The affair is mentioned
) in Bartleby, ardsmeswgestﬂxatltmghthavebemusedmthe

ending of Pierre.

¥

theologian and philosopher. Fmedm*ofﬂlewulwhidxappeared
in 1754 defined and defended his Calvinist doctrine of human
freadom, Priestley, (1733-1804) was the, famous scientist

anépiﬁlosopberivhop\blishedhiscaseagainstfme_wilLinnxe

Doctrine of Philosophical Necessity Illustrated in 1777.

- o

-

-3 -

16 3onathan Biwards, (1703-1758) was afx American Puritan -. /.
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17m the original Putnam's magazine article there was

: - an additional minor character in the story: the grub-man-at . e
P . the Tombs, who is mentioned in other editions, &lso has a wife, - )
: ’ Furthermore, they are named "Cutlet”. This name lends even
: ‘ more-merit to the claim that food (and:drink) imagery pervade
| . ' the story. Turkey, Nippers Ginger-nut are examples of this
o as’ is, for instance, the lawyer's statement that:
7 C ’ will eventually prove a ¢
" ) -~ sweet norsel‘ for my con-
< science.”
- It is important to point out that in the midst of @ll this
food imagexy, Bartleby dies of starvat.l.on. , .
‘ : 18ingsley Widner in "The Negative Affirmation: Melville's .
e 'Bartleby the Scrivener,'" Modemn Fiction Studies, suggests that . : \
this phrasé, taken from Job's curses (3:14) , is suggestive "of a
) futile and inexplicable cosmos. )
¢ . . .
o N ' mydiedInotfmnthemub? : | N
4 .For now should T have laid, ; ~.
5 still and be .quiet. I \
3 -should have slept; then. ' ) \
Y t« had T been at rest, “
. :, T with kings and counselors of v
i ' the earthy; which built - ‘ |
. desoTate places for them- \
. g selves. ‘ ‘
| | M
Y a . f /
h
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Works by Herman Melville referred to in the thesis

Melville, Herman., "Bartleby"; in ;_’liazza Tales, ed. Egbert S.
Oliver, Hendricks House, New York, 1962,

Melville, Herman. Pierre; or, the Ambiquities, ed. H. Bayford,
H. Parker, G.T. Tanselle, Northwestern University Press,
1971. . .

Ay
»

Melville, Herman. Moby Dick, ed. H. Hayford, H. Parker, Norton,
New York, 1967. -

Melville, Herman. Billy Budd, Sailor (an msid; narrative) , ed.
H. Hayford and M. Sealts Jr., Chicago University Press,,

1962.
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Arvin, Newton.

Ayo, Nicholas.
Barrett, Louise.

Bergman, Johaness.

Bigelow, G.E.

‘ Booth, Wayne C.

Chase, Richard.
Davidson, F.
Dillingham, W.B.
Dryder;, Edgar.

o

' Fogle, Richard,Hunter.
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