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			HERMAN MELVILLE was born on August 1, 1819, in New York City, the son of a merchant. Only twelve when his father died bankrupt, young Melville tried work as a bank clerk, as a cabin boy on a trip to Liverpool, and as an elementary schoolteacher, before shipping in January 1841 on the whaler Acushnet, bound for the Pacific. Deserting ship the following year in the Marquesas, he made his way to Tahiti and Honolulu, returning as an ordinary seaman on the frigate United States to Boston, where he was discharged in October 1844. His books based on these adventures won him immediate success. By 1850 he was married, had acquired a farm near Pittsfield, Massachusetts (where he was the impetuous friend and neighbor of Nathaniel Hawthorne), and was hard at work on his masterpiece Moby-Dick. But literary success soon faded; his complexity increasingly alienated readers. After a visit to the Holy Land in January 1857, he turned from writing prose fiction to poetry. In 1863, during the Civil War, he moved back to New York City, where from 1866 to 1885 he was a deputy inspector in the Custom House, and where, on September 28, 1891, he died. A draft of a final prose work, “Billy Budd, Sailor,” was left unfinished and uncollated; packed tidily away by his widow, it was not rediscovered and published until 1924.
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			Introduction

			New readers are advised that this introduction makes the details of the plot explicit.

			Amasa Delano is uneasy. The American ship captain, who takes center stage in “Benito Cereno,” Herman Melville’s hypnotic tale of 1855, strides the deck of a distressed slave ship and wonders what he is about. He has come aboard to provide aid to the Spanish vessel San Dominick, which has been ravaged by illness and violent turns of weather. But as the day unfolds he feels more and more that something on the strange ship is, if not quite alarming, indefinably amiss. Disquieted by the stilted, pantomimic manners of the San Dominick’s captain, Benito Cereno, as well as by unexplained breaches of shipboard decorum, unruly slaves, and misbehaving sailors—“All this is very queer now, thought Captain Delano”—the American tries to keep his composure and to recall to himself the better angels of his nature. Here he is gazing upon his own boat as it nears. “The less distant sight of that well-known boat,” Melville writes,

			Rover by name, which, though now in strange seas, had often pressed the beach of Captain Delano’s home, and, brought to its threshold for repairs, had familiarly lain there, as a Newfoundland dog; the sight of that household boat evoked a thousand trustful associations, which, contrasted with previous suspicions, filled him not only with lightsome confidence, but somehow with half humorous self-reproaches at his former lack of it.

			Reader: keep an eye on that dog. Reference to its kind will recur in the narrative, perhaps prickling the attentive reader with the same subarticulate “qualmish sort of emotion” that visits Delano on occasion. It is characteristic of Melville, and especially of the compressed power of Melville’s shorter fiction, that nothing marks this passage as particularly noteworthy or revealing, though we do come to know a bit more about how Captain Delano regards himself. (“‘What, I, Amasa Delano,’” Delano thinks, “‘I to be murdered here at the ends of the earth, on board a haunted pirate-ship by a horrible Spaniard?—Too nonsensical to think of! Who would murder Amasa Delano? His conscience is clean.’”) And, with the exception of that Newfoundland dog, even less marks these as sentences that tremble and strain, that struggle to contain an anger so corrosive and distilled that it threatens to devour everything near it.

			But they are, these sentences, and they do. They are a part of one of the most poised, implacable, raging pieces of literature in the whole of the American canon. To see how they are so requires some attention and some explanation.

			 • • • 
Herman Melville was a writer who made himself at home in a tremendous range of idioms and genres, both established and emergent. This is so much the case that reading Melville can feel at times like an exercise in astonishment. He had an ear tuned to the cadences of classic literature—no one who rides out Moby-Dick’s storms of grandiloquence can doubt this. (“I’d strike the sun if it insulted me,” says Captain Ahab, in the iambic pentameter toward which his speech often tends.) But his sentences could be spare as well as orchestral, his figures at once outlandish and indelible. And he was capable, too, of inhabiting a great breadth of dispositions and emotional climates, moods of spirit. To read widely in Melville is to find that he could be mordant and melancholy; that he could be fantastically comic, in ways as energized by slapstick and dashes of teasing obscenity as by the intellectual imperatives of satire; that he could trace out passages of otherworldly tranquility as well as of rending desolation, of a sorrowfulness without hope of consolation; and that he could well be said to specialize in the depiction of a kind of awe, a half-horrified amazement in the face of a universe full of beauty and warm abundance but punctuated, too, by a cold, frightful vacancy. Any of these moods we might properly call Melvillean.

			But Melville was not, for all his erudition, a bookish sort of writer. His attentiveness to the mysteries of language and consciousness, to the knottiest dilemmas of soul, was matched by a riveted interest in the things around him, the world of the nineteenth-century near-to-hand. This is especially so in the short fiction. In truth, it was necessarily so: Melville began writing stories in the 1850s chiefly because he needed money. Magazines would pay. But the magazine offices of New York were no less marked by the internecine political feuds of the 1850s (between Whigs and Republicans and Democrats, around the all-rending question of slavery) than the halls of Congress. No writer hoping to profit from his magazine fiction could afford to be anything but an attentive student of the midcentury world the magazines served. And Melville was attentive. Think of the moment in “Benito Cereno” when Delano gives a command to the slaves on deck the San Dominick and accompanies it with a “half-mirthful, half-menacing gesture”: “Instantly the blacks paused,” Melville writes, “each negro and negress suspended in his or her posture, exactly as the word had found them—for a few seconds continuing so—while, as between the responsive posts of a telegraph, an unknown syllable ran from man to man.” Telegraph posts had begun appearing in Massachusetts in about 1848.

			His was an American world, certainly, and if only for this reason the notion that Melville is a distinctively American writer—for some, the distinctively American writer of fiction—makes a kind of sense. But this insight can be disabling. Few writers had as elastic a sense of the “American” as Melville. Fewer still among his countrymen diagnosed as precisely as he America’s entanglement in systems and circuits much larger than itself, or knew better its place in frameworks not merely national but transatlantic and, as a scholar like Hester Blum shows us, oceanic. And Melville, though he could sometimes sound like it, was no cheerleader. (He had moments of grandstanding, as in his impetuous review essay entitled “Hawthorne and His Mosses.”) What we most find in his work, instead, is a genuine assessment of the scale of American promise—of possibilities for new forms of living and thriving, beyond the confinements of Old World modes of authority and imagination—balancing itself against something nearer to horror. We tend to think of Melville as a poet of inscrutabilities, of charged ambiguity and unresolving mysteriousness. He was that. But he was also a writer of scorching fury. He addressed himself to the stories mid-nineteenth-century America had taken to telling about itself—about its exceptional destiny, its heroic innocence—with a lethal skepticism. Especially in the inner depiction of the trauma of race in the New World, and of the epic delusions of a particularly American whiteness, Melville touched as intimately as any writer of his day upon the violence of American origins. Again and again, he said NO!, in thunder.

			In our own moment, distinguished as it is by the empty echo chambers of talk shows and their shouty platitudes, it can be easy to believe that outrage, if often a wholly appropriate response to the world’s manifold horrors, is not much conducive to clarity, or for that matter to generosities of spirit. Melville’s anger, like our own, could sometimes take conventional forms: broadside satires of the easy hypocrisies and self-satisfactions of the well fed; caustic accounts of corruption and chicanery, of laws that subdue and persecute under the promise of “freedom.” But Melville’s fiction gives the lie to the easy opposition of outrage and incisiveness. He was a writer who savored insolubilities, it is true, and who inhabited ambiguity and ambivalence with exquisite philosophical poise. Yet it is difficult to think of another writer in the American tradition whose anger was so nourishing. From wellsprings of fatalism and dread, and driven by an implacable determination to be unseduced by the ruses of the powerful, Melville fomented his rage into fictions of breathtaking clarity and power. At precisely those places where language had seemed to fail, to become hollow and pitiably ineffectual, he found a ferocious, mournful eloquence. That mood—of a stupefied outrage honing itself into an impulse to dismantle self-comforting illusion, at whatever cost—is, also, Melvillean.

			 • • • 
Having written seven novels in about as many years, Melville turned to short fiction in 1853. His reasons were professional and, more precisely, financial. Melville’s early seafaring books—Typee, Omoo—had done well. They had been well received, and they had made their publishers, as well as their author, some money. But the 1850s had not been kind to the author, who, at the age of thirty-one, had moved with his young and growing family from New York City to a farmhouse in rural western Massachusetts, which he named Arrowhead. There he enjoyed the prospect of Mount Greylock to the north, began his famous fast friendship with a writer of considerably greater renown, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and set about, too, reinventing the novel as an expressive vehicle. It was in Massachusetts that Melville labored over Moby-Dick, the “wicked book” that was also his most serious bid for entrée into literary history, a sustained performed derangement of the Romance into a wilder, more capacious version of itself. It is an unruly astonishment of a book, overbrimming with ambition, hilarity, pathos, and dread. It was also, without being poorly received exactly, not a success. His next book, Pierre, was more properly a disaster. (“Herman Melville Crazy” was the pithy headline of one review, whose author was evidently unamused by its satire of literary society or its incest plot.) But however stung Melville was by the underimpressed accounts of his work, his nearer problem was cash. These books had failed to make back their advances, leaving Melville in the debt of publishers increasingly wary of taking risks on an author becoming more unpopular book by book. (Indeed, the novel he offered to Harper & Brothers in June 1853 was rejected, though critics and biographers surmise portions of it were incorporated into the series of sketches called “The Encantadas,” which appeared in Putnam’s Monthly in 1854.) And at the end of 1853 a fire at the Harper warehouse had destroyed the stock of Melville’s unsold work, further damaging his financial prospects. By transforming himself into a writer of magazine fiction, Melville could hope to tackle a range of problems at once. He could keep himself in the consciousness of the reading public; he could restore something of his tarnished reputation; and he could make from his shorter pieces a more certain kind of money than was promised by novels.

			Melville placed his work at Harper’s and Putnam’s, periodicals in which these two publishers “took their competition in the book market into the world of magazines,” as Graham Thompson puts it. They were important venues. Charles Dickens’s Bleak House had been serialized in Harper’s, while Putnam’s sought to distinguish itself with the publication of the strongest American fare. (Putnam’s would distinguish itself, too, by its escalatingly strong antislavery position.) And the work Melville placed there was indeed well received—or, at least, found for itself a less hostile reception than Pierre. It is not hard to see why. Even in those pieces that hew more closely to the conventions of mid-nineteenth-century magazine fiction, we find flashes of power, beauty, and arresting strangeness. Consider “The Bell-Tower,” among Melville’s most conspicuously Hawthornian tales, wherein the crowds gathered round the machinist Bannadonna’s tower listen in to his occult labors: “Strange sounds, too, were heard, or were thought to be, by those whom anxious watching might not have left mentally undisturbed, sounds, not only of some ringing implement, but also—so they said—half-suppressed screams and plainings, such as might have issued from some ghostly engine, overplied.” “The Encantadas,” especially, discloses a Melville yet working haunting effects, perhaps nowhere more vividly than in the eighth sketch, “Norfolk Isle and the Chola Widow.” Here is how Melville depicts the moment of Hunilla’s departure from the island where, for months, she has passed her lonely widowhood, accompanied only by “ten small, soft-haired, ringleted dogs, of a beautiful breed, peculiar to Peru”:

			With the sagacity of their race, the dogs now seemed aware that they were in the very instant of being deserted upon a barren strand. The gunwales of the boat were high; its prow—presented inland—was lifted; so owing to the water, which they seemed instinctively to shun, the dogs could not well leap into the little craft. But their busy paws hard scraped the prow, as it had been some farmer’s door shutting them out from shelter in a winter storm. A clamorous agony of alarm. They did not howl, or whine; they all but spoke.

			The figuring of grief here, through an only barely inarticulate animal responsiveness, does more than remind us of Melville’s prodigiously fluent engagement with what Geoffrey Sanborn calls “the nonhuman world” of fish and fowl, creatures wild and domestic. It is also a moment of exceptional, stinging poignancy.

			But however well-received these tales, and however decorously we imagine Melville to have instructed himself to behave in the company of the reading public he had ridiculed so mercilessly in Pierre, estrangement preoccupies the strongest of his short fictions. We feel it in the widow Hunilla from “The Encantadas” and in the orphan Marianna in “The Piazza.” But no one figure condenses that estrangement more fully than Melville’s law copyist, the cadaverous scrivener Bartleby. “Bartleby” first appeared anonymously in two installments in Putnam’s, in November and December 1853 (though between the two installments another periodical had revealed Melville as the author), and his fate, as an indelible American character, has proved curious. A bit more than 150 years later, during the occupation of Zuccotti Park at the edge of the Wall Street financial district that is this tale’s milieu, protesters found in Melville’s implacable clerk a fit literary emblem, an icon with which to summon a centuries-deep resistance to the orders of unavailing labor and subservience to capital. As generations of critics have made clear to us, Bartleby is in his refusals infinitely interpretable, elementally mysterious, and perhaps even (as Branka Arsic suggests) a sign of the “unthinkable” itself, of what lies outside our literary frameworks for knowledge, teasing us with their incompletion. All of this is suggestive, and true. It is also true that the protesters at Occupy Wall Street, in turning to Bartleby, were as astute in their instincts as any of the critics who came before them.

			For a tale so grim, “Bartleby” shows Melville at near the peak of his comic gifts. (One recent critic, Jonathan Elmer, gets it exactly right: “‘Bartleby’ is both very sad and very funny, but criticism on it is largely humorless.”) It is the story of a lawyer, and of his encounter with a scrivener unlike any he has met before—or rather, it is the story of the lawyer, of Bartleby, and of the lawyer’s effort to turn their encounter into a story. He will interpret Bartleby, and he will write “Bartleby,” though from the first he admits that the task of writing the man may be too much for him. He tells us that “no materials exist for a full and satisfactory biography of this man,” adding, “It is an irreparable loss to literature.” From the first, the tale puts to us the question of literature, of what it entails, what it excludes, what conditions enable its emergence. In their different styles, both men, the lawyer and the scrivener, are writers.

			At first, the lawyer takes to the telling of his tale with an unguarded, relishing pleasure. He is, he tells us, “one of those unambitious lawyers” who works among the money of the rich, profiting handsomely, and preening a bit in the enjoyment of the favor of the fine.

			The late John Jacob Astor, a personage little given to poetic enthusiasm, had no hesitation in pronouncing my first grand point to be prudence; my next, method. I do not speak it in vanity, but simply record the fact, that I was not unemployed in my profession by the late John Jacob Astor; a name which, I admit, I love to repeat, for it hath a rounded and orbicular sound to it, and rings like unto bullion.

			If there is a complacency in the man we might rush to find contemptible—another smug lawyer doing “a snug business among rich men’s bonds”—it is leavened appreciably by the self-puncturing wit here, the wry delight he takes in the telling of his tale and in the making of sentences. The man who says “not unemployed,” who tells us how much the very phrase “John Jacob Astor” sounds like money, is not a man ignorant of his own foibles or of the pleasures of self-mockery.

			But then comes Bartleby to the offices, and the narrator’s cheerful self-composure begins to crack. A foil to the comic counterparts Turkey and Nippers, clerks whose flights of ill temper alternate across the course of the working day (“Their fits relieved each other like guards”), Bartleby, after an initially manic burst of writerly productivity, disrupts the business of the office with the simplest of acts. Blandly, calmly, mildly, without “the least uneasiness, anger, impatience or impertinence,” he refuses to do what his employer asks of him. At first he keeps up “his incessant industry” and is in his steadiness and his omnipresence an ideal sort of laborer, with the small exception of his staunch unwillingness to examine his work, run office errands, or do anything at all that is not copy writing. But the circumference of his placid refusal grows wider and wider, and as it does it works a startling breadth of effects on our narrator. “I would prefer not to,” Bartleby tells him, and the trace elements of derision in his words—“prefer,” Andrew Delbanco observes, “belongs in a formal dining room, with the ring of silver tinkling against crystal”—drives the narrator out of his wits and, eventually, out of his own office. He struggles to reason with Bartleby but finds reason itself a tool ill-fitted to the task. He begins, he tells us, “to stagger in his own plainest faith,” as Bartleby invests him more and more with the prickly sense that “reason” itself may be less some modicum of sufficient rationality than the name those with authority give to the necessity of acquiescing to their demands. The lawyer is a man who understands himself as easy, genial, safe; he is a capitalist but a good-hearted one, humane and sentimental. He has no heart to insist on his power over Bartleby, though he does not much savor the erasure of that power. Bartleby’s encounter with him reminds us that the lawyer’s knowledge of his own foibles and frailties, which he has broadcast to us from the first, has perhaps stood in too readily for the remediation of them, or of any of their harming effects.

			What is it that transpires in the charged space between Bartleby and the lawyer? Why is it that his initial anger, his frustrated will, and his baffled disquiet resolve themselves, finally, into something strung between aversion and an awkward solicitude? “[Y]ou are responsible for the man you left there,” the new tenant of his abandoned offices tells the lawyer, ominously, and the story invites us to observe our narrator as he works out the implications of these alleged responsibilities. Does he owe them to Bartleby merely contractually, as an employer? Does he hear in Bartleby’s refusal to depart—“I would prefer not to quit you,” Bartleby tells him—something nearer to a pledge, perhaps as frontal an offer of love as the preternaturally mild Bartleby is capable of? (In the light of the extravagant male erotics of the early Moby-Dick, and the considerably later “Billy Budd,” the queerer possibilities of the story begin to glimmer and spark, and to cast their own curious glow over the lawyer’s cycles of aversion and ambivalent attachment.) Or does their encounter press rather more painfully on the narrator’s sense of responsibility to Bartleby as a compatriot in what the story names “humanity,” a man estranged from him but sharing enough of something—will, sorrow, hope, hopelessness—to command from the lawyer an obligation he cannot quite think how to discharge? Perhaps unsurprisingly, in moments of crisis he defaults to the capitalist’s proxy forms of care: he offers his charity. He pays the “grub-man” in the Tombs to which Bartleby has finally been sent, greasing his palm with silver and instructing him to “give particular attention to my friend.” Has the scrivener been his friend? Bartleby will have none of it. He starves.

			And what of Bartleby himself, and the tantalizing mystery of his character, as blank as the walls he turns to face throughout the tale? In the coda to the story the narrator informs us that “Bartleby had been a subordinate clerk in the Dead Letter Office at Washington,” and the specter of messages never to arrive at their destinations, of writing destined for the flames, has led a number of readers to see in the scrivener Melville’s own bitter meditation on the hard fate of authorship, and perhaps on the unviability of the whole enterprise of literature. The story came, after all, at the end of a year in which Melville had suffered authorial rejection and critical recrimination. On this reading Melville is lawyer and copyist both: a man possessed of a great desire to communicate but, in a literary world as shaped by the orders of capital as the offices of Wall Street, despairing of the possibilities of delivery no less than of reception.

			But Bartleby, though circumscribed to an almost impossibly small array of words, speaks in other tongues as well. He is without question an occupier: he does not cede his claim on the spaces of his labor, the spaces of capital, until like many before and after him he is compelled to do so, by the police. And his protest is not wholly unavailing. If the extremity of his employer’s response is any apt measure, it is fair to say that Bartleby takes his estrangement from the compulsory servility of wage labor and, effectively, weaponizes it. He puts the narrator on his heels, reminding him that his self-pleased view of himself, as a man alive with humane sympathy, consorts uneasily, if at all, with his role as a master of men, whose lives and energies he rents out cheaply, by the word. Perhaps the largest heartbreak of the tale lies in the possibility that Bartleby does all this to the lawyer less vindictively than, we might say, hopefully, yearningly: as a man who arrives at the lawyer’s office “famished,” though not for copy work. He makes exquisite the narrator’s sense of obligation, of mutuality, as if in the effort to discover what species of care might be possible once the ruses of a bullying reason, an exploitative contractualism, have at last been surrendered: “I would prefer not to quit you,” he says to the lawyer, as if wondering what a love released from these confinements might prove to be. What he gets for his labor is abandonment, the police, a rich man’s bribe. “I know you,” Bartleby says to the lawyer when he finds him in the Tombs, with the ruefulness of a spurned lover, “and I want nothing to say to you.” There is sorrow enough in Bartleby, certainly, but we do well to remember that its elegiac and pastoral tones come from a narrator whose conscience may well be smarting. Bartleby looks for a mode of human cherishing outside of those sanctioned by Wall Street and its narrow blank-wall vistas. He decides he will be nourished by nothing else. In his starvation there is, for the Melville who has stood behind the lawyer all along, something larger than sadness, and more dire.

			 • • • 
“Bartleby” appears in 1853 and in the two years between its publication and that of his next story of similar reach and power, Melville’s anger had contracted itself into new forms. The outrage of “Benito Cereno” was to be of a different order, more intricate, more entrapping, and more lethal.

			The tale unfolds as a seafaring mystery, laced with hints of gothic intrigue. At the center of it is Amasa Delano, of Duxbury, another of Melville’s men of blithe heart and worrying credulity. Delano passes through a series of strange tableaux—a high-strung Spanish captain and his “private servant,” the slave, Babo, who shadows him; slaves clashing hatchets, in and out of chains; surly Spanish sailors—like a man struggling to rouse himself from a trance, registering throughout the insinuating strangeness of the circumstance aboard the San Dominick but unable to assemble its separate parts into coherence. The extended first section of the tale is in large measure the record of his attempts to read the scene before him, to transform these baffling episodes into a story he can comprehend. As Melville depicts it, Delano’s consciousness rocks pendulum-like between gothic suspicion, in which he fancies himself at the center of some diabolical Spaniard’s plot (“the very word Spaniard has a curious, conspirator, Guy-Fawkish twang to it,” he thinks), and a style of self-reassurance in which, like the sentimental man he avows himself to be, he recalls the elemental beneficence of human nature, the benignity of the God-ordered world, and the folly of imagining himself as anything other than a grateful recipient of God’s special grace. In this way Delano succeeds in “drowning criticism in compassion” and keeps at bay his more uncharitable surmises.

			But these stories, however they reinforce his faith in “the ever-watchful Providence above,” do not by themselves do the work of putting Delano’s suspicions to rest. He must join them to others, to stories that, though they differ in tenor, in fact attend every stage in the unfolding of what the narrative calls not Delano’s trustfulness, but his “undistrustful good nature.” These are stories about slaves. They are stories about their faithfulness, their good cheer, about “the peculiar love in negroes of uniting industry with pastime” and all the winning characteristics “arising from the unaspiring contentment of a limited mind.” Delano swathes the slaves he sees in figures: Babo is like “a shepherd’s dog,” the chained Atufal a “bull of the Nile,” the slave mothers “leopardesses.” Indeed, “like most men of a good, blithe heart, Captain Delano took to negroes, not philanthropically, but genially, just as other men to Newfoundland dogs.”

			By the end of the story we learn the nature of the mystery: the slaves are in revolt and have enslaved the Spaniards, forcing them at the threat of death to perform their assigned roles for Delano. Like so many other of the nested ironies of Delano’s portion of the tale, the rancorousness of the reference to the dog, the narrative’s moral revulsion at Delano, comes most to light in this clarifying retrospect. But by withholding this revelation and mystifying it, the story does something else. Melville compels us to watch, in grinding slow motion, the intricate inner workings of a vast misrecognition. What Delano looks at is enslavement: subjection and horror, violence and desperation. Everywhere the captive Cereno looks is the threat of death; Babo’s knife is never far from his heart. But what Delano sees is remarkable. He understands the enslaved as faithful companions, bestial but hearteningly devoted in their loves, not quite a different species of being from himself and Cereno but certainly a part of a different, lesser order of creation. What other conviction could permit Delano to do so intimate a business with the unconscionable commerce of transatlantic slavery and to assure himself, all the while, that his “conscience is clean”? “Benito Cereno” is in these respects the account of a man who cannot see what is happening, directly in front of him, and of the specific narrative machinery with which he transposes subjection into devotion, a rage for freedom into cheery docility, cruel exploitation into God’s plan. It tracks, down to their grammar and syntax, the stories with which the American beguiles himself into tranquility.

			It’s not hard to read the tale as a comprehensive assault on Delano, whose thin piety and easy self-regard—whose offhand white supremacism—sustain his protracted misapprehensions. So much of the rest of the story bears out such a reading. Melville adapted the story from an actual event (the real Delano had written a memoir that included his 1805 encounter with a Spanish slave ship), but his alterations are significant. He sets the tale backward in time, to 1799, situating the slave uprising firmly within the Age of Revolution. “[W]hat Babo has done was but duty,” the slave leader tells the uncomprehending Delano, and he sounds in the moment not a little like his revolutionary precursor Thomas Jefferson, who in 1776 noted of free peoples that “it is their right, it is their duty” to commit acts of revolutionary violence in the name of freedom from oppression. Then, too, there is the legal deposition that appends the initial tale, wherein Melville reminds us pointedly which voices are allowed entry into the official documents of historical recording and which are not. Babo, executed as a conspirator, meets a “voiceless end,” and his Iago-like silence from the moment of his capture onward points us toward the excision at the heart of the story of the New World, the terrible unremediated vacancy. A slave owner’s whited skeleton takes the place of Columbus as the ship’s figurehead: this is Melville’s concise emblem of the murderousness without which the New World does not come to be, and of the impossible volume of the unnarrated dead.

			But in our rush to identify ourselves with the tale’s contempt for Delano and the racist liberal sentimentality for which he stands we can miss much of what’s lastingly unnerving about “Benito Cereno.” The story tells us at the outset that Delano is a bit cretinous, not possessed of a “more than ordinary quickness and accuracy of intellectual perception.” The narrative voice separates itself from Delano here and whispers to us conspiratorially behind his back. But this promise of collusion with an omniscient narrator turns out to be a trap. The story transpires for the most part within the limited consciousness of the credulous American, but Melville takes pains not to mark Delano’s thought, especially his racist thought, as conspicuously Delano’s own. On a second reading, we might spot the trick, the smooth ventriloquizing of Delano’s mind via the narrative permissions of free, indirect discourse. But, like Delano on the San Dominick, we are not at first afforded the luxury of rereading. When the narrative says, blankly, at the start of a paragraph, “There is something in the negro which . . . fits him for avocations about one’s person,” we have only our own perceptiveness to mark it as anything but credible omniscient narration. If we do not at once recognize this for what it is, a burlesque of Delano’s racist fantasies of innate black servility, then we, too, have been the insufficiently curious victims of an elaborate ruse. Our distancing condemnations of Delano begin to ring hollow.

			That Melville designs the tale to execute precisely that ruse and to disable its readers’ recognition of the scene aboard the San Dominick, that the narrative itself identifies with the slaves’ practices of masquerade, is telling. Being anything other than Delano, the tale says, is work, requiring scrupulousness, imagination, and a ruthless skepticism in regard to commonplace stories of racial difference and racial capacity. In “Benito Cereno” Melville gives narrative form to his festering suspicion that the American reading public was not up to the task—was, in fact, catastrophically incapable of it. (The roaring success of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, appearing only three years earlier and glutted with precisely the fantasies of black character and black docility that blind Delano, could only deepen this suspicion.) Good readers of America, Melville says, I have taken your measure. I know you.

			 • • • 
In less than two years, Melville’s career as a novelist was finished. He collected many of his magazine pieces into The Piazza Tales and published both Israel Potter and The Confidence-Man, the latter a work whose fatalism has been understood to venture more nearly into nihilism. And that was it. Melville did not, however, abandon writing. He turned to poetry, and in fact he wrote several singular volumes of verse, animated by his habitual skepticism, by his attunement to languages both antiquated and modern, and, often, by a haunting, angular music. And it was from out of the work of poetry that, after a hiatus of more than thirty years, Melville returned to prose. “Billy Budd,” which was left unfinished at his death in 1891, began as an elaborate headnote to a ballad Melville had written called “Billy in the Darbies.” It became the story of three characters—young and beautiful Billy Budd; John Claggart, the master-at-arms; and the contemplative Captain Edward Fairfax Vere—and a meditation on desire, law, unbearable knowledge, and the entanglements of love and speech. If Melville is thought of today as among literature’s exemplary stylists of charged ambiguity, a writer who sets incompatible necessities into colliding proximity, “Billy Budd” is as much the reason as Moby-Dick.

			Just as the poetry of Battle-Pieces marked a rupturing departure from the writing that had preceded it, so, too, is the prose of “Billy Budd” a departure from the headlong gusty eloquence of Moby-Dick. Elliptical, digressive, and spare, the writing of the tale moves with little of the propulsiveness, or the coiled mysteriousness, of Melville’s other short fiction. There are mysteries enough in “Billy Budd,” but Melville approaches them at a different angle. Among them are Claggart’s “depravity according to nature” and his antipathy to Billy; Billy’s own inarticulacy, as well as his loyalty to his captain; and Vere’s dogged adherence to law in its most unmerciful construction, as applied to a young man to whom he is also vehemently, if a bit obscurely, attached. The story is without question a tragedy. Guilelessness, beauty, youth: none of these survives. Readers have seen in the story a lament for the doom of youth, a reckoning with the inscrutable forms of human malignity, a shipboard staging of nothing less than the Fall of Man.

			But it is also, “Billy Budd,” a thing considerably stranger. Its background is the Napoleonic Wars, a historical fracture point in which the old orders of empire are under threat from the revolutionary energies convulsing the continent. Authority and order are matters both local and of large-scale consequence for the story. On the Bellipotent they arrive in the guise of mutiny, or its slumbering possibility. Billy is an impressed man—a sailor snatched from his ship (the ironically named Rights-of-Man) and inducted into the British navy—which would make him an easy object of suspicion, were it not for his preternatural innocence of character. Claggart knows this, and his use of the shadow of that suspicion drives the story’s plot. But it is in relation to the prospect of mutiny that Melville poses a different set of questions, which agitate the whole of the tale and are responsible for its most resonantly strange and provoking moments. From its first paragraph onward, the story wonders: Are impassioned relations between men the very thing that will bind the British navy, and Empire itself, into vital coherence? Or are they precisely the passions that most threaten to overturn established orders, to release an anarchic violence into the spaces of rule?

			Melville’s story intimates the newly fraught state of male relation at the end of the nineteenth century, where, as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick noted in a pioneering essay about the tale, intimate relations between men had become at once compulsory for subjects of patriarchy and also, with the advent of that new identity category the homosexual, subject to a series of complex, contradictory prohibitions. Billy is the sinecure of all the story’s desire, but the effects of that desire are not uniform. The Handsome Sailor inspires his shipmates and moves the cogitative Captain Vere to extremities of feeling. But what of the story’s villain, the master-at-arms whom Billy, unable to speak in answer to his accusation of treachery, kills with one unpremeditated blow? Is Claggart’s villainy a function of his “depravity,” expressed nowhere as directly as in his illicit desire for the young man so much beneath him in station? Or is it the inadmissibility of that desire, the prohibition on an attachment that hews so closely to the normative and yet is unacknowledgeable as love, that deranges Claggart and transforms his desire into resentment, his love into malice? Claggart, we are told, “could even have loved Billy but for fate and ban.” The shadow of these questions falls, too, across the central turns of the tale. Something eerily similar, some like entanglement of fate and ban, might be said to motivate Captain Vere himself. In his cajoling insistence that the ship’s officers follow him in his abrupt conviction that “the angel must hang” we might detect something of Vere’s own reflexive violence, his own inner shrinking from the ardor young Billy provokes in him. His insistence on the necessity of law is, on this reading, a cover story: an ennobling rationalization of the violence of his repudiation of a love he cannot quite countenance in himself. Readers often think of Vere and Claggart as opponents. They might also be refracted versions of each other.

			If the tale is a tragedy, a meditation on the unviability of otherworldly innocence in the fallen world of human striving and law, it is routed throughout along the axes of desire, male beauty, and loves both vibrant and unavowable. It’s tempting to read “Billy Budd” as Melville’s coming to terms with the sad facts of the broken mortal world: his mature reckoning with the necessity even of flawed laws, constraining order, ballasting traditions. Students do well to treat the neatness of such readings with some wariness. “Billy Budd” is perhaps not the wholesale endorsement of the tragic necessity of law it is sometimes imagined to be. Vere, the very voice of law in the tale, may be too much a shadowy double of Claggart for that to be quite so tidily the case. Nevertheless, it is true that the tale is not invested with the heedlessness, neither the joyous abandon nor the coruscating rage, of Melville’s earlier work. The long lead-up to Billy’s death is especially excruciating, marked by passages that find Melville, with the light around him fading, discovering a new register for sorrow.

			All of which might well contribute to the commonplace sense of Melville as both tragedian and tragic, a prophet of human fallenness and fallibility consigned to obscurity by an uncompromising devotion to a vision never likely to charm a mass public. Like all mythologies, this one distorts as it illuminates. And at least part of what it obscures is the exquisite force of Melville’s anger—and it obscures, too, the spectacular labors of craft he brought to the turning of this worldly outrage into articulate form, monuments of great raging beauty. Melville may well have come to a sense of the mortal world as estranged, permanently, from the orders of nature and of nature’s god, which were not to be penetrated by merely human acts of comprehension. But that tragic sense focused, rather than foreclosed, his vision of power, its alibis and duplicities, and the accumulated violence of New World history. Think again of “Benito Cereno” and its slow-burn demolition of Amasa Delano’s benighted assurance. In the story’s conclusion, where the rescued Cereno and Delano converse at last with “fraternal unreserve,” Cereno speaks less in the voice of the redeemed than of a man who knows, finally, existentially, what it is to be enslaved. It is unendurable knowledge: the traumatic memory of it, or perhaps the shattering guilt of having held others in a like subjection, will drive him very shortly to his death. But for a brief moment Cereno tries to impart something of this to the blithe-hearted American. “[Y]ou were with me all day,” he says,

			stood with me, sat with me, talked with me, looked at me, ate with me, drank with me; and yet, your last act was to clutch for a monster, not only an innocent man, but the most pitiable of all men.

			To the readers of the North, in fact to any American reading public, you might imagine—living for generations in intimate proximity to the enslaved and the subjugated, watching them across tables, talking with them, looking at them, gazing directly into the scene of injustice, cruelty, and terror—this is more than indicting. Cereno speaks “sadly,” but the sentences seethe. In its cadence, its damning repetitions, you can feel Melville reaching out through the text as perhaps nowhere else in his corpus and seizing the reader by the throat. It is among the most vengeful depictions of the racial dispensation of the New World, its specific moral horror, to be found in fiction.

			New readers of Melville may find themselves exhilarated by the evocation of distant, antiquated worlds. Isolated islands; law offices where young men copy pages by hand; ships at sea at the end of the eighteenth century, carrying soldiers and laborers, captains and slaves: all of these come to bright life on the pages of Melville’s fiction. But I suspect readers here in the second decade of the new millennium may be startled as well by Melville’s nearness. It is one of the reasons that we return to him, especially those readers for whom the horrors of the contemporary American moment—labor denigrated and wealth sanctified, black life held cheap, falsehood everywhere wearing “the robes of Senators and Judges,” as Moby-Dick put it—occasion, along with the habitual grief, a kind of thwarted fury. At these impasses, where speech seems at once urgent and purposeless, Melville’s fiction can be enabling—as it certainly was for Ralph Ellison in the composition of Invisible Man or C. L. R. James in Mariners, Renegades and Castaways or Sedgwick in Epistemology of the Closet, to name only a few radical undertakings heartened by his example. Herman Melville is an acute historian of our predicaments, and he made of their explication works of fantastic power and outrageous beauty. He is also, centuries on, a resource.

			PETER COVIELLO
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			THE PIAZZA TALES

		

	
		
			THE PIAZZA

			“With fairest flowers,

			Whilst summer lasts, and I live here, Fidele—”1

			When I removed into the country, it was to occupy an old-fashioned farm-house, which had no piazza—a deficiency the more regretted, because not only did I like piazzas as somehow combining the coziness of in-doors with the freedom of out-doors, and it is so pleasant to inspect your thermometer there, but the country round about was such a picture, that in berry time no boy climbs hill or crosses vale without coming upon easels planted in every nook, and sun-burnt painters painting there. A very paradise of painters. The circle of the stars cut by the circle of the mountains. At least, so looks it from the house; though, once upon the mountains, no circle of them can you see. Had the site been chosen five rods off, this charmed ring would not have been.

			The house is old. Seventy years since, from the heart of the Hearth Stone Hills, they quarried the Kaaba, or Holy Stone, to which, each Thanksgiving, the social pilgrims used to come. So long ago, that, in digging for the foundation, the workmen used both spade and axe, fighting the Troglodytes of those subterranean parts—sturdy roots of a sturdy wood, encamped upon what is now a long land-slide of sleeping meadow, sloping away off from my poppy-bed. Of that knit wood, but one survivor stands—an elm, lonely through steadfastness.

			Whoever built the house, he builded better than he knew; or else Orion in the zenith flashed down his Damocles’ sword to him some starry night, and said, “Build there.” For how, otherwise, could it have entered the builder’s mind, that, upon the clearing being made, such a purple prospect would be his?—nothing less than Greylock,2 with all his hills about him, like Charlemagne among his peers.

			Now, for a house, so situated in such a country, to have no piazza for the convenience of those who might desire to feast upon the view, and take their time and ease about it, seemed as much of an omission as if a picture-gallery should have no bench; for what but picture-galleries are the marble halls of these same limestone hills?—galleries hung, month after month anew, with pictures ever fading into pictures ever fresh. And beauty is like piety—you cannot run and read it; tranquillity and constancy, with, now-a-days, an easy chair, are needed. For though, of old, when reverence was in vogue, and indolence was not, the devotees of Nature, doubtless, used to stand and adore—just as, in the cathedrals of those ages, the worshipers of a higher Power did—yet, in these times of failing faith and feeble knees, we have the piazza and the pew.

			During the first year of my residence, the more leisurely to witness the coronation of Charlemagne (weather permitting, they crown him every sunrise and sunset), I chose me, on the hill-side bank near by, a royal lounge of turf—a green velvet lounge, with long, moss-padded back; while at the head, strangely enough, there grew (but, I suppose, for heraldry) three tufts of blue violets in a field-argent of wild strawberries; and a trellis, with honey-suckle, I set for canopy. Very majestical lounge, indeed. So much so, that here, as with the reclining majesty of Denmark in his orchard, a sly ear-ache invaded me. But, if damps abound at times in Westminster Abbey, because it is so old, why not within this monastery of mountains, which is older?

			A piazza must be had.

			The house was wide—my fortune narrow; so that, to build a panoramic piazza, one round and round, it could not be—although, indeed, considering the matter by rule and square, the carpenters, in the kindest way, were anxious to gratify my furthest wishes, at I’ve forgotten how much a foot.

			Upon but one of the four sides would prudence grant me what I wanted. Now, which side?

			To the east, that long camp of the Hearth Stone Hills, fading far away towards Quito; and every fall, a small white flake of something peering suddenly, of a coolish morning, from the topmost cliff—the season’s new-dropped lamb, its earliest fleece; and then the Christmas dawn, draping those dun highlands with red-barred plaids and tartans—goodly sight from your piazza, that. Goodly sight; but, to the north is Charlemagne—can’t have the Hearth Stone Hills with Charlemagne.

			Well, the south side. Apple-trees are there. Pleasant, of a balmy morning, in the month of May, to sit and see that orchard, white-budded, as for a bridal; and, in October, one green arsenal yard; such piles of ruddy shot. Very fine, I grant; but, to the north is Charlemagne.

			The west side, look. An upland pasture, alleying away into a maple wood at top. Sweet, in opening spring, to trace upon the hill-side, otherwise gray and bare—to trace, I say, the oldest paths by their streaks of earliest green. Sweet, indeed, I can’t deny; but, to the north is Charlemagne.

			So Charlemagne, he carried it. It was not long after 1848; and, somehow, about that time, all round the world, these kings, they had the casting vote, and voted for themselves.

			No sooner was ground broken, than all the neighborhood, neighbor Dives, in particular, broke, too—into a laugh. Piazza to the north! Winter piazza! Wants, of winter midnights, to watch the Aurora Borealis, I suppose; hope he’s laid in good store of Polar muffs and mittens.

			That was in the lion month of March. Not forgotten are the blue noses of the carpenters, and how they scouted at the greenness of the cit, who would build his sole piazza to the north. But March don’t last forever; patience, and August comes. And then, in the cool elysium of my northern bower, I, Lazarus in Abraham’s bosom, cast down the hill a pitying glance on poor old Dives, tormented in the purgatory of his piazza to the south.3

			But, even in December, this northern piazza does not repel—nipping cold and gusty though it be, and the north wind, like any miller, bolting by the snow, in finest flour—for then, once more, with frosted beard, I pace the sleety deck, weathering Cape Horn.

			In summer, too, Canute-like, sitting here, one is often reminded of the sea. For not only do long ground-swells roll the slanting grain, and little wavelets of the grass ripple over upon the low piazza, as their beach, and the blown down of dandelions is wafted like the spray, and the purple of the mountains is just the purple of the billows, and a still August noon broods upon the deep meadows, as a calm upon the Line; but the vastness and the lonesomeness are so oceanic, and the silence and the sameness, too, that the first peep of a strange house, rising beyond the trees, is for all the world like spying, on the Barbary coast, an unknown sail.

			And this recalls my inland voyage to fairy-land. A true voyage; but, take it all in all, interesting as if invented.

			From the piazza, some uncertain object I had caught, mysteriously snugged away, to all appearance, in a sort of purpled breast-pocket, high up in a hopper-like hollow, or sunken angle, among the northwestern mountains—yet, whether, really, it was on a mountain-side, or a mountain-top, could not be determined; because, though, viewed from favorable points, a blue summit, peering up away behind the rest, will, as it were, talk to you over their heads, and plainly tell you, that, though he (the blue summit) seems among them, he is not of them (God forbid!), and, indeed, would have you know that he considers himself—as, to say truth, he has good right—by several cubits their superior, nevertheless, certain ranges, here and there double-filed, as in platoons, so shoulder and follow up upon one another, with their irregular shapes and heights, that, from the piazza, a nigher and lower mountain will, in most states of the atmosphere, effacingly shade itself away into a higher and further one; that an object, bleak on the former’s crest, will, for all that, appear nested in the latter’s flank. These mountains, somehow, they play at hide-and-seek, and all before one’s eyes.

			But, be that as it may, the spot in question was, at all events, so situated as to be only visible, and then but vaguely, under certain witching conditions of light and shadow.

			Indeed, for a year or more, I knew not there was such a spot, and might, perhaps, have never known, had it not been for a wizard afternoon in autumn—late in autumn—a mad poet’s afternoon; when the turned maple woods in the broad basin below me, having lost their first vermilion tint, dully smoked, like smouldering towns, when flames expire upon their prey; and rumor had it, that this smokiness in the general air was not all Indian summer—which was not used to be so sick a thing, however mild—but, in great part, was blown from far-off forests, for weeks on fire, in Vermont; so that no wonder the sky was ominous as Hecate’s cauldron—and two sportsmen, crossing a red stubble buck-wheat field, seemed guilty Macbeth and foreboding Banquo; and the hermit-sun, hutted in an Adullam cave, well towards the south, according to his season, did little else but, by indirect reflection of narrow rays shot down a Simplon pass among the clouds, just steadily paint one small, round, strawberry mole upon the wan cheek of northwestern hills.4 Signal as a candle. One spot of radiance, where all else was shade.

			Fairies there, thought I; some haunted ring where fairies dance.

			Time passed; and the following May, after a gentle shower upon the mountains—a little shower islanded in misty seas of sunshine; such a distant shower—and sometimes two, and three, and four of them, all visible together in different parts—as I love to watch from the piazza, instead of thunder storms, as I used to, which wrap old Greylock, like a Sinai, till one thinks swart Moses must be climbing among scathed hemlocks there; after, I say, that gentle shower, I saw a rainbow, resting its further end just where, in autumn, I had marked the mole. Fairies there, thought I; remembering that rainbows bring out the blooms, and that, if one can but get to the rainbow’s end, his fortune is made in a bag of gold. Yon rainbow’s end, would I were there, thought I. And none the less I wished it, for now first noticing what seemed some sort of glen, or grotto, in the mountain side; at least, whatever it was, viewed through the rainbow’s medium, it glowed like the Potosi mine. But a work-a-day neighbor said, no doubt it was but some old barn—an abandoned one, its broadside beaten in, the acclivity its back-ground. But I, though I had never been there, I knew better.

			A few days after, a cheery sunrise kindled a golden sparkle in the same spot as before. The sparkle was of that vividness, it seemed as if it could only come from glass. The building, then—if building, after all, it was—could, at least, not be a barn, much less an abandoned one; stale hay ten years musting in it. No; if aught built by mortal, it must be a cottage; perhaps long vacant and dismantled, but this very spring magically fitted up and glazed.

			Again, one noon, in the same direction, I marked, over dimmed tops of terraced foliage, a broader gleam, as of a silver buckler, held sunwards over some croucher’s head; which gleam, experience in like cases taught, must come from a roof newly shingled. This, to me, made pretty sure the recent occupancy of that far cot in fairy land.

			Day after day, now, full of interest in my discovery, what time I could spare from reading the Midsummer Night’s Dream, and all about Titania, wishfully I gazed off towards the hills; but in vain. Either troops of shadows, an imperial guard, with slow pace and solemn, defiled along the steeps; or, routed by pursuing light, fled broadcast from east to west—old wars of Lucifer and Michael; or the mountains, though unvexed by these mirrored sham fights in the sky, had an atmosphere otherwise unfavorable for fairy views. I was sorry; the more so, because I had to keep my chamber for some time after—which chamber did not face those hills.

			At length, when pretty well again, and sitting out, in the September morning, upon the piazza, and thinking to myself, when, just after a little flock of sheep, the farmers’ banded children passed, a-nutting, and said, “How sweet a day”—it was, after all, but what their fathers call a weather-breeder—and, indeed, was become so sensitive through my illness, as that I could not bear to look upon a Chinese creeper of my adoption, and which, to my delight, climbing a post of the piazza, had burst out in starry bloom, but now, if you removed the leaves a little, showed millions of strange, cankerous worms, which, feeding upon those blossoms, so shared their blessed hue, as to make it unblessed ever-more—worms, whose germs had doubtless lurked in the very bulb which, so hopefully, I had planted: in this ingrate peevishness of my weary convalescence, was I sitting there; when, suddenly looking off, I saw the golden mountain-window, dazzling like a deep-sea dolphin. Fairies there, thought I, once more; the queen of fairies at her fairy-window; at any rate, some glad mountain-girl; it will do me good, it will cure this weariness, to look on her. No more; I’ll launch my yawl—ho, cheerly, heart! and push away for fairy-land—for rainbow’s end, in fairy-land.

			How to get to fairy-land, by what road, I did not know; nor could any one inform me; not even one Edmund Spenser, who had been there—so he wrote me—further than that to reach fairy-land, it must be voyaged to, and with faith. I took the fairy-mountain’s bearings, and the first fine day, when strength permitted, got into my yawl—high-pommeled, leather one—cast off the fast, and away I sailed, free voyager as an autumn leaf. Early dawn; and, sallying westward, I sowed the morning before me.

			Some miles brought me nigh the hills; but out of present sight of them. I was not lost; for road-side golden-rods, as guide-posts, pointed, I doubted not, the way to the golden window. Following them, I came to a lone and languid region, where the grass-grown ways were traveled but by drowsy cattle, that, less waked than stirred by day, seemed to walk in sleep. Browse, they did not—the enchanted never eat. At least, so says Don Quixote, that sagest sage that ever lived.

			On I went, and gained at last the fairy mountain’s base, but saw yet no fairy ring. A pasture rose before me. Letting down five mouldering bars—so moistly green, they seemed fished up from some sunken wreck—a wigged old Aries, long-visaged, and with crumpled horn, came snuffing up; and then, retreating, decorously led on along a milky-way of white-weed, past dim-clustering Pleiades and Hyades, of small forget-me-nots; and would have led me further still his astral path, but for golden flights of yellow-birds—pilots, surely, to the golden window, to one side flying before me, from bush to bush, towards deep woods—which woods themselves were luring—and, somehow, lured, too, by their fence, banning a dark road, which, however dark, led up. I pushed through; when Aries, renouncing me now for some lost soul, wheeled, and went his wiser way. Forbidding and forbidden ground—to him.

			A winter wood road, matted all along with winter-green. By the side of pebbly waters—waters the cheerier for their solitude; beneath swaying fir-boughs, petted by no season, but still green in all, on I journeyed—my horse and I; on, by an old saw-mill, bound down and hushed with vines, that his grating voice no more was heard; on, by a deep flume clove through snowy marble, vernal-tinted, where freshet eddies had, on each side, spun out empty chapels in the living rock; on, where Jacks-in-the-pulpit, like their Baptist namesake, preached but to the wilderness; on
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