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PIERRE

Herman Melville was born in New York City in 1819, the descendant of two old and distinguished American families. When his father went bankrupt and died, Melville left school, and, after holding various jobs to help support his impoverished family, shipped out as a cabin boy on a merchant vessel bound for Liverpool. He spent the next five years mostly at sea, first as a whaleman, then as an enlisted seaman in the U.S. Navy. Upon his return to Massachusetts, in 1844, he began to write, in rapid succession, the books, based on his adventures, that would initially win him a large following: Typee (1846), Omoo (1847),  Redburn (1849), and White-Jacket (1850); and those, concerned with metaphysical problems, that would eventually succeed in driving his readers away: Mardi  (1849), Moby-Dick (1851), Pierre (1852), Israel Potter (1853), The Piazza Tales  (1856), and The Confidence-Man (1857). No longer able to support his wife and children by writing, he tried lecturing and then, failing to win a consular appointment, went to work in Manhattan as a customs inspector. He dedicated the last thirty years of his life to poetry, publishing three collections of verse—Battle—Pieces (1866), John Marr and Other Sailors (1888), and Timoleon Etc. (1891)—as well as the two-volume Clarel (1876), one of the longest poems in the language. When he died, all but forgotten, in 1891, his unpublished manuscripts included poems for at least two more collections, along with the novella Billy Budd. Although Melville remained something of a cult figure in English literary circles, it was not until the 1920s that America rediscovered him and began to rewrite its literary history with him at the center.
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INTRODUCTION

If Pierre were not written by the author of Moby-Dick, it would probably not be in print today, nearly a century and a half since it first appeared. Indeed, had the book not been written by the formerly successful author of Typee and Omoo, it might never have found a publisher. There is evidence, both internal and external, that Richard Bentley, of London, and Harper & Brothers, of New York, accepted the manuscript with some reluctance, having found it rather less “calculated for popularity” than Melville had led them to expect. If so, their fears were amply verified by the reviews, which adjudged the moral immoral, the characters unnatural, the style absurd, the story incoherent, and the author certifiably insane. As for Melville’s contemporary readers, they appear to have concurred in these judgments: thirty-five years after publication, a portion of the first printing lay in Harper’s warehouse, still unsold.

Pierre fared somewhat better among the Melville revivalists of the 1920s, who prided themselves on seeing psychological depth where the reviewers had found only muddle. But even they tended to regard the book less as a reason for rescuing Melville from obscurity than as a symptom of the personal disturbances that had propelled him into obscurity in the first place. Since then, Pierre has had its devotees. With very few exceptions, however, these have been Melvillians, ready to preserve and celebrate anything from the master’s pen, no matter how deeply “flawed,” rather than students of fiction in general, on the lookout for examples of that art. If it should turn out tomorrow that Melville did not write Pierre, one suspects, the book would go off the market the day after, accompanied by sighs of relief.

That would be unfortunate indeed, for, like much of Melville’s writing after Moby-Dick, including the poetry, Pierre enacts and records a crucial transition in his long and varied career, from the expansive openness of  Typee (1846) to the withholding compressions of the prose and verse left unpublished at his death, in 1891. And insofar as that career mirrors the formal and stylistic transformation of writing in English as a whole in the latter half of the nineteenth century, Pierre provides an otherwise missing link between the literary culture of the Enlightenment and that of Modernism. Viewed in this light, rather than measured against standards of formal coherence, verisimilitude, plausibility, and stylistic naturalness, what   readers have often found most objectionable in Pierre become its most arresting features.

For the most part, Pierre has been judged as a novel and found badly wanting on those grounds. To begin with, it is said, Melville chose his subject, a domestic tragedy, and his genre, the sentimental gothic novel, unwisely. His forte, established in six volumes published over the previous five years, was the tale of adventure, which he had brought to unprecedented heights of philosophical power. But in switching in midstream from what Pierre himself calls the Sea-steed to the Land-steed, Melville took up a theme and a form for which he had neither the gifts nor any taste. As a result, he could not take his own story seriously enough to supply the realistic detail demanded by the genre, or account for the behavior of his characters, or make them talk like actual persons, or keep them at their assigned tasks.

What is more, the narrator can’t decide whether he is supposed to be omniscient, as when he reports Mrs. Glendinning’s soliloquy in Book VII, or limited to what Pierre has seen and heard, as when he excuses Lucy’s long absence from the story by saying that Pierre had not been thinking of her. At times the narrator knows Pierre’s unconscious thoughts; at others, he admits uncertainty about what Pierre is thinking consciously; at still others, he shifts from the third person to the first when recording his hero’s cogitations, as if he himself were Pierre. As a rule, he seems to be recounting a completed action and to know already how the story ends. More than once, however, his foreshadowings turn out to be wrong; then, he can seem surprised by what has in fact happened, as he fills in details to account for the event post hoc. Indeed, he is so distracted, or indifferent, or confused that he can’t remember how many rooms there are in the apartment Pierre takes in the city, or how old the boy was when his father died, or even how old he is supposed to be now.

Worst of all, the story of Pierre’s noble if misguided flight to the city with Isabel and Delly stops suddenly in Book XVII, where the women vanish altogether and we learn the surprising news that Pierre is a published author of some repute and that he means now to support himself and his menage by writing. This revelation is followed by a descriptive essay on a strange place called the Church of the Apostles, where it turns out that Pierre and Isabel are living, although we don’t discover how that came to be until the beginning of Book XX, which has mainly to do with one Charlie Millthorpe, ostensibly a boyhood friend of Pierre’s now living at the Apostles’ but more evidently a foil for the hero’s emergent literary  character. From then on, the story vacillates between Pierre’s agonized efforts to write a profound book that will also pay and his increasingly vexed domestic relations, these two plotlines converging only in the final scene, with their simultaneous amputation.

“Was there ever such a novel!” the reader may justly exclaim. Perhaps not. There have, however, been a great many since, especially in these latter days when “the novel” is no longer thought of (if it ever was) as a settled form against which particular efforts can be tested and has become, as Andy Warhol said of art, whatever its practitioners can get away with. Rather than call it a bad novel, we would do better not to think of it as a novel at all. Melville didn’t write novels. Typee, Omoo, White-Jacket, and  Redburn are fictionalized travel narratives. Mardi is a philosophical dialogue, Moby-Dick an anatomy, Israel Potter a pseudo-biography, and The Confidence-Man a what-you-will. With certain notable exceptions, he didn’t even read novels; and those he did—Don Quixote, Gargantua and Pantagruel—recommended themselves to him on grounds far removed from those of verisimilitude and formal symmetry. His favorite books, rather, were things like Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, Montaigne’s Essais,  the disquisitions of Sir Thomas Browne, Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus, and De Quincey’s Confessions-generic anomalies composed by writers, like himself, given more to high flying and deep diving than to smooth sailing or plain sewing.

If we understand “novel” to mean what it does to Pierre, “an entertainingly and profitably shallow ... pellucid and merry romance” (305), then the book is not so much a novel as an anti-novel. What the narrator calls “the countless tribes of common novels” (141) of the day retold over and over the Christian narrative of original innocence followed inexorably by temptation, a fall, suffering, and redemption, couching this religious myth in the secular metaphors of domesticity, as a progress from an imperfect or somehow vulnerable home, through a time and space of tough but interesting experience, to a perfect home where time stops and the protagonists live “happily ever after.” Originally conceived by John Bunyan as an allegory of the spiritual life, this tale of homecoming had informed popular novels for well over a century, from Clarrissa Harlowe (1747-48) and Tom Jones (1749) to Jane Eyre (1847) and David Copperfield (1849-50). Like most conventions, however, this one had outlived its first causes. By the time of Susanna Rowson’s Charlotte Temple (1791), the metaphoric vehicle had all but displaced its religious tenor. By Melville’s time, the domestic plot had become a set of ritual observances, like Sunday church-going, whose enabling doctrines, being taken for granted, had crumbled away without most readers’ having noticed.

Nonetheless, the novel of domesticity remained enormously popular, perhaps because it offered readers some reason to go on believing in a world governed by divine justice rather than by amoral and purposeless forces. Whatever the reasons, the writer who took up this conventional form and filled it with novel incident could count on success, on doing very well by doing recognized good. Melville certainly knew the rewards awaiting such a book (in the year he took up Pierre, Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide World was threatening to outsell the Bible), and there are ample reasons for supposing that, feeling the financial pressures imposed upon him by a new-bought house and a newborn son, and aware that books like Moby-Dick held little promise of relieving such pressures, he entertained the idea of writing a potboiler for the largely female readership of domestic fiction.

He had done something of the sort when, following the failure of Mardi,  he answered his critics’ demand for more Typees and Omoos by churning out Redburn and White-Jacket in rapid succession—a chore he compared to sawing wood. This time, however, there were no more Typees to be written. Redburn had used up the material gleaned from his first sea voyage, as a twenty-year-old, in 1839. Moby-Dick had covered the outward leg of his whaling voyage in 1841 and 1842; Typee, his sojourn in Nukuheva after abandoning the whaler; Omoo, his time in Tahiti after leaving the Marquesas ; and White-Jacket, his return home, in 1843 and 1844, aboard the frigate United States. With no more adventures of his own to write about, he had to look elsewhere for material; and given that his experience since leaving the sea consisted almost entirely of reading and writing books, where better could he look than to books of the very sort he aimed to write?

If that was in fact his plan, he badly underestimated his tendency, powerful from the outset of his career, to see in ostensibly simple materials unsuspected complexities and far-reaching implications. Typee had started out a routine yarn about Polynesian adventures, varnished over with some fashionable animadversions against the civilized corruption of primitive innocence; but the book soon became an inquiry into the perils and costs entailed in any attempt to know the Other. Even Redburn and White-Jacket,  saw-logs though Melville thought them, led him helplessly into the contemplation of natural evil. As for Moby-Dick, we know what that whaling tale became once Ahab mounted the quarterdeck. It was therefore virtually inevitable that, embarked upon the well-plotted course of a domestic novel, with all its prescribed routines and foregone conclusions. Melville would  quickly see beneath its placid surface unplumbable depths, “millions of mixed shades and shadows, drowned dreams,” and, instead of the expected heavenly landfall, endless troubles.

By the time Pierre has reached its fifth page, there are already evident ominous stirrings of that demonic impulse that had propelled Moby-Dick  out of its intended orbit and would eventually lead Melville to realize, “What I feel most moved to write that ... will not pay. Yet, altogether, write the other way I cannot. So the product is a final hash.” In these opening pages, Pierre is blissfully happy at home in Saddle Meadows and perfectly comfortable with his impending translation from boyhood with mother to manhood and a bride, a progress from “Once upon a time” to “They lived happily ever after” that threatens to fill no more than a page or two unless something happens to stay the banns long enough to allow some unfortunate but entertaining misery on the hero’s part. This is no more than “What Might Be Expected,” as a chapter in Charlotte Temple is entitled. Without change, the novel as a genre is mute, and if the main character starts out happy, it is certain that he or she will be very unhappy before long.

What makes Pierre unusual in this respect is the mingled love and hatred that the narrator seems to feel for the hero’s original condition. Pierre’s life at Saddle Meadows is delightful, if provincial and naive, but it is also horribly false—horrible simply because it is false, a lovely delusion made ghastly by virtue of its being only a dream. Starting with such a home, a domestic novelist would ordinarily lament the hero’s impending departure (even though that departure made the novel possible) and take great care to preserve that home intact during the hero’s excitingly unfortunate time away, against his eventual, inevitable return at the end of the story. Here, the narrator can hardly wait to see Pierre fall from bliss, not because the experiences to come will better prepare him to take his place at the head of the Glendinning table, not even because the fall will generate a salable narrative, but simply because the sufferings that follow, no matter how punishing or fruitless, will at least be real. Far from attempting to saw out a domestic novel and botching the job, Melville opens Pierre with a farewell to its generic model and to the world it represents—a farewell like that of Milton’s Satan to his lost heaven, at once sorrowing and unrepentant.

As for the story of Pierre, the succession of events that ordinarily pre-occupy most novels and their readers alike, that is less significant in itself, finally, than in the opportunities it affords Melville for savaging the assumptions, beliefs, and methods displayed by conventional novels of the  sort that this one simultaneously imitates and lampoons. Because its target models are grounded in the ethos of domesticity, Pierre deconstructs every known familial relation, from ancestral authority to filial piety. Supposedly the clearest natural expression of spiritual realities, the family is shown, or at least said, by Isabel to be not natural at all but rather a social construction (145), one grounded not in divine love but in economics (144). In thus portraying the home as culturally and historically conditioned, Melville stabs at the very heart of the ideal of domesticity that had become by his time virtually the last place where the individual, society, the material world, and the spirit could meet together and each imbue itself with the nature of the others. Pierre calls his mother “Sister,” takes his sister (if that’s what Isabel is) to wife, and makes a cousin of his jilted fiancée. A nameless orphan, Isabel makes Glendinning her father, makes the guitar her mother, and takes the name inscribed therein for her own. Pierre’s mother disowns him. He disowns his father. Delly’s parents disown her when her seducer decamps and she delivers a stillborn child. Lucy’s mother disowns her. Pierre kills both his mother and Glen Stanly, who is his own boyhood lover-brother. Isabel causes the death of her “sister” Lucy, assists the suicide of her brother-husband, Pierre, and poisons herself.

Throughout this labyrinth of untethered kinships stalks the specter of incest. Whether or not the pseudo-marriage of Pierre and Isabel is in fact consummated at the end of Book IX, that incestuous union is repeatedly foreshadowed, implied, sublimated, and announced as it approaches, and is compounded, confirmed, and obscured thereafter. Like everything else in Pierre, incest remains ambiguous, never fully visible but never out of sight. Even allusions that Melville invokes for other purposes—Saturn and Ops, Coelus and Terra, Titan and Terra, Gaea and Uranus, Paolo and Francesca, Semiramis, Ninon, Mohammed—turn out on inspection to cast a shadow of incest, darkening by implication his references to such mothers and sons as Hagar and Ishmael, Aurora and Memnon, Gertrude and Hamlet, Clytemnestra and Orestes, as well as evoking the biblical stories of Abraham and of Isaac, both of whom call their respective wives, Sarah and Rebekah, their sisters in order to protect them (and themselves) from their enemies.

The prose style in which all these domestic irregularities come dressed also mocks the sort of novel Melville felt at once financially obliged and temperamentally unable to replicate. Popular domestic fiction of the day employed a language of religious feeling that had arisen in the previous century to repair some of the damage inflicted upon doctrinal belief by rational secularism but that decades of use had hardened into a generic  boilerplate available to every literary hack and, hence, ripe for parody. To guarantee the success of Pierre, Melville had to adopt this inflated rhetoric. To say such things with a straight face, however, he would have had to cut out his own nimble tongue, which, trained in the fine art of speaking the truth, could not pronounce these words without broadcasting their emptiness.

Corrosive satire does not tell the whole story, however. To be sure, the sentimental novel is parodied relentlessly throughout Pierre. But parody must recognize the power and allure of its victims; it will not arise from indifference or waste its attentions on the feckless and jejune. Although miles apart in countless respects, the story and style of domestic fiction and those of Moby-Dick share a fundamental desire to lend absolute meaning and value to contingent human existence. The difference is that where domestic fiction assumed that transcendent meaning and displayed it in elevated action and style, Moby-Dick had sought the absolute through such heightenings only to discover the irreconcilable ambiguity of endlessly elusive truth. The matters and manner lampooned in Pierre, therefore, are in many respects Melville’s own; and in satirizing them he is not just stripping bare the pretensions of another. He is painfully divesting himself of literary habits that had become like his own skin.

The result of this decisive ambivalence on Melville’s part is neither pure travesty nor deadly seriousness but an infernal intermixture of the two. No one is more aware of this conflicted attitude toward Pierre’s Icarian soarings and plummetings than the narrator himself, who calls his verbal conduct a “rather irregular sort of writing” (25) in which “Chaldaic improvisations burst ... , in quick Golden Verses, on the heel of humorous retort and repartee” (35) and where “in sport [are] learnt the terms of woe” (177). Rather than humorous and serious by turns, the writing is both at once, so that “merriness” is not “inharmonious with mournfulness.” On the contrary, “by some ineffable correlativeness, they reciprocally identif[y] each other, and, as it were, [melt] into each other, and thus interpenetratingly uniting, [present] lineaments of an added supernaturalness” (85). Even at its most humorous pitch, as in the portraits of Lucy’s mother and brothers in Book II, the style retains an undertone of menace; just as in moments of maddest woe, Pierre finds “a strange, hysterical relief, in a wild, perverse humorousness, the more alluring from its entire unsuitableness to the occasion” (186).

Regarded as a flawed novel, Pierre fails most egregiously at the point where the hero stops racketing about the landscape, performing rash deeds  based on impulsive decisions, and holes up in his room at the Apostles’ to write his own novel about a novelist. At that moment, Melville loses whatever interest he may have had in filling out the domestic form, whether comically or tragically, and becomes engrossed instead in the problematic business of writing his novel and of novel-writing in general. Up to this point, the narrator has been telling Pierre’s story in the ordinary way of novels, as if the events being recounted were all over and done with and their outcome already known. But as Pierre sits huddled at his desk in the city, Melville comes plainly into view, huddled at his desk in the country, frustrated in his efforts to finish the story of his author-hero Pierre by Pierre’s inability to finish the story of his author-hero Vivia. With this abrupt shift of narrative focus from events being told to the act of telling, Pierre ceases to be a novel about Pierre and becomes a meditation on the writing of Pierre, especially the impossibility of writing truths that will also sell.

De rigeur in postmodern fiction, the naked textuality of these chapters is extremely rare in the novels of Melville’s time; and one might look a very long time without finding another so aware of itself as a piece of writing in process, so little concerned to hide the act of composition in what painters call a finished surface, so content, even eager, to display those strokes of the pen that are even now bringing the text into being. Ordinarily, fictional narrative provides a more or less transparent medium between the reader and the action that lies beyond, in its own time and space. When narration displaces fictive action, however, the reader becomes aware that, far from recounting a temporal, past action from a timeless vantage point outside it, the narrator, too, is acting in time: time in the life of the writer, who writes not to tell what happened to Pierre but to learn the fate that his present verbal actions are preparing for him.

This transformation of the narrative from a report of action to an action in its own right has the effect of locating its words on an entirely new semantic ground, changing not only what they mean but their way of meaning. In the novels that Pierre uncloaks, as in the opening books of  Pierre itself, words serve as temporal, material emblems of eternal spiritual ideas, pointing upward from the sublunary world of confusion and change to the transcendent realm of harmony and permanence. Now they point ahead in time, deriving their meanings not once and for all, from unchanging truths, but endlessly, from their own unforeseeable, inescapable consequences, taking on new meanings with each successive unfolding of events that they themselves have set in motion. Previously signs of natural facts that are in turn signs of spiritual facts, words in Pierre become actions  performed by the writer in the continuous present, actions motivated at once by conscious intentions and unconscious desires, with each verbal act giving rise to others that may realize, defer, frustrate, or entirely negate those initial intentions. Instead of standing for the fixed meanings from which they arose, words now make and continually remake their meanings, accumulating semantic complexity as long as they continue.

When Pierre sits down to do what Melville is doing—write a novel, “plagiarized from his own experiences” (302), about a character who is himself a writer—Pierre becomes autobiographical in the fullest sense of the word: neither a report of the author’s life nor an inquiry into that life but an event in the life itself, one, like getting married or rescuing a secret sister, with unplumbable antecedent causes, unravelable motives, and unpredictable, inescapable consequences. While virtually every detail in the novel has been found to correspond, more or less, to some documented fact in Melville’s life before and during the writing of Pierre, autobiography, as Thomas Carlyle insisted, does not consist in “beadrolls of fact.” If the persons, places, and events in the story do reflect elements of Melville’s life outside it, they represent that life less than they transmute it into a fiction whose capacities for discovery and invention bring to bear on the life an epistemological agency beyond memory or intellect. If bits of Melville’s life show up in Pierre, they appear there changed beyond any but vestigial resemblance to their originals. In Pierre, Melville enters a new life, under a new name and new conditions, with a new and unrealized fate awaiting him—awaiting its own unfolding in the words that simultaneously enact and record it. In autobiography of this profoundly modern sort, the author is at once everywhere present and everywhere hidden. Or, as Isabel says of the name inside her guitar, that of Melville lies deep within Pierre, “so secret, wholly hidden, yet constantly carried about in it” (149).

At that moment when the adventures of Pierre give way to the writing of Pierre as the primary subject of the novel, Melville’s career arrives at a turning point toward which it can be seen in retrospect to have been heading from the beginning. His tendency, already noted, to discover in the course of composition unsuspected problems and possibilities that nullify his original intentions and set the narrative on an altogether different, unanticipated path allows us to trace the evolution of his mind and art with unusual ease. For, the new direction taken by each of his narratives in mid-passage unfailingly anticipates a later work in the oeuvre. Instead of realizing its own original intentions, each one unearths the subject and technique of another, as yet unwritten. The experiences that Tommo recounts in Typee turn him into someone whom we cannot imagine writing its opening chapters, someone closer to the Ishmael who narrates the opening chapters of Moby-Dick, just as the conclusions arrived at there leave Ishmael a man who could only write Pierre. As the narrator says of the novel Pierre is writing, each of Melville’s volumes is only one of an interdependent pair: one “composed on paper” and another “writ down in his soul” (304). This tendency of truly serious writing to change the writer was much on Melville’s mind when he was struggling with Pierre. In a letter to Hawthorne written at the time, he warned that an answer addressed to “Herman Melville” would probably go astray, “for the very fingers that now guide this pen are not precisely those that took it up and put it on this paper. Lord, when shall we be done changing?” As Henry David Thoreau put the case, far more important than the written poem is what the poet became in writing it.

What Melville became in writing Pierre is the person, or rather the many, essentially different personae whose voices wholly constitute the tales, sketches, poems, and fragmented narratives published under his name during the next four decades. It is, of course, our ability to contemplate the entire oeuvre, from Typee to Billy Budd, that enables us to perceive this fundamental change in Melville’s literary conduct, both stylistic and formal; to locate its turning point in Pierre; to see it approaching in those expository islands that interrupt the narrative stream of Mardi and Moby-Dick; and to see its issue in the enigmatic verse assemblage aptly named “Pebbles.” Once we have seen the change writ large, however, we can see it writ small, at the beginning of part iv, Book XXII, of Pierre, where the action comes to a dead stop, and the narrator, seemingly unconcerned to get things moving again, engages in a most curious passage of wordplay:

From throbbing neck-bands, and swinging belly-bands of gay-hearted horses, the sleigh-bells chimingly jingle;—but Pierre sits there in his room; Thanksgiving comes, with its glad thanks, and crisp turkeys;—but Pierre sits there in his room; soft through the snows, on tinted Indian moccasin, Merry Christmas comes stealing; —but Pierre sits there in his room; it is New-Year’s, and like a great flagon, the vast city overbrims at all curb-stones, wharves, and piers, with bubbling jubilations;—but Pierre sits there in his room:—Nor jingling sleigh-bells at throbbing neck-band, or swinging belly-band; nor glad thanks, and crisp turkeys of Thanksgiving; nor tinted Indian moccasin of Merry Christmas softly stealing through the snows; nor  New-Year’s curb-stones, wharves, and piers, over-brimming with bubbling jubilations:—Nor jingling sleigh-bells, nor glad Thanksgiving, nor Merry Christmas, nor jubilating New Year’s:—Nor Bell, Thank, Christ, Year;—none of these are for Pierre. (303—4)



This remarkable passage has little or no narrative function: it makes nothing happen. It seems its own excuse for being, telling us less about Pierre and his situation than it does about its own way of proceeding. That movement begins in a rhythmic, poetic prose that points backward in Melville’s career to the grandiloquent style of Mardi and Moby-Dick, and it ends in a sort of prosaic poetry that foreshadows the laconic, impacted language of all his writings after Pierre. That earlier style, derived from the blank verse of Shakespeare and Milton and the baroque mannerisms of Thomas Browne, Melville had deployed the way Thomas De Quincey did his own “impassioned prose”: to realize in words what Emerson called the absolute, unconditioned ground beneath all things that exist conditionally. But when, instead of any such absolutes, Moby-Dick discovered only endless, unresolvable ambiguities, the mellifluous orotundities of that heightened style came to ring hollow, like a sounding brass and a tinkling cymbal.

It could still serve nostalgically, as in the narrator’s rhapsody on old Pierre’s horse that begins, “What decorous, lordly, gray-haired steed is this?” (30-31); or ironically, as in Mrs. Glendinning’s soliloquy (131); or melodramatically, as in Charlie Millthorpe’s lament over Pierre’s corpse (362). It could even bathe the peculiar in an air of mystery, as in the sentence “... the music changed; and drooped and changed; and changed and changed; and lingeringly retreated as it changed; and at last was wholly gone” (127). But wherever it might now resound, it must strike a parodic note, betraying its own obsolescence. Once upon a time, spirit filled the material world. Then poetry was the language of reality, and even the stones did “melodiously resound.” Now, “all is mute,” and whereas “of old, poetry was a consecration and an obsequy to all hapless modes of human life,” in this “bantering, barren, and prosaic, heartless age, Aurora’s music-moan is lost among our drifting sands” (136).

To apprehend such a world, Melville would have to unlearn a verbal music that seems to have come naturally to him and had by this time become habitual. “The abdication of Belief,” Emily Dickinson has said, “Makes the Behavior small”—linguistic behavior especially. Somehow, without much in the way of models to go by, Melville would, like Wallace Stevens’s Crispin, have to “stem verboseness” and learn—“in silence, exile,  and cunning” more severe than any suffered by Stephen Dedalus—the hard lesson of Robert Frost’s oven bird: that when the question is “what to make of a diminished thing,” the answer is “in singing not to sing.”

In the forty years remaining to him, Melville would search continually for this detuned poetic style, apparently unmoved by the similar efforts of Whit-man and unaware of those by Emily Dickinson and Thomas Hardy. The language sought is described and momentarily attempted in “A Utilitarian’s View of the Monitor’s Fight,” from Battle-Pieces (1866). Its desiderata underlie the impacted tetrameters of Clarel (1876), the vernacular impersonations  of John Marr and Other Sailors (1888), and the minimalist lyrics of the unpublished “Weeds and Wildings, Chiefly; With a Rose or Two” (1891). But to anyone familiar with the prosody of Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, and William Carlos Williams, the Modernist note is already audible in the four syntactically distinct, equally stressed, ironically resonant words that close the passage in Book XXII of Pierre: “Bell, Thank, Christ, Year.”

As a self-contained verbal structure detached from the narrative, this passage foreshadows no less the abandonment of extended forms based on settled intentions and the adoption of piecemeal composition that characterize Melville’s later career and place him squarely in a movement extending from Wordsworth’s poems; through De Quincey’s Confessions,  Tennyson’s In Memoriam, and Whitman’s Leaves of Grass; to Eliot’s The Waste Land and Pound’s Cantos. Except for Israel Potter (1855), whose inscrutable narrator, uncentered protagonist, and morally opaque action manage to reduce the idea of significant form to its vanishing point, the volumes Melville published after Pierre are all built of circumstantially related fragments. The stories and sketches that make up The Piazza Tales (1855) are connected solely by their shared title, as are the several tricksters of The Confidence-Man (1857) by theirs. The otherwise disjointed poems of Battle-Pieces (1866) assume a quasi-narrative guise by treating aspects of the Civil War in chronological order. Those in John Marr and Other Sailors (1888) and Timoleon (1891), as well as those slated for collections left unfinished at Melville’s death, form thematic groups, each of them arranged to imply a deeply submerged, barely perceptible narrative. Of all the volumes after  Pierre, only Clarel (1876) tells what may be thought of as a single story about a single character. But even that narrative thread serves mainly to connect the successive portraits of mutually estranged characters whose irreconcilable differences dominate the poem.

In the winter of 1851-52, however, all these experiments in style and form lay well ahead. For the nonce, Melville had a novel to finish, one in  whose ability to resolve its own endless ambiguities he had apparently abandoned hope but upon whose completion and sale his income, not to mention his confidence in himself as a professional writer, depended. In order to bring the narrative to some sort of conclusion, he had to get the action moving again. But, since the original motives of Pierre and his author had brought them, together, to a state of utter paralysis, staring helplessly at their unfinishable books, any motive for action would have to come from elsewhere.

Accordingly, the narrative spends the remaining four books casting about among its residual themes, characters, and details of setting for something, anything, capable of development: Lucy’s inexplicable decision to join Pierre’s household at the Apostles’ and the resulting rivalry between her and Isabel, as fair and dark angels, for the affections of Pierre; the metaphoric association of Lucy with painting, Isabel with music, and Pierre with words; even the symbolic possibilities of the stovepipe that links their rooms. None of these riffs, however, induces much belief, either in the reader or, it seems, in the writer; and so Pierre gravitates helplessly back to his book, where he finds no hope for either truth or popularity, only “some horrible foretaste of death” (342), the unavoidable fate of human action and inaction alike in a world bereft of such absolute, unambiguous truths as once permitted Pierres and their Lucys to live happily ever after.

Pierre, then, is unfmishable in the ordinary way of novels, those “false, inverted attempts at systematizing eternally unsystematizable elements” (141). For, having “got so deep into the inventional mysteries of his book” (354) as to see that supposedly transcendent explanations are no less temporal than the actions they seek to comprehend, Melville could not detach himself from his hero to judge him finally. Like Pierre, “By infallible presentiment he saw ... that while the countless tribes of common novels laboriously spin vails of mystery, only to complacently clear them up at last ...; yet the profounder emanations of the human mind ... never unravel, their own intricacies, and have no proper endings; but in imperfect, unanticipated, and disappointing sequels (as mutilated stumps), hurry to abrupt intermergings with the eternal tides of time and fate” (141).

Nor could Melville remount the Sea-Steed and follow Pierre, as he had followed Ishmael and Ahab, in hopes of arriving eventually at some as yet unknown conclusion. For, as Ishmael had seen, whether “in pursuit of those far mysteries we dream of, or in tormented chase of that demon phantom that, some time or other, swims before all human hearts ... , they either lead us on in barren mazes or midway leave us whelmed.” And as Isabel sees, “out there upon the blue! yonder, yonder! ... far, far away,  and away, out there! ... the two blues,” the ever-changing sea and the changeless sky, “meet, and are nothing” (355). Being themselves eternal, rather than bounded by an eternity from which they arise and to which they return at last, the “tides of time and fate” have neither beginnings nor endings nor ultimate meaning.

Instead of a conclusion, then, Pierre gives us an “untimely, timely end; —Life’s last chapter well stitched into the middle! Nor book, nor author of the book, hath any sequel, though each hath its last lettering!—It is ambiguous still” (360). And so it must remain, for, “in becoming really profound in itself,” the book has made its author “skeptical of all ... profundities” (354). To see Pierre as a mutilated novel, however, is not to say, by any means, that it or its author lacks any sequel. “As the most mutilated torsoes of the perfections of antiquity are not unworthy the student’s attention, neither are the most modern incompletenesses; for both are torsoes; one of perished perfections in the past; the other, by anticipation, of as yet unfulfilled perfections in the future” (350).

For Melville, the future held critical obloquy, like that of the reviewer who called Pierre “One long brain-muddling, soul-bewildering ambiguity ... , without beginning or end,” to be followed immediately by that perfect modern tale “Bartleby the Scrivener” (1853) and in time by such modern perfections as The Confidence-Man (1857), “The Maldive Shark” (1888), and Billy Budd (1891). For Pierre, the more distant future held artistic vindication of its foresight, in Henry James’s discovery that “Really, universally, relations stop nowhere, and the requisite problem of the artist is eternally but to draw, by a geometry of his own, the circle in which they shall happily appear to do so”; in Gertrude Stein’s opinion that James was “the only nineteenth century writer who ... felt the method of the twentieth century,” of living “without beginnings and endings”; and in the response of Jackson Pollock to a critic who complained that his paintings had “no beginning or endings”: he took it as a compliment.

Those who regret the failure of Pierre to finish what it started are not to be consoled for their loss of a formally wrapped novel. But for anyone who, being aware of the culture of modernity, is curious about its origins,  Pierre ranks with Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” Carlyle’s  Sartor Resartus, Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, and the poems of Emily Dickinson as one of the privileged places where the dead past can be seen giving way inexorably to the living present, the world of words in which we move and breathe and have our very being.
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TO Greylock’s Most Excellent Majesty

IN OLD TIMES authors were proud of the privilege of dedicating their works to Majesty. A right noble custom, which we of Berkshire must revive. For whether we will or no, Majesty is all around us here in Berkshire, sitting as in a grand Congress of Vienna of majestical hill-tops, and eternally challenging our homage.

But since the majestic mountain, Greylock—my own more immediate sovereign lord and king—hath now, for innumerable ages, been the one grand dedicatee of the earliest rays of all the Berkshire mornings, I know not how his Imperial Purple Majesty (royal-born: Porphyrogenitus) will receive the dedication of my own poor solitary ray.

Nevertheless, forasmuch as I, dwelling with my loyal neighbors, the Maples and the Beeches, in the amphitheater over which his central majesty presides, have received his most bounteous and unstinted fertilizations, it is but meet, that I here devoutly kneel, and render up my gratitude, whether, thereto, The Most Excellent Purple Majesty of Greylock benignantly incline his hoary crown or no.

Pittsfield, Mass.



Book I

Pierre Just Emerging from His Teens

 

 

 

THERE ARE some strange summer mornings in the country, when The who is but a sojourner from the city shall early walk forth into the fields, and be wonder-smitten with the trance-like aspect of the green and golden world. Not a flower stirs; the trees forget to wave; the grass itself seems to have ceased to grow; and all Nature, as if suddenly become conscious of her own profound mystery, and feeling no refuge from it but silence, sinks into this wonderful and indescribable repose.

Such was the morning in June, when, issuing from the embowered and high-gabled old home of his fathers, Pierre, dewily refreshed and spiritualized by sleep, gayly entered the long, wide, elm-arched street of the village, and half unconsciously bent his steps toward a cottage, which peeped into view near the end of the vista.

The verdant trance lay far and wide; and through it nothing came but the brindled kine, dreamily wandering to their pastures, followed, not driven, by ruddy-cheeked, white-footed boys.

As touched and bewitched by the loveliness of this silence, Pierre neared the cottage, and lifted his eyes, he swiftly paused, fixing his glance upon one upper, open casement there. Why now this impassioned, youthful pause? Why this enkindled cheek and eye ? Upon the sill of the casement, a snow-white glossy pillow reposes, and a trailing shrub has softly rested a rich, crimson flower against it.

Well mayst thou seek that pillow, thou odoriferous flower, thought Pierre; not an hour ago, her own cheek must have rested there. “Lucy!”

“Pierre!”

As heart rings to heart those voices rang, and for a moment, in the bright hush of the morning, the two stood silently but ardently eying each other, beholding mutual reflections of a boundless admiration and love.

“Nothing but Pierre,” laughed the youth, at last; “thou hast forgotten to bid me good-morning.”

“That would be little. Good-mornings, good-evenings, good days, weeks, months, and years to thee, Pierre;—bright Pierre !—Pierre!”

Truly, thought the youth, with a still gaze of inexpressible fondness; truly the skies do ope, and this invoking angel looks down.—“I would return thee thy manifold good-mornings, Lucy, did not that presume thou had‘st lived through a night; and by Heaven, thou belong’st to the regions of an infinite day!”

“Fie, now, Pierre; why should ye youths always swear when ye love?”

“Because in us love is profane, since it mortally reaches toward the heaven in ye!”

“There thou fly’st again, Pierre; thou art always circumventing me so. Tell me, why should ye youths ever show so sweet an expertness in turning all trifles of ours into trophies of yours?”

“I know not how that is, but ever was it our fashion to do.” And shaking the casement shrub, he dislodged the flower, and conspicuously fastened it in his bosom.—“I must away now, Lucy; see! under these colors I march.”

“Bravissimo! oh, my only recruit!”
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Pierre was the only son of an affluent, and haughty widow; a lady who externally furnished a singular example of the preservative and beautifying influences of unfluctuating rank, health, and wealth, when joined to a fine mind of medium culture, uncankered by any inconsolable grief, and never worn by sordid cares. In mature age, the rose still miraculously clung to her cheek; litheness had not yet completely uncoiled itself from her waist, nor smoothness unscrolled itself from her brow, nor diamondness departed from her eyes. So that when lit up and bediademed by ball-room lights, Mrs. Glendinning still eclipsed far younger charms, and had she chosen to  encourage them, would have been followed by a train of infatuated suitors, little less young than her own son Pierre.

But a reverential and devoted son seemed lover enough for this widow Bloom; and besides all this, Pierre when namelessly annoyed, and sometimes even jealously transported by the too ardent admiration of the handsome youths, who now and then, caught in unintended snares, seemed to entertain some insane hopes of wedding this unattainable being; Pierre had more than once, with a playful malice, openly sworn, that the man—gray-beard, or beardless—who should dare to propose marriage to his mother, that man would by some peremptory unrevealed agency immediately disappear from the earth.

This romantic filial love of Pierre seemed fully returned by the triumphant maternal pride of the widow, who in the clear-cut lineaments and noble air of the son, saw her own graces strangely translated into the opposite sex. There was a striking personal resemblance between them; and as the mother seemed to have long stood still in her beauty, heedless of the passing years; so Pierre seemed to meet her half-way, and by a splendid precocity of form and feature, almost advanced himself to that mature stand-point in Time, where his pedestaled mother so long had stood. In the playfulness of their unclouded love, and with that strange license which a perfect confidence and mutual understanding at all points, had long bred between them, they were wont to call each other brother and sister. Both in public and private this was their usage; nor when thrown among strangers, was this mode of address ever suspected for a sportful assumption; since the amaranthineness of Mrs. Glendinning fully sustained this youthful pretension.—Thus freely and lightsomely for mother and son flowed on the pure joined current of life. But as yet the fair river had not borne its waves to those sideways repelling rocks, where it was thenceforth destined to be forever divided into two unmixing streams.

An excellent English author of these times enumerating the prime advantages of his natal lot, cites foremost, that he first saw the rural light. So with Pierre. It had been his choice fate to have been born and nurtured in the country, surrounded by scenery whose uncommon loveliness was the perfect mould of a delicate and poetic mind; while the popular names of its finest features appealed to the proudest patriotic and family associations of the historic line of Glendinning. On the meadows which sloped away from the shaded rear of the manorial mansion, far to the winding river, an Indian battle had been fought, in the earlier days of the colony, and in that battle the paternal great-grandfather of Pierre, mortally wounded, had sat  unhorsed on his saddle in the grass, with his dying voice, still cheering his men in the fray. This was Saddle-Meadows, a name likewise extended to the mansion and the village. Far beyond these plains, a day’s walk for Pierre, rose the storied heights, where in the Revolutionary War his grandfather had for several months defended a rude but all-important stockaded fort, against the repeated combined assaults of Indians, Tories, and Regulars. From before that fort, the gentlemanly, but murderous half-breed, Brandt, had fled, but had survived to dine with General Glendinning, in the amicable times which followed that vindictive war. All the associations of Saddle-Meadows were full of pride to Pierre. The Glendinning deeds by which their estate had so long been held, bore the cyphers of three Indian kings, the aboriginal and only conveyancers of those noble woods and plains. Thus loftily, in the days of his circumscribed youth, did Pierre glance along the background of his race; little recking of that maturer and larger interior development, which should forever deprive these things of their full power of pride in his soul.

But the breeding of Pierre would have been unwisely contracted, had his youth been unintermittingly passed in these rural scenes. At a very early period he had begun to accompany his father and mother—and afterwards his mother alone—in their annual visits to the city; where naturally mingling in a large and polished society, Pierre had insensibly formed himself in the airier graces of life, without enfeebling the vigor derived from a martial race, and fostered in the country’s clarion air.

Nor while thus liberally developed in person and manners, was Pierre deficient in a still better and finer culture. Not in vain had he spent long summer afternoons in the deep recesses of his father’s fastidiously picked and decorous library; where the Spenserian nymphs had early led him into many a maze of all-bewildering beauty. Thus, with a graceful glow on his limbs, and soft, imaginative flames in his heart, did this Pierre glide toward maturity, thoughtless of that period of remorseless insight, when all these delicate warmths should seem frigid to him, and he should madly demand more ardent fires.

Nor had that pride and love which had so bountifully provided for the youthful nurture of Pierre, neglected his culture in the deepest element of all. It had been a maxim with the father of Pierre, that all gentlemanhood was vain; all claims to it preposterous and absurd, unless the primeval gentleness and golden humanities of religion had been so thoroughly wrought into the complete texture of the character, that he who pronounced himself gentleman, could also rightfully assume the meek, but kingly style of Christian.  At the age of sixteen, Pierre partook with his mother of the Holy Sacraments.

It were needless, and more difficult, perhaps, to trace out precisely the absolute motives which prompted these youthful vows. Enough, that as to Pierre had descended the numerous other noble qualities of his ancestors; and as he now stood heir to their forests and farms; so by the same insensible sliding process, he seemed to have inherited their docile homage to a venerable Faith, which the first Glendinning had brought over sea, from beneath the shadow of an English minister. Thus in Pierre was the complete polished steel of the gentleman, girded with Religion’s silken sash; and his great-grandfather’s soldierly fate had taught him that the generous sash should, in the last bitter trial, furnish its wearer with Glory’s shroud; so that what through life had been worn for Grace’s sake, in death might safely hold the man. But while thus all alive to the beauty and poesy of his father’s faith, Pierre little foresaw that this world hath a secret deeper than beauty, and Life some burdens heavier than death.

So perfect to Pierre had long seemed the illuminated scroll of his life thus far, that only one hiatus was discoverable by him in that sweetly-writ manuscript. A sister had been omitted from the text. He mourned that so delicious a feeling as fraternal love had been denied him. Nor could the fictitious title, which he so often lavished upon his mother, at all supply the absent reality. This emotion was most natural; and the full cause and reason of it even Pierre did not at that time entirely appreciate. For surely a gentle sister is the second best gift to a man; and it is first in point of occurrence; for the wife comes after. He who is sisterless, is as a bachelor before his time. For much that goes to make up the deliciousness of a wife, already lies in the sister.

“Oh, had my father but had a daughter!” cried Pierre; “some one whom I might love, and protect, and fight for, if need be. It must be a glorious thing to engage in a mortal quarrel on a sweet sister’s behalf! Now, of all things, would to heaven, I had a sister!”

Thus, ere entranced in the gentler bonds of a lover; thus often would Pierre invoke heaven for a sister; but Pierre did not then know, that if there be any thing a man might well pray against, that thing is the responsive gratification of some of the devoutest prayers of his youth.

It may have been that this strange yearning of Pierre for a sister, had part of its origin in that still stranger feeling of loneliness he sometimes experienced, as not only the solitary head of his family, but the only surnamed male Glendinning extant. A powerful and populous family had by degrees  run off into the female branches; so that Pierre found himself surrounded by numerous kinsmen and kinswomen, yet companioned by no surnamed male Glendinning, but the duplicate one reflected to him in the mirror. But in his more wonted natural mood, this thought was not wholly sad to him. Nay, sometimes it mounted into an exultant swell. For in the ruddiness, and flushfulness, and vaingloriousness of his youthful soul, he fondly hoped to have a monopoly of glory in capping the fame-column, whose tall shaft had been erected by his noble sires.

In all this, how unadmonished was our Pierre by that foreboding and prophetic lesson taught, not less by Palmyra’s quarries, than by Palmyra’s ruins. Among those ruins is a crumbling, uncompleted shaft, and some leagues off, ages ago left in the quarry, is the crumbling corresponding capital, also incomplete. These Time seized and spoiled; these Time crushed in the egg; and the proud stone that should have stood among the clouds, Time left abased beneath the soil. Oh, what quenchless feud is this, that Time hath with the sons of Men!
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It has been said that the beautiful country round about Pierre appealed to very proud memories. But not only through the mere chances of things, had that fine country become ennobled by the deeds of his sires, but in Pierre’s eyes, all its hills and swales seemed as sanctified through their very long uninterrupted possession by his race.

That fond ideality which, in the eyes of affection, hallows the least trinket once familiar to the person of a departed love; with Pierre that talisman touched the whole earthly landscape about him; for remembering that on those hills his own fine fathers had gazed; through those woods, over these lawns, by that stream, along these tangled paths, many a grand-dame of his had merrily strolled when a girl; vividly recalling these things, Pierre deemed all that part of the earth a love-token; so that his very horizon was to him as a memorial ring.

The monarchical world very generally imagines, that in demagoguical America the sacred Past hath no fixed statues erected to it, but all things irreverently seethe and boil in the vulgar caldron of an everlasting uncrystalizing Present. This conceit would seem peculiarly applicable to the social condition. With no chartered aristocracy, and no law of entail, how can any family in America imposingly perpetuate itself? Certainly that common saying among us, which declares, that be a family conspicuous as  it may, a single half-century shall see it abased; that maxim undoubtedly holds true with the commonalty. In our cities families rise and burst like bubbles in a vat. For indeed the democratic element operates as a subtile acid among us; forever producing new things by corroding the old; as in the south of France verdigris, the primitive material of one kind of green paint, is produced by grape-vinegar poured upon copper plates. Now in general nothing can be more significant of decay than the idea of corrosion; yet on the other hand, nothing can more vividly suggest luxuriance of life, than the idea of green as a color; for green is the peculiar signet of all-fertile Nature herself. Herein by apt analogy we behold the marked anomalousness of America; whose character abroad, we need not be surprised, is misconceived, when we consider how strangely she contradicts all prior notions of human things; and how wonderfully to her, Death itself becomes transmuted into Life. So that political institutions, which in other lands seem above all things intensely artificial, with America seem to possess the divine virtue of a natural law; for the most mighty of nature’s laws is this, that out of Death she brings Life.

Still, are there things in the visible world, over which ever-shifting Nature hath not so unbounded a sway. The grass is annually changed; but the limbs of the oak, for a long term of years, defy that annual decree. And if in America the vast mass of families be as the blades of grass, yet some few there are that stand as the oak; which, instead of decaying, annually puts forth new branches; whereby Time, instead of subtracting, is made to capitulate into a multiple virtue.

In this matter we will—not superciliously, but in fair spirit—compare pedigrees with England, and strange as it may seem at the first blush, not without some claim to equality. I dare say, that in this thing the Peerage Book is a good statistical standard whereby to judge her; since the compilers of that work can not be entirely insensible on whose patronage they most rely; and the common intelligence of our own people shall suffice to judge us. But the magnificence of names must not mislead us as to the humility of things. For as the breath in all our lungs is hereditary, and my present breath at this moment, is further descended than the body of the present High Priest of the Jews, so far as he can assuredly trace it; so mere names, which are also but air, do likewise revel in this endless descendedness. But if Richmond, and St. Albans, and Grafton, and Portland, and Buccleugh, be names almost old as England herself, the present Dukes of those names stop in their own genuine pedigrees at Charles II., and there find no very fine fountain; since what we would deem the least glorious parentage under the  sun, is precisely the parentage of a Buccleugh, for example; whose ancestress could not well avoid being a mother, it is true, but had accidentally omitted the preliminary rite. Yet a king was the sire. Then only so much the worse; for if it be small insult to be struck by a pauper, but mortal offense to receive a blow from a gentleman, then of all things the bye-blows of kings must be signally unflattering. In England the Peerage is kept alive by incessant restorations and creations. One man, George III., manufactured five hundred and twenty-two peers. An earldom, in abeyance for five centuries, has suddenly been assumed by some commoner, to whom it had not so much descended, as through the art of the lawyers been made flexibly to bend in that direction. For not Thames is so sinuous in his natural course, not the Bridgewater Canal more artificially conducted, than blood in the veins of that winding or manufactured nobility. Perishable as stubble, and fungous as the fungi, those grafted families successively live and die on the eternal soil of a name. In England this day, twenty-five hundred peerages are extinct; but the names survive. So that the empty air of a name is more endurable than a man, or than dynasties of men; the air fills man’s lungs and puts life into a man, but man fills not the air, nor puts life into that.

All honor to the names then, and all courtesy to the men; but if St. Albans tell me he is all-honorable and all-eternal, I must still politely refer him to Nell Gwynne.

Beyond Charles II. very few indeed—hardly worthy of note—are the present titled English families which can trace any thing like a direct un-vitiated blood-descent from the thief knights of the Norman. Beyond Charles II. their direct genealogies seem vain as though some Jew clothesman, with a tea-canister on his head, turned over the first chapter of St. Matthew to make out his unmingled participation in the blood of King Saul, who had long died ere the career of the Cæsar began.

Now, not preliminarily to enlarge upon the fact that, while in England an immense mass of state-masonry is brought to bear as a buttress in upholding the hereditary existence of certain houses, while with us nothing of that kind can possibly be admitted; and to omit all mention of the hundreds of unobtrusive families in New England who, nevertheless, might easily trace their uninterrupted English lineage to a time before Charles the Blade : not to speak of the old and oriental-like English planter families of Virginia and the South; the Randolphs for example, one of whose ancestors, in King James’ time, married Pocahontas the Indian Princess, and in whose blood therefore an underived aboriginal royalty was flowing over two hundred years ago; consider those most ancient and magnificent Dutch Manors at the  North, whose perches are miles—whose meadows overspread adjacent counties—and whose haughty rent-deeds are held by their thousand farmer tenants, so long as grass grows and water runs; which hints of a surprising eternity for a deed, and seems to make lawyer’s ink unobliterable as the sea. Some of those manors are two centuries old; and their present patroons or lords will show you stakes and stones on their estates put there—the stones at least—before Nell Gwynne the Duke-mother was born, and genealogies which, like their own river, Hudson, flow somewhat farther and straighter than the Serpentine brooklet in Hyde Park.

These far-descended Dutch meadows lie steeped in a Hindooish haze; an eastern patriarchalness sways its mild crook over pastures, whose tenant flocks shall there feed, long as their own grass grows, long as their own water shall run. Such estates seem to defy Time’s tooth, and by conditions which take hold of the indestructible earth seem to cotemporize their fee-simples with eternity. Unimaginable audacity of a worm that but crawls through the soil he so imperially claims!

In midland counties of England they boast of old oaken dining-halls where three hundred men-at-arms could exercise of a rainy afternoon, in the reign of the Plantagenets. But our lords, the Patroons, appeal not to the past, but they point to the present. One will show you that the public census of a county, is but part of the roll of his tenants. Ranges of mountains, high as Ben Nevis or Snowdon, are their walls; and regular armies, with staffs of officers, crossing rivers with artillery, and marching through primeval woods, and threading vast rocky defiles, have been sent out to distrain upon three thousand farmer-tenants of one landlord, at a blow. A fact most suggestive two ways; both whereof shall be nameless here.

But whatever one may think of the existence of such mighty lordships in the heart of a republic, and however we may wonder at their thus surviving, like Indian mounds, the Revolutionary flood; yet survive and exist they do, and are now owned by their present proprietors, by as good nominal title as any peasant owns his father’s old hat, or any duke his great-uncle’s old coronet.

For all this, then, we shall not err very widely if we humbly conceive, that—should she choose to glorify herself in that inconsiderable way—our America will make out a good general case with England in this short little matter of large estates, and long pedigrees—pedigrees! I mean, wherein is no flaw.




iv

In general terms we have been thus decided in asserting the great genealogical and real-estate dignity of some families in America, because in so doing we poetically establish the richly aristocratic condition of Master Pierre Glendinning, for whom we have before claimed some special family distinction. And to the observant reader the sequel will not fail to show, how important is this circumstance, considered with reference to the singularly developed character and most singular life-career of our hero. Nor will any man dream that the last chapter was merely intended for a foolish bravado, and not with a solid purpose in view.

Now Pierre stands on this noble pedestal; we shall see if he keeps that fine footing; we shall see if Fate hath not just a little bit of a small word or two to say in this world. But it is not laid down here that the Glendinnings dated back beyond Pharaoh, or the deeds of Saddle-Meadows to the Three Magi in the Gospels. Nevertheless, those deeds, as before hinted, did indeed date back to three kings—Indian kings—only so much the finer for that.

But if Pierre did not date back to the Pharaohs, and if the English farmer Hampdens were somewhat the seniors of even the oldest Glendinning; and if some American manors boasted a few additional years and square miles over his, yet think you that it is at all possible, that a youth of nineteen should —merely by way of trial of the thing—strew his ancestral kitchen hearth-stone with wheat in the stalk, and there standing in the chimney thresh out that grain with a flail, whose aerial evolutions had free play among all that masonry; were it not impossible for such a flailer so to thresh wheat in his own ancestral kitchen chimney without feeling just a little twinge or two of what one might call family pride? I should say not.

Or how think you it would be with this youthful Pierre, if every day descending to breakfast, he caught sight of an old tattered British banner or two, hanging over an arched window in his hall; and those banners captured by his grandfather, the general, in fair fight? Or how think you it would be if every time he heard the band of the military company of the village, he should distinctly recognize the peculiar tap of a British kettle-drum also captured by his grandfather in fair fight, and afterwards suitably inscribed on the brass and bestowed upon
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