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HERMAN MELVILLE
Herman Melville was born on August 1, 1819, in New York City; his father was a prosperous importer, his mother the daughter of Peter Gansevoort, a military hero of the American Revolution. Bankruptcy forced the family to relocate to Albany, and in 1832, when Melville was twelve, his father died. The young man worked successively as a bank clerk, farmer, and bookkeeper before trying his hand as a teacher in Pittsfield, Massachusetts. In 1839 he signed as a crew member on the trading ship St. Lawrence, sailing to Liverpool and back. Soon after his return he toured the Midwest, and in 1841 he set sail for the South Pacific aboard the whaling ship Acushnet. 
In the Marquesas, Melville jumped ship and spent a month in the Taipi valley on the island of Nuku Hiva. Brought to Tahiti by an Australian whaler, Melville was taken ashore as a mutineer but escaped. In Honolulu, he enlisted in the U.S. Navy and sailed on the frigate United States to Boston, where he was discharged in 1844. Back home he quickly transformed his Pacific adventures into several somewhat fictionalized travel books.  Typee (1846) became an instant success, and was immediately followed by Omoo. In 1847 Melville married Elizabeth Shaw, the daughter of the Massachusetts Chief Justice. They moved to Manhattan, where Melville wrote Mardi (1849), Redburn (1849), and  White-Jacket (1850). Invigorated by a trip to England and the Continent, he began Moby-Dick. During this time, he and his growing family moved to Arrowhead, a farm in Pittsfield, where he met Nathaniel Hawthorne, whose friendship and conversation inspired Melville as he completed his masterpiece,  Moby-Dick (1851), which received only mixed reviews.
Melville’s next novel, Pierre (1852), fared even worse. Seeking the steady cash of magazine writing, he turned out over a dozen tales and sketches, including such classics as “Bartleby” and “Benito Cereno,” both of which appeared in his collection The Piazza Tales  (1856). At this time Melville also published his Revolutionary War novel Israel Potter (1855) and the dark comedy The Confidence-Man  (1857). Mentally exhausted, he embarked on a tour of the Mediterranean and the Holy Land financed by his father-in-law. The journey supplied Melville with numerous inspirations for future writing. Upon his return to America he lectured for three years and turned almost exclusively to poetry; however, in 1860, his first collection of poems failed to attract a publisher.
During the Civil War, Melville returned to New York City, where, in 1866, he published a series of war poems entitled Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War. That same year, he received an appointment as deputy inspector of customs at the port of New York, a job he was to hold for the next twenty years. In 1867, tensions between Melville and his wife nearly resulted in a marital separation, and later that year their son Malcolm died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. As a customs inspector, Melville focused his literary energies on poetry, including Clarel, an epic based on his impressions of the Holy Land and consumed with the problem of religious doubt; it was published, in 1876, at his uncle’s expense, but made little impression on the public. After his retirement he published two small volumes of poetry: John Marr (1888) on the sea, and Timoleon (1891) on art, politics, and sexuality. At his death on September 28, 1891, Melville left several uncompleted projects: the prose and poem sketches called  The Burgundy Club, a book of poems entitled Weeds and Wildings (including his sensual Rose Poems), and the novella Billy Budd, all of which remained unpublished until 1924.

A NOTE ON THE TEXT
In order to discourage the pirating of his work by unscrupulous printers, Melville typically secured both British and American publishers for his books.  The Confidence-Man was no exception. Basing its text on Melville’s (now lost) fair copy manuscript, the New York house of Dix, Edwards & Co. published the first American edition on April 1, 1857. The prestigious London firm of Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans, & Roberts issued their version, based on proof sheets of the American edition, on April 3 or 4. As Melville himself was traveling in Europe and the Holy Land during the copyediting and printing of his novel, he was not able, or chose not to inspect the proofs. Therefore, Melville did not add or subtract any text in the British edition, nor did he correct any errors that may have worked their way into either the American or British editions through the normal mishaps of typesetting. This being the case, the more reliable text of Melville’s novel is the first American edition.
Editors have a number of options when they reprint a novel such as The Confidence-Man. Among other choices, they may create a facsimile, critical edition, or fluid text edition. A facsimile is essentially a photoreproduction of the pages of a first or otherwise historic edition, and its aim is generally to acquaint the reader with the unique feel and flavor of reading such an artifact. The 1968 facsimile of The  Confidence-Man (edited by John Seelye in the Chandler Facsimile Editions in American Literature series, general editor Hamlin Hill) reproduces the first American edition, but like any facsimile, it also reproduces that edition’s myriad errors. A critical, or eclectic, edition, on the other hand, typically conflates texts from different reliable sources and alters that text in order to approximate the author’s intentions. The 1984 Northwestern-Newberry (NN) edition of The Confidence-Man essentially reprints the first American edition with numerous corrections and alterations to present a clear-reading text of the novel. Finally, a fluid text edition showcases an author’s revisions, where possible, in manuscript and variant print versions. The NN edition’s genetic transcription of the manuscripts associated with The Confidence-Man (found in that edition’s appendix) is one example of what might be done to acquaint readers with Melville’s revision process. Whatever approach is taken, the editor is obliged to announce his or her editorial principles.
This Random House edition of The Confidence-Man draws in one degree or another from all three approaches. It is essentially a “critical edition,” but unlike the admirable NN Confidence-Man, which emends the first American edition in more than a hundred places so that it more closely represents the editors’ sense of the author’s intentions, the goal of the Random House edition is to provide a version of the text that more closely resembles the first American edition so that (as with a facsimile) readers may have some sense of the text that Melville’s first readers encountered. No attempt has been made to modernize or standardize punctuation or spelling; however, minimal corrective editing (discussed below) has been performed. In addition, the edition’s appendix includes an example of a new mode of fluid text editing that allows readers to follow more precisely Melville’s complex revisions of several lines of prose.
In preparing the edition, the editor has altered the text of the first American edition only in those places where a failure to do so would seriously impede the reader’s experience of the text or undermine intelligibility. He has silently corrected fifteen obvious typos (as in “fellew” for “fellow”) and forty instances of faulty or misleading punctuation. The editor has also altered the text in nine places where a failure to do so would only confuse the reader (as with the confusion of “Frank” for “Charlie”). These substantial changes, which also appear in other modern editions of the novel, are listed below and are explained in the notes following the text. In numerous other cases, ambiguous punctuation, apparent misspellings, and seemingly corrupt wordings have prompted other editors to make corrective changes in their critical editions. For instance, among its various emendations, the NN editors have in their edition corrected the spellings of “maurauding,” “Cape Giradeau,” and “Zansovine,” and they have even altered a “one-eyed” man to a “one-legged” man, all with good reason in order to bring the text in line with spellings and wordings that Melville probably intended and might have corrected himself if they had been brought to his attention. However, the Random House edition refrains from such aggressive editorial correction and adheres to the editorial policy that if a reader can survive a particular odd or misspelled word or a probably corrupt wording, that misspelling or wording should be allowed to remain, if only to preserve the flavor of Melville’s earliest print version of  The Confidence-Man. Even so, to alert readers to these problems, the editor has included discussions of numerous textual matters (as well as the nine substantial changes listed below) among his annotations.
As already indicated, Melville left behind several sets of working-draft manuscripts, including a table of contents and drafts of chapter 14, one of the novel’s three digressive chapters on the writing of fiction. These manuscript leaves (photographed and transcribed in the textual apparatus of the 1984 NN edition) show heavy revision and, if closely inspected, reveal the development of Melville’s thinking. To aid the reader of the present Random House edition, one passage from the chapter 14 manuscripts has been arranged in the appendix to display it as a “fluid text” and explain certain crucial revisions. In addition, readers will find a transcription of “The River,” a description of the Mississippi in manuscript that Melville probably intended early on as an opening for The Confidence-Man, but dropped before going to print.
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INTRODUCTION
John Bryant
IN MEMORY OF HAMLIN HILL (1932–2002)
Appearing in 1857, The Confidence-Man is Herman Melville’s tenth book and his most fully developed comedy. This statement is likely to astound readers for several reasons. For those who assume that great American authors have only one good novel in them and for those who too automatically associate Melville with one book only (the one about a whale), it is surely surprising that this particular great American wrote so much. As it happens, Melville wrote even more. The publication of The Confidence-Man marks the end of Melville’s professional prose-writing career only: nine novels and a book of tales created in ten years. But equally surprising is that, in his remaining thirty-four years, Melville continued to publish, switching his focus almost exclusively to the production of poetry: four volumes in all. Melville’s tenth book, then, was also a fulcrum point in a remarkably prolific writing career.
The revelation that the author of The Confidence-Man (the prosiest of prose fictions) was about to translate himself in 1857 into a poet is surprising enough. All the more remarkable is that the great tragedian finished his career in fiction with a comedy. Of course, lovers of Moby-Dick (the one about the whale) are quick to observe that Melville’s masterwork is filled with humor, not simply the comic relief of Stubb but also Ishmael’s all-embracing lyricism and genial ability to be “social with a horror,” a redemptive comic voice that holds Ahab’s tragedy at bay. Laughter was essential to a writer who (like his Ishmael) saw the world as a “vast practical joke.” However, unlike Moby-Dick, the humor of The Confidence-Man is not lyrical and not so good-natured. Like Melville’s most serious fictions following in the wake of his whale—Pierre, “Bartleby,” and “Benito Cereno”—his last novel has its dark and unredemptive humors. But more: unlike these fictions, it is a comedy from start to finish. And yet: it is thoroughly tragic. It projects a comic world based on our absurd dependency on confidence.
As it turns out, this absurd world, rooted in (some might think dated by) the particularities of 1857, looks a great deal like the particularities of our present day. One reads the daily news. Buried amidst the usual murder and mayhem, you find the little tales of graft: a local pol absconds with your pension or a lady at the mall withdraws from the ATM her life savings and hands it to a stranger. Off to the side are notices announcing land opportunities upstate or lasting friendship with the opposite sex or contact with God. There is also the assurance of enhanced health through herbs and pills, or tighter abs (whatever those are) through electric shock, or a wrinkle-free face through the injection of slime. You also read the larger tales of bankers, brokers, and accounting firms going south, plunging entire economies into recession. In these columns and side-bars, there is always the promise of salvation, health, and wealth; knowledge, power, and control. There is always the con. What is remarkable about the great democracy that engenders such fraud is that it is no different now than it was in Melville’s day. The Declaration of Independence assures us all of the unalienable right to be a fool, and we exercise that right with zeal. But while we can still appreciate the relevance of Melville’s comic exposure of the larcenies of 1857, we also recognize that Melville’s remarkable comedy transcends the little con games of the mall, economy, politics, and history. This is because it is rooted in the dilemmas of independence, human desire, and self-knowledge. This is because the con in con game stands for “confidence.”
When I first read The Confidence-Man, I was wise beyond my years; I was in college. And what attracted me to this book about confidence games on a Mississippi steamboat was the games I was sure to encounter. I liked games and game theory, tall tales and lies, tricks and tricksters. Nor was I disappointed by the procession of con men that Melville provides and the stratagem of set-up and sting that the seven or so con artists choreograph on board the Fidèle. But aside from the occasional inversion of that process, in which an apparent con man, like Charlie Noble, is himself conned, I found the gaming in Melville’s con games to be thinly textured as games. After all, I was not so wise in those heady collegian days to be above enjoying The Sting, a buddy movie about two con artists outwitting a mobster who loves to cheat at cards and ponies. By comparison, The Confidence-Man seemed to me then to be only a series of “forty-five conversations” (as one unflattering contemporary reviewer put it) between a succession of obvious knaves and easy fools. If adapted for film, it would be a screenplay written by Henry James, and as a Jamesean screenplay a bit too talky at that. And what, I wondered back then, could be less compelling than the simple matter of confidence? How can you make a novel about confidence? Where is the conflict? The action? I was confident that there was less here than met the eye. Subsequent rereadings have indicated to me that I may have been conned into that shallow view.
What I have since come to believe is that, while The Confidence-Man is not dramatic in terms of our conventional expectations, it is nevertheless “dramatistic.” That is, it is not so much about the drama of certain deceivers as it is a dialogue about confidence that makes deception inevitable, perhaps oddly desirable, or at least psychologically useful. It is a book about victims, or rather the unavoidable victimization we endure because of our unavoidable need to have faith. I am now confident that this undramatic but very dramatistic book should be required reading for knaves and fools alike, as well as the occasional reader still curious about surviving in a democracy.
The Confidence-Man is a funny book, but its humor is tough to get. Sometimes the earnest circumlocution of the language makes the reader uncertain just where the joke might lie; often the reader is left alone to determine who is the knave and who the fool, or what is the “moral” of this seemingly realistic, seemingly allegorical boat trip. Invariably, we begin to see that the novel is a comedy of doubt that purposely destabilizes the reader; it creates in us through its rhetoric of deceit a condition of doubt that recapitulates the problem of doubt in our political and psychological dealings in the democracy: in the mall, the bank, the church, the mind. The moral, if this novel can be said to have one, is more of an effect upon the reader than an ideology. It is this: By withstanding Melville’s deceptions we exercise the mental skills needed for us to survive more dangerous deceits “out there” in the real world of deception. To understand how The Confidence-Man works and what ideas it offers, it helps to grasp the strategies of reading built into the novel’s structure, but it also helps to know something about Melville, the culture of comedy he knew, and how he came to write this book.
I.
Melville was born on August 1, 1819, on Pearl Street, at the Battery in Manhattan. He was a New Yorker most of his life, which is not to say that he resided in the city continuously throughout his seventy-two years. Even so, he was back in residence in Astor Square in 1849 when one William Thompson was apprehended for larceny. According to a contemporary news item, Thompson was a well-dressed gentleman whose MO was to engage an individual in conversation on the street and then inquire: “Have you confidence in me to trust me with your watch until to-morrow?” Thus, the “confidence man” got his name. Obviously, Manhattan was a smaller town in those days, small enough for residents to have “confidence” that a “gentleman” in need of your watch will put it to good use and return it “to-morrow.” But also small enough that in repeating his con once too often, William Thompson was easily captured, remanded to the Tombs, and sent “up the river” to Sing Sing. The short career of “the original confidence man” inspired the theatrical entrepreneur William Burton (a character in his own right) to stage a farce in New York called The Confidence Man, and one writer (not Herman Melville) contributed a delightfully subversive piece to The Knickerbocker claiming Thompson to be no worse a con man than anyone on Wall Street. But it would be six years before Herman Melville would adapt this local urban tale into a novel. And when he finally got around to writing The Confidence-Man, the setting would not be Broadway but the Mississippi. Why he focused on the West requires a deeper view of Melville’s world.
As a child, Melville enjoyed a privileged life as the son of a promising businessman who brought fine French clothing to the city. He and his brothers and sisters attended fine schools and moved to a refined residence on Broadway. But by the time Melville was eleven, his father’s import business had failed due to bad luck, bad management, and a bad economy. Thousands of prosperous families suffered similar downturns in the burgeoning decades of the early American republic, and, without the social safety nets we think preserve the unlucky under today’s relentless capitalism, they had little to fall back on except family. Luckily, Melville had family. Relocating to Albany and then Lansingburgh (north of Troy), he found himself nestled among Gansevoorts on his mother’s side, and only a day’s journey from the Melvill family farm in Pittsfield, Massachusetts. (The final e was added to the Melville patronymic a few years later.) But in 1832, Melville’s father died, leaving an orphan hole in Herman’s adolescent character, a hole that grew as he grew, and one he would try to fill with words.
Bad times turned worse. The family still had support from relatives, but Melville’s education was limited to local schools and what little employment he could manage given his boyhood skills. By 1837 he was a schoolteacher and miserable, writing occasional anonymous tales for local publication. After a four-month trip as a crew member aboard the merchant ship St. Lawrence, he set out west in 1840 to visit his uncle in Galena, Illinois. Little is known about this inland tour except that Melville used just about every mode of transport available to him: horse, stage, canal boat, foot, and eventually Mississippi steamboat, which got him from Galena past St. Louis down to Cairo, and then up the Ohio River past Marietta, on the return trip home.
The experience gave Melville a glimpse at the nation’s great watershed, the sea-like prairie, the river and its people, and a sense of the West: the vast open space that had already for decades pulled American settlers away from their Eastern cities and farms. Like William Cullen Bryant in his 1832 poem “The Prairies,” he could “hear” the generations coming to replace the displaced Indian and decimated buffalo. And while the nation was growing inexorably toward the new millennium as it expanded west, Melville (unlike the more optimistic Bryant) was not at all certain that Americans were prepared for the expansions of mind and self that the expansion west required. Eventually, Melville would describe the passengers aboard his fictional steamboat Fidèle as “hunters” of all nations, races, faiths and nonfaith, genders, ages, occupations and nonoccupation. They were hunters of gold, land, and fame; bees, happiness, and truth, “and still keener hunters after all these hunters.” So much hunting suggests so much emptiness, so many holes seeking to be filled, in the vast and empty land. And the river itself, Melville would eventually write, became a “type” or symbol of the “all-fusing spirit of the West,” pulling together the waters from eastern and western tributaries just as the West itself pulled together “helter-skelter, in one cosmopolitan and confident tide” the nation’s lonely hunters. Eventually, Melville would invent a character, the cosmopolitan Frank Goodman, thoroughly comic and thoroughly serious, to promote the helter-skelter and match this spirit of fusion. But as Melville returned home, he was too much of a job-seeker to be a writer yet.
Within weeks of his return, Melville was at sea on board the whaler  Acushnet. In the next four years, he would hunt whales, jump ship, live among cannibals (for a month), hunt more whales, mutiny, spend time in jail (for a month), comb the beaches of Tahiti and Hawaii, hunt again, join the navy, and return home muscular, tanned, twenty-five, full of stories, and ready to write. His first books—Typee (1846) and Omoo (1847)—recounted his wayward Polynesian adventures: they sold briskly. Recognizing that writing was a means of diving deeper into empty places as well as a means of employment, he tried his hand at fiction, or rather “Romance,” as he and a future acquaintance, Nathaniel Hawthorne, called the kind of writing they did: psychological, philosophical, political, allegorical. The result was  Mardi (1849): it flopped. Eager to reestablish himself in the good graces of publishers, readers, and a new father-in-law, he fired off two brilliant works that he considered potboilers: Redburn (1849) and White-Jacket (1850).
During this time, while con man William Thompson was making his presence known to New Yorkers, Melville had relocated with his wife to a town house in New York’s Astor Square, which they shared with his widowed mother and unmarried sisters, a brother and his wife, and in due course two babies. The Melvilles lived across the street from the newly built and fashionable Grace Church, and they were situated far enough away from the teeming tenements of Five Points and the Lower East Side to avoid New York’s meaner streets. They enjoyed evening strolls about the town, and, on recess from long spells of writing, Melville would visit reading rooms and the basement library of his editor and friend Evert Duyckinck. He lived near the city’s colorful theater district, where he could partake of an odd melange of programs from classical opera and Shakespearean performances to such low comedies as Burton’s  Confidence Man and pantomimic spectacles like Jocko! The Brazilian  Ape by the French troupe The Ravels. Not far was P. T. Barnum’s American Museum, which lit up the sky with its Drummond Lights, filled the streets with music from its second-story orchestra, and lured eager-to-be-suckered suckers into its rooms filled with morally uplifting displays such as a petrified mermaid and Washington’s hundred-year-old Negro nurse.
But urban life was not without hazard. The Mexican War (1846–48) and the discovery of California gold had solidified the nation’s claims of empire across the prairies to the Pacific. With Spain and Mexico out of the way, and the issue of the extension of slavery into the territories all the more heated, America also turned its eyes north to the Canadian border and Britain’s claim on Oregon. The absurd demand of “54°40’ or Fight” was on the lips of nativist Americans and Irish immigrants alike, as well as jingoists, politicians, and opportunists eager to galvanize the power of the mob. When in May 1849, British Shakespearean Charles Macready (who maintained an acerbic rivalry with American actor Edwin Forrest) arrived in town to perform Macbeth at the new and elegant Astor Place Opera House, the anti-British mob had its pretext for riot. Three days of mayhem in Astor Square and elsewhere left dozens of citizens and militia dead and hundreds more wounded. The riot occurred literally on the Melvilles’ doorstep.
That fall, Melville sailed for England to peddle White-Jacket and to soak up new images, impressions, and ideas for future work. He had in mind a fictionalized biography of Israel Potter, an American revolutionary prisoner of war and expatriate in London, but that would have to wait. By the spring of 1850, he was writing a far more revolutionary romance about the “whale fishery.” But the writing of Moby-Dick would be interrupted. Having the extended family underfoot and the riot of city life about him, Melville found the New York town house untenable. He needed a “silent grass-growing mood” to write; thought a farm in Pittsfield adjacent to his old family homestead would give him access to that mood. The farm, called Arrowhead, was, for a while, the great good place where he could find repose and begin again to compose his masterpiece. The distractions of relocation, home improvements, and farming delayed publication of his Whale by a year, but the delay surely deepened his romance more than he could have imagined. His intense friendship with his new neighbor Nathaniel Hawthorne inspired enough of that unanticipated growth that he dedicated Moby-Dick (1851) to the older author.
The novel is an ambitious amalgamation of voices. The principal speaker, Ishmael, comes and goes as a character in the narrative, but maintains a strong presence as a philosophical, comic lyricist about whales and whaling. At the same time, Ishmael’s meditations frame the drama of Ahab. The wounded, vengeful, monomaniacal captain is Melville’s most fully realized tragic figure, and in rendering him, Melville drew upon his love of Shakespeare as well as his attendance at New York and London theaters. Melville set out to out-Shakespeare Shakespeare in language and depth of insight, not only to pay homage to his Elizabethan precursor but also to get the bard out of his system. Melville’s fascination with drama as a narrative form is evident in Ahab’s blank verse speeches, stagy histrionics, soliloquies, and melodramatic confrontations rendered with accompanying stage directions. One scene, “Midnight, Forecastle” (chapter 40), is itself a small play on deck with dancing sailors, a racial confrontation, and an ominous storm flashing in the background. In contrast to the tricks of the artificial stage and Ahab’s melodrama is Ishmael’s persistent meditation that takes us into the very depths of human identity. Melville’s brilliant mixing of dramatic and meditative modes makes for lively reading, but it was finally too much of a challenge for most contemporary readers: the novel did not sell. Melville would not try anything quite so dramatistic until The Confidence-Man.
The pastoral joys of the writer-farmer were soon marred by the realities of cash flow. In order to buy Arrowhead, relocate, and modernize the farmhouse, Melville and his wife had accepted funds advanced against her inheritance from her generous father, Lemuel Shaw, chief justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Court. In addition, they had borrowed from the previous owner of the house to make the purchase. And on the side, Melville had borrowed a substantial sum from a friend, Tertullus D. Stewart. The writer had two short-term mortgages and only his royalties to meet the interest payments. Fortunately, he was borrowing from friends who had confidence in his talent. Unfortunately, his books were declining in sales. Unfortunately, confidence and sales are often intertwined. Unfortunately, friendships falter. As Hawthorne put it in The House of the Seven Gables, “In this republican country, amid the fluctuating waves of our social life, somebody is always at the drowning-point. The tragedy is enacted with as continual a repetition as that of a popular drama on a holiday.” Melville was approaching that “drowning-point”; and his Confidence-Man, like a “popular drama on a holiday,” was brewing in his mind.
What contributed to the drowning was his next book, Pierre (1852), a seemingly sentimental gothic novel intended for popular consumption. It had family tension, class conflict, sexual indiscretion (not to mention the hint of incest), and settings in the country and town, as well as murder. But in putting forth the view that virtue and vice are just shadows, and doing so in a language of excess that angrily parodied every available moral and literary pretension, Melville outraged the devout (as usual) but also his admirers. The double blow of the mixed and negative reviews of Moby-Dick and Pierre threatened Melville’s livelihood. And trying in the following years to recover from this downturn would leave him exhausted.
With a declining reputation and interest payments to pay, Melville wisely retrenched by turning to story writing. Two new start-up magazines,  Putnam’s Monthly and Harper’s New Monthly, were ready to pay top dollar for original American writing. From 1853 to 1856, Melville published something virtually every month, including great short tales like “Bartleby” and “Benito Cereno” as well as serialized chapters from longer works like “The Encantadas” and Israel Potter. He experimented during this time with narrative point of view, creating ironic versions of Ishmael (like the Lawyer in “Bartleby”) or deceptive third-person speakers (like the narrator in “Benito Cereno”). He perfected the newly emergent format of the diptych, or double tale, in which two sketches with different settings and similar themes are presented side by side without critical commentary (as with the critique of gender in “The Paradise of Bachelors and the Tartarus of Maids”). Melville’s production was as prolific in the 1850s as it had been in the 1840s, but his cash flow, while enhanced, was not enough to meet his mortgage payoff day. Eventually, the sale in 1856 of a portion of the Arrowhead farmland and a plea to family members (primarily Judge Shaw) for financial support saved Melville from drowning.
The recuperation of his career through story writing left Melville emotionally and physically exhausted; he was ready to give up the farm, and ready, or so it turned out, to give up fiction writing as well. But before the exhaustion struck, he conceived and composed one final fiction. The inspiration for The Confidence-Man may well have been the return in late April 1855 of William Thompson, this time in nearby Albany, this time under the name Samuel Willis, and this time with a slightly different con involving his impersonation of a Mason. In all likelihood, Melville read of this confidence man’s return in the regional papers, and the idea of the figure allowed him to put together a proposal for a series of short pieces, or masquerades, each featuring a different disguise and con, each publishable in a series for Putnam’s, and each to be collected together in a book. He had previously serialized several works, that subsequently appeared as or in books; it was a good way to maximize income. The idea of a procession of con men, or one con man in a succession of disguises (like a one-man “pic-nic en costume”) was well suited for serialization, but the scheme did not pan out. The Confidence-Man would appear as a book only.
And perhaps just as well, for the novel he was to write requires the kind of attention we reserve for a darkened theater and not the magazines. It was an opportunity for him to pull together images of the West he had saved from years ago, of economic instabilities he had known intimately since the death of his father, and of the doubts incumbent upon all human interaction: business dealings, friendly loans, and friendship itself. The problem of being an empty American in the empty West also projected the problem of anyone trying to sustain faith. Moreover, The Confidence-Man was an opportunity to experiment with fiction. Melville’s “masquerade” of faith could easily be a play, a series of dialogues with virtually no stage direction or moral guidance from any narrator who might give away too readily who is conning whom. The drama on this ship of fools would be more of a “comedy of thought” than a “comedy of action.”
II.
As comedy, The Confidence-Man oscillates between biting satire and uncertain humor. The novel’s two-part, day-and-night structure, divided by sunset at the midmost chapter, accentuates this oscillation. Moreover, there is a strategy to this bifurcation. In the first half of the novel, we readily perceive the con games in play, and readers become conditioned by each “replay” of set-up and sting to anticipate and recognize the next con man when he arrives. The classic pattern of deception begins early on when a man “with a weed” (dressed in mourning), later identified as John Ringman, uses his sorrow to gain a loan from a trusting merchant and in return provides a phony stock tip on the Black Rapids Coal Company. A young collegian who, in earshot, has overheard the stock tip is eager to be duped, but Ringman warns him off it. Instead, a few chapters later a Mr. Truman carrying a register book identifying him as a representative of the Black Rapids Coal Company happens upon the collegian and applies the sting. In turn, Truman, who has no luck with a sickly miser, sets the miser up to be duped by an Herb Doctor, who obligingly arrives upon the scene to abscond with the miser’s money in exchange for vials of worthless medicine. And again, where the Herb Doctor fails to dupe a skeptical Missouri bachelor named Pitch, who lets out that he has been deceived by farm boys, a man from the Philosophical Intelligence Office (employment agency) happens by and convinces Pitch to hire a young hireling.
Other patterns in the novel’s first half condition us in the belief that these “operators” are in cahoots, or may in fact be one man in many disguises. How else might this supreme Con Man know his victims’ venalities so well as to arrive on time so readily to meet their needs? A crippled African-American beggar named Black Guinea (or is he a contorted white man in blackface?) starts off the show by listing various men who will attest to his veracity: they each resemble a con man to come. (Actually, Black Guinea’s list is imperfect and has caused much critical discussion as to whether the imperfections may not be one of Melville’s inside cons against the reader.) Each subsequent con man—Ringman, a charitable man in gray, Truman, the Herb Doctor, the PIO man—vouches for Black Guinea or any of a number of the other con men. Most intriguing, each con man is referred to repeatedly as either “the stranger” or “the other” in dialogue; rarely if ever is a victim given these designations.
But in the second half of the novel, the cosmopolite Frank Goodman, our next suspected con man, complicates matters considerably by not fulfilling these patterns as confidently as we have been led to expect. “Who in thunder” is this cosmopolitan? we wonder. He is identified as “Jeremy Diddler, No. 3” by Pitch (the most empathetic of the victims we meet), who has already rebuked one con man and been duped by a second, but Goodman himself never attempts a set-up or sting, at least not in a manner recognizable through our previous reading experience. And even though Goodman resembles Truman in various ways and is called a “stranger” five times, he is in fact accosted by the Mississippi operator Frank Noble, who is himself called a “stranger” three times as often. Goodman’s next interlocutor, Mark Winsome (who warns Goodman away from Noble), is referred to as a “stranger” even more often than Noble, and yet Winsome, modeled on the Transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson, is clearly not a con man (although he is a man who deals with confidence). In the novel’s second half, we simply lose track of who is conning whom. Indeed, as much evidence indicates that Goodman is as likely a victim as he is a con man, or the Con Man. Or perhaps, he is the Con Man resting for the evening and surveying suckers for tomorrow’s taking. But, if so, why is he so relentlessly naïve, insisting that reports of evil, misanthropy, and betrayal are simply nonexistent?
Rather than a devil playing upon human weakness (a reading abandoned by critics decades ago), Goodman is more of a devil’s advocate, urging his skeptical interlocutors to exercise confidence in the face of the skepticism his very presence ignites. The result of this earnest devil’s advocacy is to encourage a more informed skepticism and a more cautious belief among readers. It is an even bet, then, whether Goodman is a knave or a fool, or, like anyone else, a combination of the two. By using Goodman as a human (not simply allegorical) character, Melville was able to explore the fragile nature of belief and the personal risks we take interacting with family, politics, and even with ourselves. With Goodman as a rhetorical tool, Melville sets us up for betrayal to test the limits of his readers’ dangerous propensity for benevolence and optimism, and their equal propensity for skepticism and hate. Ultimately, the strategy of Melville’s two-part structure is not to reduce Goodman to an allegorical equation (devil or angel) but to make us see that our own inability to grasp Goodman’s identity relates to our own problem of knowing who we are. The problem of whether to embrace or reject Goodman—whether to accept confidence or deny it—is an exercise in what Keats called “negative capability,” or how to live with Not Knowing.
III.
The Confidence-Man is a serious comedy, and therefore as hard a laugh as it is a hard read. The novel’s two-part structure also elicits two kinds of laughter: the wry and embittered mode that satirizes American life and the no less ironic mode of humor that humanizes the reader. The satire (largely evident in the first half of the novel) exposes the institutions of American business, charity, economy, and the politics of Western empire, but, as satire becomes “humorized” in the second half with the advent of Goodman, the laughter turns ingeniously inward into the empty hearts of victims and villains alike, bringing out the human dimensions of the trickster and the fool. Melville achieves this remarkable shift by playing upon standard comic stereotypes and forcing them to grow into more psychologically realistic human beings.
Although Americans invented the term confidence man, they were not the first to see the comic potential and cultural necessity of the stereotypical trickster. American Indians had their larcenous coyote; Eastern Indians, the manic monkey; African-American slaves, Br’er Rabbit. Arlecchino emerged in the Italian Commedia dell’Arte tradition; Punch was a British adaptation. In all cases, these tricksters use the system against itself, tweak authority, and get away with murder. As such, they are memorable vehicles for burlesque as it veers out of slapstick into social satire, and they invariably represent a people’s need to resist social convention, morality, and repression.
Before he got his New York name, the confidence man developed as a comic type in the American frontier experience, in which regional sorts like the Yankee Peddler, Jim Crow minstrel, and braggart backwoodsman displayed their native wit and imaginative exaggerations as a means of gaining psychological control in the wilderness and marketplace. Wit and exaggeration inevitably grew into an art of lying, which according to one American trickster, Ovid Bolus, is a “poetic principle.” As this “natural liar” puns it, lying is “lyric.” Stories based on such imaginative, even philosophically expansive, well-wrought lies led to the tall tale, the most popular and original of American comic forms, which gave voice to the culture’s anxiety over the shifting sands of American life as the nation grew toward empire. According to another trickster, Simon Suggs, “It is always good to be shifty in a new country.” The greatest of tall tales during the early decades of the republic was T. B. Thorpe’s “The Big Bear of Arkansas,” in which an illiterate but imaginative backwoodsman cons the gentlemen passengers on board a Mississippi riverboat into believing his increasingly improbable but appealingly mythic stories about hunting unhuntable bears. Here, as in The Confidence-Man, the satiric put-down of those in power, inherent in the tall tale’s rhetoric of deceit, converts in the end to a humanized (and, again, “humorized”) spectacle of con artist and dupes joined together in awe over certain mysteries that are finally nothing more than a self-deception.
Tall tale lying was a mode of imaginative self-expression and an invitation to disbelief that engaged perpetrator and audience in a mutual irony-admiration society. It served to build a “wide-awake” moral character that could see through the deceit in nature and in politics. Congressman Davy Crockett enjoyed fame because of his comic lying; the aforementioned, still famous Barnum capitalized on his teasing larcenies.
The 1830s also saw a procession of “gentlemen” in various fields who were accomplished knaves and who adopted the sobriquet of “Cosmopolite.” Defined by Samuel Johnson as one who is “at home in every place,” but more ominously by Noah Webster in 1828 as “no where a stranger,” this sophisticated figure is the well-traveled “citizen of the world,” who by dint of such worldliness has no fixed loyalties, no prejudices, but also no principles. America was a nation open to all nationalities, and despite its lack of sophistication and European finery, it was a nation with the most cosmopolitan potential. It was home for such unlikely souls as the itinerant preacher Lorenzo Dow, a self-styled “trickster for God,” who signed himself “Cosmopolite” in numerous publications that related his sermons and the little con games he would commit in order to enhance attendance at his camp meetings. It welcomed the European entrepreneur, conversationalist, and traveler to America Vincent Nolte, who wrote of his unbelievable exploits with everyone from Napoleon and Victoria to Jackson and Audubon and was dubbed “Cosmopolite” by one dubious reviewer shortly before Melville set about inventing Frank Goodman, his own Cosmopolitan, “a true citizen of the world [and] taster of races.”
Melville’s novel, then, is not merely set in the West; it partakes of the flavor and strategies of frontier, tall tale, cosmopolitan humor. A case in point comes early on when peg-legged Canada Thistle (a comic Ahab) convinces the steamboat crowd that Black Guinea is an imposter, but his rude attempts to unmask the cripple physically sway the crowd in Black Guinea’s favor. The monomaniacal Canada Thistle stumps offstage. The crowd’s shifting loyalties remind Melville of Puck’s “swaying” of Lysander in  A Midsummer Night’s Dream (another wilderness tale) and also a frontier anecdote of how having to judge for oneself “strangely sharpens human perceptions.” The anecdote concerns a court in Arkansas that lawfully finds a man guilty of murder. But the people deem the ruling unjust and rescue the man, “whereupon, they, as it turned out, found him even guiltier than the court had done, and forthwith proceeded to execution.” The western humor of this lies in the irony of the hanged man’s condition, but Melville does not allow us to forget the anecdote’s even darker comic image of “a man hanged by his friends.” Not entirely lost in these twistings is the original point relating to the “crowd.” In learning to judge for themselves, they gain a “strangely sharpened” mind that evolves not through reason or law, but through raw emotion.
The early anecdote of the hanged man sets the human and humorous parameters of the novel’s preoccupation with the dilemma of the mind. On the one hand, too much skepticism, while it may unmask a knave, leads to the lonely, heartless, and unproductive misanthropy of Canada Thistle. On the other hand, too much confidence, while it may engender the philanthropist’s liberal acceptance of humanity, makes us vulnerable to deception. The consequences of an unbalanced “human perception” are found in the crowd’s emotional flip-flop, in which its unbridled trust in the accused is quickly subverted into unbridled hate that leads to one of those little lynchings America is so fond of. Beware the crowd on the eve of an election. But also be aware, Melville is saying, of our individual and highly personal flip-flops.
Periodically in The Confidence-Man, Melville brings our attention back to the “strangely sharpen[ed] human perceptions” of the victims of con games, in order to stress the perilous dance of emotions involving our instincts to believe and to doubt. The merchant Mr. Roberts is the first to be probed. He is conned three times: he gives Black Guinea alms; he helps out Ringman (the man with a weed); and he buys worthless stock from Truman (the Black Rapids Coal Company agent). But with a couple glasses of champagne in him, an “unbidden rhapsody” comes to him: “Ah, wine is good, and confidence is good; but can [they] percolate . . . warmly and ruddily into the cold cave of truth?” Faith, hope, and charity; these are “dreams and ideals [that] explode in your hand, leaving naught but the scorching behind!” This moment of clarity—one of those “queer unaccountable caprices of his natural heart”—befuddles the already befuddled merchant. But his belated awareness of larceny is not so much the object of Melville’s satiric scorn as it is a sympathetic embracing of our mutually held vulnerabilities. Can confidence survive the onslaughts of truth? But can any truth emerge without our sustaining confidence in human institutions: language, reason, fidelity?
The same moment of comic recognition comes to Pitch, the surly Missouri bachelor, who withstands, more successfully, the onslaught of the Herb Doctor, only to be diddled by the PIO man in doing the very thing he swears he will not do: hire yet another cheating farm boy. Unlike the merchant Mr. Roberts, Pitch comes at the ready with a crusty exterior. His defenses are always up. However, his misanthropic demeanor hides a philanthropic heart, and his forced and false truculence actually makes him, ironically, all the more vulnerable. Our amusement at his being duped (despite his philosophy, knowledge, and experience) is tempered by our understanding of the causes of his vulnerability and of his very human failure to learn. As Melville’s speaker puts it in a rare instance of narratorial interjection, Pitch’s “too indulgent, too artless and companionable nature betrayed him. Admonished by which, he thinks he must be a little splenetic in his intercourse henceforth.” If you wish to seek this novel’s deepest truths, follow the victims.
Given the pattern of self-deception and sudden realization with the Merchant and Pitch, the cosmopolitan’s identity becomes all the more problematic because he, too, exhibits the same pathology of victimization. In something of a dramatistic tour de force, he engages Egbert (Mark Winsome’s transcendental disciple) in a replay of a previous scene in which Goodman has unexpectedly asked Charlie Noble for a friendly loan. Goodman wants to replay the scene in order to work out Egbert’s Emersonian ideas concerning friendship and self-reliance, and in particular the harsh view that true friends do not ask friends for help. Both will play a role: the disciple Egbert, who generally “plays” Winsome anyway, will play Noble; Goodman (interestingly enough) will play himself. The replay in the chapter called “The Hypothetical Friends” is an enactment of Goodman’s own comic and cosmopolitan philosophy: “Life is a pic-nic en costume; one must take a part, assume a character, stand ready in a sensible way to play the fool.” Already Goodman has proven his rhetorical skills in his ability to con the con man Noble, by pretending to ask him for the loan Noble was himself expecting to extract from Goodman. But this time around Goodman-playing-Goodman fails to undermine Egbert-playing-Noble.
If we had previously felt that Goodman’s sly expertise identified him surely as a con man, his failure here shows him angered, frustrated, and flustered. Not only has he been unable to get Egbert to bend in his heartless independency and refusal to give a suffering friend sufferance but he has had to endure the “maudlin” tale of China Aster (a story within the replay of the play). China Aster is a humble candle-maker induced against his better judgment into accepting a loan from a wealthy friend, who, falling on hard times, insists upon repayment. Aster cannot pay and the foreclosure on his home leads to his death and poverty for his family. The interpolated tale of a debt-ridden light-giver surely reflects Melville’s own anxieties at home, for as he was composing this late chapter of his novel, his own debts to his generous friend Tertullus D. Stewart were coming due. The radiant cosmopolitan also feels sympathy for China Aster. He calls Egbert’s story impossible and storms off in “grand scorn,” leaving Egbert a coin to buy fuel to warm his cold heart. The stage is littered now with all masks dropped, and Egbert is “at a loss to determine where exactly the fictitious character had been dropped, and the real one, if any, resumed.”
Is Goodman a con man or a victim? Or is he the cosmopolitan he says he is, a player of many roles? Or is he a “genial misanthrope,” that new type of man he proposes to Noble, a new type for the new millennium, one who balances confidence and skepticism, but one, unlike Pitch, who keeps the bright side up. It is a new comic type as well, one that conjoins con man and cosmopolitan, a new comedian for a modern age and an absurd age to come.
IV.
The Confidence-Man is a staged comedy, but it is not dramatic in the usual sense of the development of conflict and resolution. It is, however, dramatistic because it displays the trappings of the stage—dialogue, role-playing, masks, entrances, exits—and it sustains an earnest tension concerning its central but unresolved problem: What is a confidence man and is Frank Goodman one of them? Readers today invite this kind of modernistic, even postmodern irresolution. Melville’s readers did not.
Contemporary reviewers could see the stage in The Confidence-Man but not the play; the satire (which they disdained) but not the humor. They perceived a plot but were puzzled by the lack of any forward movement in it toward a conclusion. You could read it backwards, remarked the popular journalist Ann Stephens. They saw that grand moralizing was happening but discerned no quotable moral. They saw the attack upon benevolism, philanthropy, optimism, and confidence, but could not fathom the danger in such facile Christian virtues. They admitted Melville’s originality but only to scorn it as excessive and obscure. One friendly American critic, Fitz-James O’Brien, admonished Melville for “distorting the images of his mind, and in deodorizing the flowers of his fancy.” England was only marginally more positive in its reception of the book and, in particular, delighted in the attack on “the gullibility of the Great Republic.”
Modern critics took their time in warming up to this masterful comedic novel. The scholars of the Melville Revival in the 1920s dismissed the book as “dreary,” “the vainest of satires,” and “a failure of intelligence.” Van Wyck Brooks called it an “abortion.” But postwar critics, including William Ellery Sedgwick and Richard Chase, saw its modernity and initiated an as yet undiminished appreciation for the work.
Not surprisingly, critics today tend to stress the novel’s satiric, allegorical, and prophetic dimensions. The wrenching soldier of fortune’s tale, in which an innocent man is falsely imprisoned, released as a cripple, and forced to pretend to be a Mexican War veteran to gain sympathetic alms, curiously foretells the inadequacy of today’s judicial and penal systems, not to mention the hard treatment of our veterans of Vietnam and Iraq. Melville’s description of the man with gold sleeve-buttons (a businessman too much a con man himself to be conned) subtly undermines the pretenses of charity and privatization in a capitalist system. These satiric thrusts at the “Great Republic” (now a world power) are as valuable today as they were intended to be in 1857.
But for Melville, the problem with America was not only its rapacity but its unpredictability. As early as Moby-Dick, he had begun to see that the structures of power are determined by the structures of mind, and that the mind is a well of unanticipated “phantoms.” Ahab’s lost leg, symbolic of thwarted creativity, is a mental wound that shapes the demagogue’s paternalism and monomania. And yet, in the night terrors that plague him, he is an unconscious somnambulist fleeing his fear of nothingness, the “blankness” of his disembodied “soul.” Here is the psychology of this leader of men and man of action: unfettered and unpredictable, he rules by reason and craft, and yet is also governed by unwilled and unwitting impulses rooted in metaphysical terms. What are the safeguards for the “Great Republic” if its leaders and the crowd fail to examine the mysteries of the mind? In  The Confidence-Man, there are no leaders, not even a captain of the ship; there is only the crowd. But the lengthy section on “Indian-hating,” an ironic critique of racism, is also a humorous penetration into the psychology of the man of action.
Once again, a sensitivity to storytelling helps us unpack Melville’s rhetorical strategies. As the second half of the novel begins, Goodman has just been rebuked by Pitch, who suspects the cosmopolitan of being another con man. In turn, Goodman is accosted by Charlie Noble, an inept Mississippi operator, whose gambit is to gain Goodman’s confidence by disparaging Pitch’s backwoods manner. Noble’s approach is to convey his antiwoodsman sentiments through the retelling of Judge James Hall’s story of John Moredock, the renowned Indian-hater. Judge Hall published his popular Sketches  of History, Life, and Manners, in the West in 1835; subsequent editions were advertised along with Melville’s Typee, and Melville’s heavy lifting from chapter 6 of Hall’s book indicates that Melville had the source beside him as he wrote up Noble’s retelling. Melville makes explicit reference to his source, which is not to discount the obvious appropriation; however, Melville’s sly revisions of Hall make it clear that he is doing more than simply padding his novel with another man’s writing. Noble’s gambit is that he will repeat Hall’s philosophy or “Metaphysics of Indian-hating” and then his biography of the particular Indian-hater Moredock, all this with the intent of convincing Goodman of the loathsomeness of all backwoodsmen, including Pitch; and all this with the intent of seducing Goodman into man-loving fellowship with Noble. But Melville has his own gambit as well. He makes both Hall and Noble appear to have more admiration than disdain for Moredock than they claim. Thus, Noble becomes an unwitting racist when he means to be quite the opposite.
At the heart of this complex layering of voices, though, is Moredock himself, both as an example of the backwoodsman type and as an individual. As a backwoodsman, he is “a lonely man . . . a thoughtful man. . . . A man strong and unsophisticated. Impulsive, he is what some might call unprincipled.” He is a frontier Ahab, and like Melville’s depiction of John Paul Jones in Israel Potter (1855), a “jaunty barbarian in broad-cloth” whose tattoos represent the “primeval savageness which ever slumbers in human kind.” Jones, like America, is “civilized in externals but a savage at heart.” Moredock does not sport tattoos, but his outward civility conceals an unprincipled, impulsive savagery. Having survived the murder of his entire family by renegade Indians (criminals in the eyes of other Indians), he devoted his life to searching down and destroying the perpetrators. However, the habit of Indian-hating did not end with the completion of his revenge, so that Moredock continued his murders indiscriminately until his death.
But in his comedy, Melville allows for some wry inversions of this horrendous and seemingly tragic figure. As appalling as Moredock is, he is not an “Indian-hater par excellence,” for such a figure, Noble-playing-Hall argues, is so beyond the pale of civilized behavior and beyond society itself that he can never be directly witnessed. No, Moredock is a “diluted” Indian-hater: despite his crimes against an entire race, he resides in town and lives a quiet and otherwise congenial domestic life. Moredock’s “dilution” lies in his “self-contradicting” mixture of a civilized exterior that hides an impulsive, unprincipled savagery within.
That Moredock’s character is somehow “diluted” is chilling enough—he’s that gentle Klansman or Nazi down the street—but Melville plays an intriguing little con game on the reader by altering Judge Hall’s original words about Moredock. Originally, Hall wrote somewhat indifferently that the “reader must not infer . . . that Colonel Moredock was unsocial, ferocious, or by nature cruel. On the contrary, he was a man of warm feelings and excellent disposition.” But in The Confidence-Man Melville’s version of Judge Hall is made to put it this way: “Nearly all Indian-haters have at bottom loving hearts.” It is enough that Melville skewers Hall for his mindless attempt to provide some sort of compensating “loving heart” or civility (toward white people only) as a sentimental rectification (if not justification) of Moredock’s crimes against humanity. But given his rhetorical framework, Melville pushes the joke by having Noble uncritically accept Hall’s racist sentimentality. Noble is as mindless as Melville’s Hall so that he is incapable, later in the narrative, to detect any horror in Melville’s further revisions of Hall. In the original source, Hall reports without commentary that Moredock had been considered as a candidate for the governorship of Illinois, but refused the honor. Melville’s revision of Hall, however, supplies a reason for the refusal: Moredock “felt there would be an impropriety of the Governor of Illinois stealing out now and then, during a recess of the legislative bodies, for a few days’ shooting at human beings.”
Melville has Hall praising Moredock for his sacrifices, and he has Charlie Noble conclude that Pitch, like Moredock, suffers from “too much spreading his passion.” In doing so, Noble sorely misjudges Pitch, but more to the point fails to see that the Indian-hater he thinks he disdains is actually the object of Judge Hall’s praise. And how is all this a little con game with the reader on Melville’s part? Readers are not expected to have the advantage of comparing Melville’s revisions of Hall to Hall’s original words, and thereby directly see Melville’s ironic commentary on Hall. And yet the attentive reader can detect the pressure of Melville’s irony as it radiates from the internal contradictions concerning haters with “loving hearts” and the “impropriety” of “shooting at human beings,” and they can further surmise that something is amiss in Noble’s mindless acceptance of Hall in the service of his self-promoting attack on Pitch. However, Melville does not make any of this easy. When Goodman rejects Noble and Hall, he does so out of his own impulsive embracing of the love of man that denies the very existence of hate. His idealism seems equally mindless and ill-equipped to effectively counter the fact that despite Noble and Hall, the likes of Moredock do populate the nation. And because Goodman’s arguments are weak, and because we have no evidence to contradict our (perhaps false but nevertheless valid) assumptions that he, too, is a con man, and because Melville himself gives us no further guidance than the subtle pressure of apparent ironies, we are free to misread the encounter as easily as Noble misreads Hall.
And such a misreading is precisely the view that readers take when they argue that the Indian-hater is, in fact, the novel’s moral center. The argument here is that unlike those who would allow con men to prosper, Moredock detects evil and kills it; therefore, he must be the novel’s only morally unambiguous figure. But to adopt such a reading is to fall for Melville’s con. Indians are not evil; they are, like our leaders and like the crowd, human beings with unpredictable impulses. The impulse to hate is no more valid than the impulse to love; and both are equally dangerous. What makes a con game work is that we are fated to act on our impulses. There is, sad to say, a little savage inside us. We cannot begin to understand the crowd, or its leaders like Moredock, until we learn to converse with and about the savage within us all.
V.
The Confidence-Man is a tough read and a tough laugh; it involves tough thinking as well. As it turned out, the novel was the last Melville would publish, and, whether he knew that at the time, he was collecting his thoughts about the craft of writing fiction as if to sum up for himself and his readers what he had learned since he began writing in 1845. His summary would become in effect his farewell to fiction.
As usual he centered on paradoxes. His thinking was that fiction should be real, but that to be real, fiction must approach fantasy. He felt that fiction should be true, but that fiction is all lies and fabrication, an elaborate con game. He thought that fiction should be original, but what, he wondered, is there that is new under the sun? He knew that fiction should adhere to the conventions of probability, but for him what was truly real was, to the ordinary reader in the crowd, highly improbable. With this weighing on his mind, Melville inserted into his nearly completed manuscript of The  Confidence-Man three digressive chapters on consistency (chapter 14), reality (chapter 33), and originality (chapter 44) in fiction.
In a way these chapters are hints at how we need to read in order to make Melville’s fiction, or any fiction, work. As with “the people in a play,” fiction offers up characters dressing, talking, and acting like no other people we know. Fiction, like religion, “should present another world, and yet one to which we feel the tie.” If fiction should give us “more reality” than life itself, if it should give us nature “unfettered, exhilarated, in effect transformed,” then we must be prepared as readers for a transformation in ourselves.
More than any writer of his time, Melville had acquired a modernist’s understanding of writing and his readers that would not be fully appreciated until the mid-twentieth century. He did not want readers simply to be listeners of his tales; he wanted them to be participants in them. After all, it is the reader, and only the reader, who through the very act of reading converts the written words into living mental images; it is the reader who makes it all work, and it is only the reader who can transform Melville’s “comedy of thought” into a “comedy of action.” Melville constructs his con games in such a way that readers have no choice but to participate. They must make assumptions about characters and weigh their judgments against further evidence that invariably contradicts or, worse, only half confirms a previous assumption. And in our struggle to determine who or what the cosmopolitan is, we must play his game awhile, adopt his pose, transform ourselves for a spell. In participating in this mental drama, we experience more directly this “other world” of reality that is more real than real life.
But this is not the conventional role of the readers of fiction. It is with fiction as it is with drama on the stage. Like the conventional novels of his day, or of any day, the dramas Melville attended in New York City—the melodrama and Shakespeare alike—are jerry-built engines of conflict between heroes and villains; they develop through easy misdirections and mystifications designed for miraculous unraveling; they are resolved by predictable happy endings, bloody spectacles, or solemn deaths. In such writing, the writer does all the work, much to the reader’s delight and simplistic moral edification, but does little in the way of inducing the reader to play a part in the action, to make a transformation. Such learning comes only when fiction makes the reader experience the “twistings and turnings” of life. But forcing a reader to participate in the disentanglings of ambiguity and doubt is perhaps too much reality, too much originality, too much truth. Despite Melville’s digressive instructions on how to read him, the crowd did not buy The Confidence-Man: they did not buy into its approach; they did not buy the book. Melville’s farewell, intended as such or not, went largely unread.
Melville’s “recuperation” from the disastrous reception of Pierre in 1852 had resulted in sixteen published stories, a book of selected tales, the serialized novel Israel Potter, and indeed a return to a more commercial kind of writing that was more acceptable to his readers. But The Confidence-Man and its negative reception undid all this. Like many of his books, it was initially designed for popular consumption, but somehow, somewhere in the making of the thing, the author could not prevent himself from creating something artistically brilliant and professionally self-destructive. Perhaps he knew, even before he submitted The Confidence-Man for publication, that it would be a tough sell, but this seems hardly to have mattered to Melville. He was exhausted from all this recuperative work and needed another recuperation. Once again, his father-in-law stepped in and funded a trip to the Mediterranean and Holy Land. Melville could not wait to leave and left the final management of The Confidence-Man to relatives and friends. His sister Augusta prepared a fair copy, which he revised, and his brother Allan handled the contract with the American publishing firm of Dix Edwards; Hawthorne, now the American consul to Liverpool, signed the contract with the British publisher Longmans on Melville’s behalf. The writer, by now on his tour, did not bother correcting proof for either the American or British editions.
On his trip to the Continent, he met with Hawthorne for a couple of days. They walked the sandy, windy beaches of Southport, near Liverpool, and Hawthorne recorded a now-famous remark about the day’s conversation: “Melville, as he always does, began to reason of Providence and futurity . . . and informed me that he had ‘pretty much made up his mind to be annihilated’; but still he does not seem to rest in that anticipation; and I think will never rest until he gets hold of a definite belief. . . . He can neither believe, nor be comfortable in his unbelief; and he is too honest and courageous not to try to do one or the other.” The annihilation contemplated is not a suicide but a further indication of Melville’s farewell to fiction. He had spent the better part of a year writing a novel about the fragile nature of belief, and yet, in Hawthorne’s view, the writer himself was still incapable of either “belief or unbelief.” Putting aside what his cunning con man fiction might do for readers, he had every reason to ask “what in thunder” had fiction writing done for him? He was still as agnostic as they come. Melville’s journal entry for his day with Hawthorne simply notes: “Good talk.”
By the time Melville had reached Jerusalem, his reports home indicated that his mental health had returned. He had toured the galleries of Rome, the by-canals of Venice, the marketplaces in Naples, Constantinople, and the island of Syra; he had seen the pyramids and Golgotha; he was getting closer to the place where belief was born. Whether he was achieving the kind of comfort Hawthorne might settle for seems unlikely; he was, however, storing up images and ideas for new narratives. But they would be narratives in verse, not prose. He returned home a poet.
In the years following his return, Melville gave the lecture circuit a try, but his heart was not in it. Instead, he studied the history and art of poetry and honed his craft in a series of works that he would assemble in a volume to be called Poems by Herman Melville. But in 1860 no publisher would take it. Relocating from Pittsfield to New York City in 1863, he still held out hope for becoming a published poet, but his collection of Civil
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