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THE CONFIDENCE-MAN


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


Stephen Matterson lectures in American Literature at Trinity College, Dublin. He is the author of Berryman and Lowell: The Art of Losing.
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I

The Confidence-Man was the last novel Herman Melville published during his lifetime. As such it completes what had been an extraordinary eleven years; between 1846 and the publication of The Confidence-Man in 1857 Melville published nine novels and a collection of short stories. Furthermore, these years had changed Melville. From being a 25-year-old ex-sailor sitting down to write an embellished account of his travels in the South Seas, he had become a sophisticated writer exploring human psychology, motivation, and mythology. ‘From my twenty-fifth year I date my life,’ he wrote to Nathaniel Hawthorne.1 However, while it was in this period that he had achieved his breathtaking potential, these years had also seen a steady decline in his literary reputation. The generally established pattern of his literary career had been one of popular acclaim followed by neglect as his works became more ambitious. The 1846 publication of Typee, the account of his ‘four months’ residence’ in the Marquesas (in fact, he was only there a little over four weeks), brought him fame, and he was quick to follow its success with Omoo (1847). These works satisfied a popular appetite for travel literature; in England they were published by John Murray in the Home and Colonial Library series. This was in spite of Murray’s fear that Typee and Omoo were more fictional than they ought to have been.

Typee gave Melville a fairly enduring reputation, but it also came to haunt him. It gave him the unwelcome nickname ‘Typee’ Melville, and he feared he would be known to posterity as ‘the man who lived among cannibals’. Each subsequent novel was to be unfavourably compared with Typee. Having called The Confidence-Man ‘indigestible’, one reviewer concluded with, ‘All we can say, in reply to the brilliant author of Omoo and Typee is ‘the less the merrier’.2 However, even if Typee were a bad book, which it is not, today’s readers could be grateful for it. Its success encouraged Melville in the idea that he could live by his pen; were it not for Typee there would be no Moby-Dick, no Pierre and no The Confidence-Man. For no matter how badly received the later novels might have been, there were still publishers willing to take a chance on Melville’s repeating the popular success of his first novel. In effect, he was able to live on its literary capital for some eleven years, even though the finding of publishers did not grow easier. In December 1846 Melville called on Harper & Brothers in New York to offer them the manuscript of Omoo; it was accepted at once, unseen, by Mr Harper, about to start for Europe.3 It seems that Melville proposed The Confidence-Man in 1855 to its eventual American publishers, Dix & Edwards. Their editorial adviser, G. W. Curtis, warned them to ‘decline any novel from Melville that is not extremely good’.4 By 1856 even Melville’s family placed little hope in his literary talent. Mrs Melville’s stepbrother, Lemuel Shaw, Jr, wrote to his brother, ‘I believe he is preparing another book for the press… I know nothing about it, but I have no great confidence in the success of his productions.’5 This book was The Confidence-Man.

Even Melville’s treatment of the novel’s manuscript could suggest that he thought little of the work. With the novel completed in October 1856, he left the USA for Europe and the Holy Land. One copy was left with his family, and when he visited Nathaniel Hawthorne in Liverpool, Melville left the second manuscript with him to arrange the English publication. During this visit he told Hawthorne that he had ‘made up his mind to be annihilated’.6 He saw neither version of The Confidence-Man through the press; it was published in New York on 1 April 1857 and in London a few days later. Melville’s by now habitual ill-luck intervened. After uncomprehending or hostile reviews, the novel seemed likely to be consigned to oblivion when Dix & Edwards failed in the very month of publication and were dissolved. Melville declined the opportunity to buy the printer’s plates, as though agreeing that the novel should be forgotten.

On the surface, Melville’s life after The Confidence-Man is one of silence and bitterness, culminating in his death in 1891 as a forgotten writer. To support his family he relied no more upon his writing. After a fairly unsuccessful lecture tour and a frustrated attempt to gain a consulship, he eventually took the job of Customs Inspector in the New York Custom House in 1866, working there until his retirement in 1885. As Melville had written almost prophetically of the failed Helmstone in ‘The Fiddler’, ‘to-day he walks Broadway and no man knows him.’ He published four books of poetry between 1866 and 1891, three of them privately and two in editions of only twenty-five copies. After his retirement he worked on Billy Budd, posthumously published in 1924. The New York paper The Press noted his death under the headline ‘Death of a Once Popular Author’ and pointed out: ‘Probably, if the truth were known, even his own generation has long thought him dead, so quiet have been the later years of his life.’7

But it is wrong to accept uncritically the pattern of Melville’s decline into misanthropy and bitter silence, as though he were anticipating Mark Twain’s later development to works attacking ‘the damned human race’. It is also dangerous to do so, because it leads to too much irrelevant emphasis on The Confidence-Man as a kind of bitter farewell to prose. Melville’s work from 1853 to 1857 can be seen as triumphant in that he was exploring ways of using levels of writing. One level would satisfy an audience, while another would satisfy Melville as expression of his artistic vision, or of the crisis caused by the conflict of vision and audience. Contrary to one of the standard interpretations, Melville’s state of mind in 1856, when Hawthorne reported that he was making up his mind ‘to be annihilated’, probably had little to do with despair over his literary reputation; Melville was talking about the uncertainty of his religious belief. Even the long silence in prose can be misunderstood, since Melville clearly thought highly of his poetry even while acknowledging that there was no likelihood of its selling.

One can see that in his literary career Melville gradually moved away from the kind of work that his established audience wanted. The signals were there in 1848 when he was writing Mardi and started to look for a publisher. Melville was certain of the value of his book, and sure that the audience he had found with Typee would follow his development into the kind of romance that Mardi represented. In its Preface he wrote frankly of Mardi as romance with no basis in fact: since his two factual novels had been ‘received with incredulity’, he had hit upon the idea of writing a work that evaded the issue of factual credibility. Mardi, though, was poorly received. Melville returned, almost penitentially, to the factually based narrative in Redburn (1849) and in White-Jacket (1850). Redburn, an intriguing novel which Melville detested, was based upon his first sea voyage, from New York to Liverpool in 1839. For the material in White-Jacket he turned to 1843–4 and his time in the US navy. These novels somewhat revived Melville’s career, only to encourage him once more to take risks. Moby-Dick (1851) was a critical and commercial failure, although it was a blend of what should have appealed to popular taste – a stirring and informative narrative of whaling – and what Melville wrote for his own artistic satisfaction. The novel’s dedication to Hawthorne is notable, since it points to the overall significance he had held for Melville since 1850. The admiration is specifically for what Melville saw as Hawthorne’s refusal to reduce artistic vision to popular taste: ‘He says NO! in thunder; but the Devil himself cannot make him say yes.’8 Melville later applied the lesson to himself: ‘What I feel most moved to write, that is banned, – it will not pay. Yet, altogether, write the other way I cannot. So the product is a final hash, and all my books are botches.’ And again, ‘Though I wrote the Gospels in this century, I should die in the gutter.’9

However, after the complete failure of the uncompromising Pierre (1852), Melville’s career was again revived somewhat by the 1856 publication of the six stories and sketches in The Piazza Tales (tellingly, The Confidence-Man’s 1857 title page refers to Melville as the author of Piazza Tales, Omoo and Typee, omitting any mention of the less successful works). Several of the short stories are successful in somehow being two stories in one. On the surface there is a humorous story or sketch, while underneath there is despair at the situation of the writer. Melville had developed a kind of double, coded writing. His now celebrated ‘Bartleby, the Scrivener’ won praise from the reviewers, but its textual core is concerned with Melville’s alienation from a popular audience, and about the implications of refusing to write in the ways calculated to produce sales.

Bartleby’s story is narrated by an easygoing man of the world, a friend of the late John Jacob Astor and a man who thinks ‘the easiest way of life is the best’. Bartleby refuses to work, to copy, and eventually refuses to live, starving to death in prison. To the narrator, he is an enigma. To Melville, Bartleby is the uncompromising writer, courageously facing the implications of his refusal. In these terms the narrator too represents a kind of writer, the kind that would take no risks in art, but work to satisfy the demands of the audience. Specifically, he is linked to Washington Irving, one of the most successful authors of the day. Like the narrator, Irving had been a friend of John Jacob Astor; the publication of Irving’s Astoria in 1836 had stimulated adverse comments on their association. In 1848 Irving had been pallbearer at Astor’s funeral and executor of his will. In 1850 Melville had castigated Irving for his ‘self acknowledged imitation of a foreign model’ and for the ‘studied avoidance of all topics but smooth ones’.10 Irving represents a temptation, that of gaining popular esteem – and wealth – and paying for it with artistic integrity and vision. Ernest Hemingway was to face the same dilemma and to write of it in ‘The Snows of Kilimanjaro’; the dying writer’s betrayal of talent reflects Hemingway’s fear that he will do the same. Melville remained the risk-taker, Bartleby rather than the narrator, the writer for whom ‘Failure is the true test of greatness.’11

When G. W. Curtis recommended Melville’s ‘I and My Chimney’ for publication in Putnam’s Monthly Magazine, he wrote that it was ‘a capital, genial, humorous sketch.’12 Indeed, it could still be read as a sort of James Thurber story of struggle between a husband and wife over a chimney. The husband, attached both to his chimney and his pipe, successfully resists his wife’s strategies – she is in league also with their daughters – to have the chimney demolished. One tactic involves collusion with a local builder, Hiram Scribe. Scribe inspects the chimney and recommends its demolition, but, the stubborn narrator is able to save the chimney, and to remain by it smoking his pipe.

Beneath the surface comedy, however, the story refers to the concern of Melville’s wife and her family over Melville’s mental and physical state. This worry emerged repeatedly, due mainly to his exhaustion from writing. Their concern grew, so that in June 1855 Dr Oliver Wendell Holmes, a summer neighbour, attended Melville. While the visit was ostensibly due to an attack of sciatica,13 it seems that Melville’s mental state was also under examination. In ‘I and My Chimney’, written shortly after the visit, Holmes is portrayed as Hiram Scribe. The narrator’s sense of triumph at keeping the chimney is tempered, he recognizes, by his resulting alienation. Like Bartleby, he pays a high price for principle:


It is now some seven years since I stirred from home. My city friends all wonder why I don’t come to see them, as in former times. They think I am getting sour and unsocial. Some say that I have become a mossy old misanthrope, while all the time the fact is, I am simply standing guard over my mossy old chimney; for it is resolved between me and my chimney, that I and my chimney shall never surrender.


The Confidence-Man too seems to use the kind of double writing Melville had developed in the stories. For instance, in Chapter 40 the story of China Aster’s bankruptcy, breakdown and death is very close to the facts of Melville’s father’s circumstances. Allan Melville was declared bankrupt in 1830, when Herman was eleven, and died in 1832 leaving the family in serious financial difficulties. Yet the interpolated story is told in an almost lighthearted fashion, and Melville actually draws attention in the chapter’s title to the disjunction between the style and the substance. The story seems filled with covert personal references14 to the extent that various possible meanings have been proposed, including the idea that it is about the relationship between Melville and Hawthorne.15


II

While ‘I and My Chimney’ ends with a statement of the need to be true to oneself, its narrator is aware of the resulting accusation of misanthropy. And it is as a misanthropical book that The Confidence-Man has been generally approached. In writing it, Melville broke out of the restraints imposed by the need to be popular that he had accepted in Redburn and White-Jacket. In Melville’s embittered view the earlier, ‘botched’ works are now burdens; Typee and Omoo are referred to as ‘Pegee’ and ‘Hullaballoo’. The Confidence-Man is quite different from his other works. It is not set at sea, but on a Mississippi steamer called the Fidèle. As in Pierre the narrator is not a character in the story; indeed, there is possibly no one central character in The Confidence-Man. It is not based on personal experience, as the others tended to be (though Melville had visited the Mississippi in 1840). What little action there is takes place on one day, 1 April.

On the surface The Confidence-Man appears to be the bitterest of Melville’s novels. In spite of their general bafflement, several 1857 reviewers termed it misanthropical, with the word ‘Timonist’ recurring in their notices. It was as though Melville had taken over the strategy he had attributed to Shakespeare: ‘Through the mouths of the dark characters of Hamlet, Timon, Lear, and Iago, he craftily says, or sometimes insinuates, the things which we feel to be so terrifically true that it were all but madness for any good man… to utter.’16

The comments of The Confidence-Man’s puzzled reviewers seem to have been endorsed by the novel’s later critics. During the time of Melville’s oblivion it was of course forgotten, along with Moby-Dick, but even the Melville revival that started in the 1920s left it neglected or misunderstood. After its first publication in 1857 the novel was not reprinted until 1923, and the first scholarly edition did not appear until 1954. Even Melville’s ablest critics tended to dismiss it, or apologize for it; in the 1920s two critics independently termed it ‘an abortion.’17 However, Elizabeth S. Foster’s 1954 edition both signalled and stimulated a growing appreciation of the novel. While it is still misunderstood (editions of the Oxford Guide to American Literature have consistently called it ‘unfinished’), it is no longer possible to dismiss The Confidence-Man as an inferior work by an exhausted writer. H. Bruce Franklin’s then provocative assessment of the novel in 1963 as ‘Melville’s most nearly perfect work’18 has been endorsed by a growing number of critics, and accompanied by a move towards its being more well known. In critical books on Melville the novel now rates more than a chapter of afterthought, and, like Billy Budd,  it has inspired an opera.19

In many respects the increased critical regard for The Confidence-Man has derived from two major factors. First, there has been a steadily growing awareness of the importance of masquerade and trickery in American literature, along with a recognition that Melville’s novel is central to this tradition. Second, the postmodernist aspects and contemporary relevance of The Confidence-Man have started to be emphasized.

When he used the phrase ‘confidence man’ Melville was certainly up to date; the term itself was coined only in 1849 by the New York Herald to cover the activities of one ‘William Thompson’, a man with a variety of aliases, including that of ‘Samuel Willis’. In the following year there had even been a confidence man imitating Melville, rather a ‘Curious Fraud’, as the New York Journal reported in July 1850:


It appears that some individual ambitious of notoriety has become enamoured of the good name and reputation of… Herman Melville… and has been so far successful in his attempts to pass himself off for that gentleman, in remote parts of Georgia and North Carolina, that persons near the scene of his exploits have been induced to correspond with… Mr Melville’s publishers for the purpose of getting reliable information on the subject of this stranger’s claims to the authorship of Mr Melville’s books. It is believed by many that Herman Melville is the assumed name of the author of Typee &c. This is not the fact. Herman Melville is the real name of the writer of those works.20


This incident coincided with an oddly persistent rumour, especially prevalent in Europe, that the very name of Melville was a hoax. In 1856 the Dublin University Magazine referred to Melville being a ‘nom de plume’ and linked this ‘fact’ with ‘the mystification which this remarkable author dearly loves to indulge in from the first page to the last of his works’.21 His imitator may well have led Melville to the pretence that ‘Hawthorne and His Mosses’ was written ‘By a Virginian Spending July in Vermont’.

While the figure of the confidence man had already been present in European life and literature, it was the Americans who, as it were, gave him, ‘a local habitation and a name’. The term ‘to diddle’ had already been used; Poe has an essay in which humans are defined as the ‘animal that diddles’ (the verb comes from Jeremy Diddler, a character in an 1803 English farce by James Kenney). There is actually a peculiarly American delight in confidence tricksters. In part such affection has to do with American emphasis on and admiration for individual enterprise and ingenuity, which are considered notably ‘Yankee’ qualities. From extolling the virtues of enterprise and originality in general, as did Benjamin Franklin, it is only a short step to appreciating the enterprise of the confidence man. The American fascination with confidence games and the confidence man has not lessened over time, and was one impulse behind the game theories of relationships popularized by Eric Berne. The appeal of the film The Sting lay partly in the fact that the heroes belonged to the recognizable confidence-man tradition, though, as Gary Lindberg points out in The Confidence Man in American Literature, the hoaxers in the film were morally sanitized. They were given noble rather than selfish motives, hence allowing audiences to delight in the confidence trick without feeling any moral discomfort.

At its simplest, The Confidence-Man touches a chord in the American character. However much moral condemnation of roguery may exist, the confidence man is actually a figure of covert – and often overt – admiration. After all, as several nineteenth-century commentators pointed out, the confidence trick depended upon the trust of the victim. Therefore, the trickster could exist only in a community where it was natural to trust people. Emerson’s rather lofty ideal was that if you trusted someone, then the trust would be repaid. In ‘Prudence’ (1847) he wrote: ‘Trust men, and they will be true to you; treat them greatly, and they will show themselves great, though they make an exception in your favor to all their rules of trade.’ (Melville’s marginal comment in 1862 was, ‘God help the poor fellow who squares his life according to this.’) 22 Melville’s friend, the editor Evert Duyckinck, wrote in 1849, ‘It is not the worst thing that can be said of a country that it gives birth to a confidence man.’ Duyckinck went on to approve of a quotation from The Merchant’s Ledger: ‘It is a good thing, and speaks well for human nature, that men can be swindled.’23

By the strict application of a certain kind of logic it could be shown that the confidence man’s existence testified to the general honesty and charity of society. His existence was reassuring in proving that people were not misanthropes; it was those who could not be duped who were the cynics. This idea was expertly put forward by the man who was probably the best-known American of the second half of the nineteenth century:


The greatest humbug of all is the man who believes – or pretends to believe – that everything and everybody are humbugs. We sometimes meet a person who professes that there is no virtue; that every man has his price, and every woman hers; that any statement from anybody is just as likely to be false as true and that the only way to decide which, is to consider whether truth or a lie was likely to have paid best in that particular case. Religion he thinks one of the smartest dodges extant, a first rate investment, and by all odds the most respectable disguise that a lying or swindling business man can wear. Honor he thinks is a sham. Honesty he considers a plausible word to flourish in the eyes of the greener portion of our race… Poor fellow! he has exposed his own nakedness. Instead of showing that others are rotten inside, he has proved that he is.24


This was Phineas T. Barnum writing in 1865. Melville too had grasped the often perplexing ambiguities that the confidence trick involves, and he uses these in The Confidence-Man. Thus Barnum represents an important element of background to the novel. Melville had long been interested in him. For a series of political sketches, ‘Authentic Anecdotes of Old Zack’, written in 1847, Melville had employed some of the showman’s rhetoric and style in his hoax dispatches. In Mardi (Chapter 122) the travellers visit an antiquary whose collection clearly parodies the American Museum of Barnum, and in The Confidence-Man Melville refers to various Barnum exhibits.

In using Barnum, Melville was seizing on some of the American affection for the hoaxer, which went to the extent of liking to be fooled. In fact, this fondness for being tricked by a clever hoaxer was seen by Baudelaire as a notable American characteristic: ‘Ces Américains qui aiment tant à être dupés,’25 he wrote; Americans love so much to be fooled. Time and again in The Life of P. T. Barnum Written by Himself (1855), the crowds cheer the hoaxer in recognition of his ingenuity. One such incident involved a heavily advertised ‘Grand Buffalo Hunt’ held in New Jersey. Everyone was admitted free of charge and crowds flocked across the river in the ferry boats, expecting a grand spectacle. The catch was that instead of fully grown buffalo, the crowd saw a few tiny yearlings being chased around by a dressed-up Indian. However, the crowd accepted the trick, laughed at themselves and good-naturedly gave three cheers for whoever had devised it. (Barnum not only received publicity for his American Museum and kept up his reputation for ingenuity; he had also chartered the ferry boats for a day, and made a handsome profit from the 24,000 people who used them.) Oddly, Melville includes ‘buffalo hunters’ along with the other hunters on the Fidèle (p. 14).

The book in which this and many other stories are told, Barnum’s Life, re-titled and updated several times during the nineteenth century, was to become a phenomenal best seller. It has been reckoned that, after the Bible, it was the most widely read book of the second half of the nineteenth century. In this self-publicity, Barnum presents himself as a rather virtuous man with respect for the public and a desire to be respected by them. Like Melville’s Confidence Man, he asks for trust and cannot function without it. ‘Without Charity I am nothing,’ Barnum said, punning on his wife’s name and the teachings of St Paul, but above all recognizing the public indulgence upon which his hoaxes relied. It is unlikely that the cynical remark usually attributed to Barnum, ‘There’s a sucker born every minute’, was actually said by him, indicating as it does a disrespect for his audience that he never showed in his writings. Furthermore, as Melville’s characters point out, cynicism is anathema to the hoaxer and to the confidence man. A mysterious stranger appears at the opening of The Confidence-Man and propounds a series of slogans from St Paul about the need for charity. The stranger could well be an accomplice or an avatar of the Confidence Man, since the act of reminding the passengers of the need for charity will be played on later by the other characters.

Nor is money necessarily the hoaxer’s objective. Some of Barnum’s exhibits at the Museum cost more than they brought in, and some of his elaborate hoaxes cost him money with no tangible return at all. Barnum could well claim that even the tricks that lost money brought him publicity and hence more than paid for themselves. But this was by no means always the case. For instance, on 1 April 1851, Barnum, staying in Nashville, sent telegrams to everyone in the hotel; some people were sent on fool’s errands, some were given unexpected news. True, the local newspaper picked up on the trick and gave Barnum his usual publicity, but it is clear that the delight of fooling was uppermost in his mind. In The Confidence-Man also, the winning of trust, belief and confidence becomes a delight in itself. One reviewer even wondered whether the entire novel was a Barnum-type hoax on the reading public.26 Surprisingly, Melville’s men make very little out of their tricks: the herb-doctor gives away a proportion of the money he has made; the talk of the Cosmopolitan occupies half the novel, yet perhaps he only gulls the barber out of the price of a shave. Another character, a cynical wooden-legged man, points out that deceit and trickery are ends in themselves; there does not need to be any financial reward to delight the deceiver: ‘Money, you think, is the sole motive to pains and hazard, deception and deviltry in this world. How much money did the devil make by gulling Eve?’ (p. 42).

Barnum eventually became more famous than any of his exhibits, testifying once more to the sense that he was acting out some peculiarly American endeavour (and what better focus for his activities than the ‘American Museum’?). People would show up at the Museum simply to convince themselves that Barnum really existed. When the eighteen-year-old Prince of Wales visited in 1860, he was disappointed to find Barnum absent. ‘We have missed,’ he said, ‘the most interesting feature of the establishment.’
While Barnum brought to the fore the relation between confidence 
and hoax, the American and the trickster, writers before Melville had also considered similar issues. Edgar Allan Poe in particular was interested in the hoax, and in the confidence man. His 1843 essay ‘Diddling as One of the Exact Sciences’ deals with different types of confidence trick, and it is there that he defines man as ‘the animal that diddles’. Some of Poe’s tales are themselves hoaxes, or attempts at tricking the reader into belief. ‘The Unparalleled Adventure of One Hans Pfaall’, ‘The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar’, ‘Mesmeric Revelation’, ‘Von Kempelen and His Discovery’ and ‘The Balloon Hoax’ play with the reader’s gullibility and rely upon the public’s trust in the authority of science. In some other works a fascinated Poe exposes hoaxes; for instance, in ‘Maezel’s Chess Player’ Poe theorized on the principle behind an automaton that could apparently play chess. (Barnum himself had been interested in this automaton when he saw it as a rival attraction; it had been brought to America in 1826. Naturally,
it was a hoax; a small man, preferably a competent chess player, was hidden inside it.) Poe was certainly known abroad as a hoaxer; it was while commenting on ‘Hans Pfaall’ that Baudelaire made his observation about Americans loving so much to be fooled. However, some of Poe’s works occupy an unlikely middle ground between respectable scientific inquiry and imaginative rhapsody. Eureka (1848) is one of these. Poe claimed to have solved the secret of the universe, yet the style differs little from that used in the hoaxes. He appears in The Confidence-Man, hawking a copy of what is probably Eureka: ‘… a haggard, inspired-looking man now approached – a crazy beggar, asking alms under the form of peddling a rhapsodical tract, composed by himself, and setting forth his claims to some rhapsodical apostleship.’ The beggar has ‘raven curls’ over a pale brow, and, as Poe habitually did, he has buttoned his frock coat all the way to the chin.27

Poe’s appearance in The Confidence-Man is rather mysterious; whether or not it was intended as a kind of homage to Poe’s influence on Melville, it is certainly uncomplimentary. Poe’s use of the hoax as theme is linked closely to the idea that fiction itself is a kind of hoax. A work of fiction is a kind of contract between reader and author. As readers we place our confidence in what the author or narrator tells us. But both Melville and Poe became exploiters of that very confidence. In Poe’s story ‘The System of Dr Tarr and Prof. Fether’ we are duped by a narrator who is himself duped and we are eventually uncertain about who in the story is sane and who mad. In Melville’s ‘Benito Cereno’ (1855) a narrator is similarly deceived by appearances into believing that actually rebellious slaves are acting with deference. In these instances the reader’s confidence in the narrator is called into question. In The Confidence-Man the narrator, who is supposedly omniscient, at times abdicates his authority. It was unusual for Melville to have such a narrator; typically, his storyteller is a character involved in the action. In this novel we receive no special sense of what characters look like, in spite of the lengthy descriptions given to them. At one point John Ringman, the ‘man with the weed’, is about to be given some money by a merchant, Roberts. Then, as Ringman continues to elaborate his tale of woe, Roberts changes the banknote, ‘for another, possibly of a somewhat larger amount’ (p. 29). The narrator does not seem to know how much money Roberts has given. How much confidence, then, can we have in this narrator?

Indeed, once this question of confidence is raised, it can be seen that Melville’s playing with the reader has been constant in his work though not quite so extreme as in The Confidence-Man. As mentioned above, ‘Bartleby’ and ‘I and my Chimney’ employ a kind of double writing. Even Melville’s first novel exploited the gullibility of the reader to some degree. In the Introduction to Typee, Melville wrote of his hope that the ‘desire to speak the unvarnished truth will gain for him the confidence of his readers’. Yet we now know, as was suspected by some at the time, that Melville had stretched that confidence. Broadly, Typee is fiction masquerading as travel literature. Omoo, like Typee, claims a basis in actuality; the Preface directs us to Melville’s ‘desire for truth and good’ – although he seems to have included a warning to alert readers. In Chapter 2 the description of the boat Little Jule (even though based on a real ship called the Lucy Ann) makes it into an emblem of the narrative. While seeming fairly safe, she was, after all, ‘not to be confided in. Lively enough, and playful she was, but on that very account the more to be distrusted.’ By the time of Mardi Melville had pretty much dropped any pretence that the narrative could repay the reader’s confidence in it as factual. To continue the link between boat and narrative, The Confidence-Man advertises itself as a ‘daedal boat’, and three chapters on the art of fiction are part of its cargo (p. 94). As Pitch puts it, ‘In short, the entire ship is a riddle’ (p. 145)

Mardi somehow disturbed the necessary confidence between reader and narrator. The works that follow seem to give the readers fair warning. If we are to continue reading, the warning goes, then we must acquiesce in the narrator – give him our confidence – even when we do not rightly know what authority he possesses. If it were a conventional novel, Moby-Dick would start with its second sentence: ‘Some years ago – never mind how long precisely – having little or no money in my purse, and nothing particular to interest me on shore, I thought I would sail about a little and see the watery part of the world.’ But it actually starts, as we know, with ‘Call me Ishmael.’ In effect, the opening words represent an imperative that as readers we cannot disobey. Once we have acquiesced in this narrator’s construction of self, we have made an agreement. In agreeing to call him Ishmael we have accepted his version of events and have agreed to believe him for the rest of the tale. We might see the name he adopts as a strategic evasion, but we cannot challenge it, for we have no grounds for so doing. Thus, by the time we read the ‘proper’ opening, ‘Some years ago…’ we are already in Ishmael’s power – have, in effect, signed a contract to follow him wherever he will take us. Like Wellingborough Redburn signing on with Captain Riga, we are there for the duration. Captain Riga changes character once the ship leaves the harbour; Ishmael too changes (he also disappears), but, like Redburn, we cannot easily renege on a contract, nor can we somehow unread the first three words of Moby-Dick.

Ishmael masquerades as Ishmael; the Confidence Man’s day on the Fidèle is called his masquerade. In effect, it is also Melville’s masquerade. Perhaps the very idea for the novel came from a picnic attended by Melville and his family in September 1855. While the others wore fancy costumes, Melville remained aloof, dressed in his usual clothes. As he writes in The Confidence-Man, ‘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. To come in plain clothes, with a long face, as a wiseacre, only makes one a discomfort to himself, and a blot upon the scene’ (pp. 161).

The masquerade might indeed be an appropriate analogy for American life. The confidence man who becomes a recurring figure in the American novel is related to the masquerader, the role-playing master of disguises. The very process of becoming an American is in part the making of a new self. ‘What then is the American, this New Man?’ asked De Crèvecoeur in 1782, and writers have often answered with novels of shifting identity. To become American is essentially to divest oneself of a past identity, to make a radical break with the past, and so the construction of identity becomes a significant theme in American writing, present as a recognizable tradition. It is there in the essays of Emerson, and in Hester’s rebellion and repentance in Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. It is there in Thoreau’s move to Walden, in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, in The Great Gatsby, in Hemingway’s Nick Adams stories, in Jack Kerouac’s rides across the continent, in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, in the figure represented by Ken Kesey’s McMurphy. As Harold Beaver has put it, ‘America… seemed a stage set for masquerade, since Americans by their origins placed a peculiar insistence on rites of transition and metamorphosis.’28 Identity is not something given and therefore fixed; it is something you create from within, something you can also adapt to fit the circumstances. This is more than being a confidence man; it is taking the ability to change – to be shifty – as the capacity to survive. The King and the Duke in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn are entertaining, comic figures. Until the serious gulling of the Wilks family, when they play cruelly with the family’s grief, they are the standard rogues of the frontier. But the real confidence man is Huck, whose masquerade of changing identity ensures his survival. (Even the name on the title page, ‘Mark Twain,’ is a masquerade adopted by Samuel Clemens.)

If identity is fluid, needs to be changed for purpose of adaptation and survival, then Melville in The Confidence-Man goes further. Behind the masks we put on, under the fictions of self we create, there may be nothing; no individual, unique self. Everything is a masquerade and no one can stand outside. The fluid, shifting identity of the Confidence Man becomes a strategy of evasion. The deaf mute’s gesture of erasure at the novel’s beginning prefigures what happens to identity in the novel; character is repeatedly erased and written afresh.


III

While The Confidence-Man is already topical in its very use of the confidence figure, there are themes that make it notably relevant to the 1850s. In her ambitious and meticulous book Melville’s Confidence Men and American Politics in the 1850s Helen Trimpi has outlined the significance to the novel of the contemporary political situation. She identifies many of the characters on board the Fidèle as politicians, and calls the novel a comic political masquerade, or ‘pasquinade’. Although, as she admits, many of these figures were obscure even to Melville’s contemporaries, her work is important in emphasizing how far The Confidence-Man is embedded in current political issues, and in particular that of slavery. The 1854 Kansas–Nebraska Act made slavery the most urgent issue of the time. The Act allowed citizens of newly settled areas to determine whether their territories should become slave states or free states. This made it possible for the Western Territories to become slave states. From the appearance of Black Guinea in Chapter 3, slavery is unavoidable as an issue for the reader of The Confidence-Man; Trimpi points out that according to the conventions of contemporary political cartoons the inclusion of a black person indicated a reference to slavery.

However, as usual with Melville, the situation is far from straightforward. In spite of being strongly against slavery, as is evident from Mardi, Melville is here satirizing the anti-slavery figures of the newly founded Republican party, the politicians who were prominent before the rise of Lincoln. Trimpi argues that he does so for two reasons. First, the founding of the Republicans effectively made slavery at last a party-political issue. This strategy could result in the break-up of the Union, or lead to a Civil War in which the South might well win and impose slavery nationally. Secondly, the Republicans were confidence men, because


they were founding their appeal upon an inadequate and untrue view of the nature of man and society. In claiming that human nature was good and might be capable of perfection within the nineteenth century they were simply wrong and their motives had to be interpreted as either those of fools (i.e. they really believed what they said) or knaves (i.e. they said things they did not really believe).29


On the face of it, the 1850s were a decade of national confidence, made manifest in levels of investment in Wall Street and confidence in America itself. In the novel, Truman has little trouble in recruiting investors in the ‘Black Rapids Coal Company’ even though the company (if it exists at all) has lately been depressed. The wars to which Melville refers, against the Seminole Indians and against Mexico, were supposedly justified by the idealized concept of the nation’s ‘manifest destiny’: the United States’ right to appropriate the American continent. The very situation of The Confidence-Man reflects this appropriation, since for the first time Melville is looking to the West, to his continent, rather than voyaging elsewhere. The Mississippi is the artery of trade and commerce, the symbol of manifest destiny, as well as the division between slave states and free. In showing the confidence tricks on board the Fidèle, Melville is using the ship to represent the ship of state as well as the ship of fools; as the wooden-legged man puts it, ‘you flock of fools, under this captain of fools, in this ship of fools!’ (p. 21). Some of the individuals to whom Melville alludes, such as Daniel Boone and Moredock the Indian-hater, are the characteristic figures of frontier life, themselves evidence of the push to take over the continent.

Even the ideas of the transcendentalist philosophy, expressed by Emerson and Thoreau, can be seen as part of a national expression of confidence, an optimism which, however spiritual, is linked to material well-being. When Melville satirizes Emerson and Thoreau in The Confidence-Man (they become ‘Mark Winsome’ and ‘Egbert’), he does so on the grounds that their spirituality masks an inherent materialism, and even a lack of charity. Egbert demonstrates that giving a loan to someone is spiritually false and harmful, illustrating this with a short story incorporated into the text, the tale of China Aster, ruined because he took a loan. In the depiction of Emerson and Thoreau, Melville uses their own writings against them; Thoreau’s views on friendship in Walden and A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers and Emerson’s ‘Essay on Friendship’ and ‘Compensation’ are satirized in The Confidence-Man.

In choosing confidence as his theme, Melville is pointing satirically to what lies under the appearance of trust. The 1850s led to serious economic recession, and a republic already deeply divided over slavery was soon to be divided by war. When Melville’s ‘gentleman with gold sleeve-buttons’ comments on ‘the happy results’ of the confederation of the republic (p. 48), the irony is unmistakable. Further, the American dream itself depends on confidence: confidence in one’s own abilities and in American society’s openness, its capacity for social mobility. The Confidence-Man’s English reviewers were particularly alert to how far Melville was writing on the American situation: ‘The money-getting spirit which appears to pervade every class of men in the States… is vividly portrayed in this satire.’30

The confusion between appearance and reality is used carefully by Melville in the novel. Confidence tricksters and hoaxers like Barnum are all very well as admirable figures, but what happens when the disjunction between appearance and reality, exploited by Barnum, extends to religion, politics or economics? The Cosmopolitan may appear to be the devil, but could he not also be a saintly figure? The republic in 1857 may give the appearance of solidity, but what of the division represented by slavery? Throughout the novel Melville insists upon this disjunction between appearance and reality.


IV

Critical disagreements over The Confidence-Man have gradually given it the status of perhaps Melville’s most puzzling and engaging work. The question, raised in its first reviews, of whether or not it is a novel at all has persisted. One exasperated reviewer wrote: ‘A novel it is not, unless a novel means forty-five conversations held on board a steamer, conducted by personages who might pass for the errata of creation, and so far resembling the dialogues of Plato as to be undoubted Greek to ordinary men.’31 Is it a hoax, a sketch, an allegory, a satire? Melville himself calls it a ‘comedy’ (p. 87). Even if there were no question of genre, many issues remain to be debated. Are all of the figures who practise as confidence men the same one, undergoing a series of metamorphoses? If so, is the deaf mute of the opening paragraphs one of them? Where are all the people on Black Guinea’s list? When he is accused of being an impostor, Black Guinea specifically describes eight figures who will testify to his being genuine. In effect, he is giving us a list of the characters who follow him in the role of Confidence Man, but only six of those on his list can be certainly identified. How do the interpolated stories about the man with the weed, Charlemont, Moredock the Indian-hater and China Aster fit into the novel? What is the function of the chapters on the art of fiction? These are only a few of the issues raised by Melville’s text.

As readers we are somehow persuaded that the confidence men are all one figure. They do not appear together; in sequence, the Confidence Man is Black Guinea; the man with the weed, whose name is John Ringman; the man in gray; Mr Truman, who is the agent for the Black Rapids Coal Company; the herb doctor; the Philosophical Intelligence Officer; and, finally, Frank Goodman, the Cosmopolitan. It is uncertain whether the deaf mute at the beginning of the novel should be included in the list. Some actions indicate connections between the characters. For instance, Black Guinea appropriates a card accidentally dropped by the merchant, Mr Roberts. Then the man with the weed introduces himself to Roberts with what is apparently the same card and proceeds to swindle him – a well-publicized confidence trick of pretended acquaintance. Having failed in his attempt to persuade the backwoodsman, Pitch, of the virtue of boys, the Confidence Man reappears as the Philosophical Intelligence Officer and succeeds. However, it is worth pointing out that the confidence men seem not to make very much money. True, Ringman receives an undetermined sum from Roberts, the man in gray is given an unspecified amount by the gentleman with gold sleeve-buttons, and Truman receives money from investors in the Black Rapids Coal Company. But the herb doctor apparently gives away a share of the money he makes on board. The Cosmopolitan apparently swindles the barber only out of the price of a shave. In fact, as a whole, the confidence men seem fairly unconcerned about making money, though, as the cynical wooden-legged man has already warned us, the pleasure of gulling is an end in itself.

The deaf mute brings quotes from I Corinthians about charity; the phrases have their opposite in the barber’s sign of ‘No Trust’. But the deaf mute well may be an avatar of the Confidence Man, his phrases part of a strategy to soften up the passengers and make them receptive to appeals for charity. In fact, this works; a lady is later seen reading the same text from Corinthians, and when she is appealed to by the man in gray she gives him twenty dollars. However, apart from this possibly revealing action, the deaf mute does nothing to suggest that he is one of the confidence men. Guinea’s list presents a further problem in that Melville may have intended further confidence men to appear and then changed his mind. Or perhaps the list itself belongs to the strategy of playing with the reader’s confidence. We expect the others to appear and are frustrated when those expectations are thwarted.

Even the features on which critics have agreed contribute to the novel’s puzzle. For instance, there is a fairly clear two-part division to the novel. In the first part, Chapters 1 to 23, a number of confidence men appear, six or possibly seven. Thereafter, only one is present: the Cosmopolitan, Frank Goodman. The first half of the book moves along quite quickly, while the pace of the second half is markedly slower. However, the implications of this division are not clear. Is Goodman the ‘real’ Confidence Man, the force behind the other avatars? Or is he a Confidence Man at all in the sense that the others are? The reader may simply be being duped. In the first half, we are given a series of signals by which we feel we can recognize the Confidence Man. But in the second half of the novel, occupied by the Cosmopolitan, these signals are not so clear, even though the reader accepts that the Cosmopolitan is a Confidence Man. Of the differences between the two halves, Elizabeth S. Foster has argued that the first half concentrates on the dangers of blind trust, the second on the dangers of total distrust.32
It was once fairly widely accepted among critics that Goodman and the other confidence men represented the Devil. But this is by no means necessarily the case. Goodman in particular becomes a figure appealing for trust and consideration from others. He is appalled by the coldness of Winsome and Egbert, by the stolid practicality of the barber, William Cream, and is bewildered by readings from scripture that contradict the notion of confidence. Given these attributes and qualities, it is possible that Goodman is actually Christ, come down to test the survival of Christian values in the world, making the novel’s theme the gulf between Christian idealism and worldly action. In support of this is the fact that Melville had already explored a similar theme in Pierre. In the coach that brings him from Saddle Meadows to the city, Pierre finds a pamphlet of a lecture written by one ‘Plotinus Plinlimmon’, entitled ‘Chronometricals and Horologicals’. The pamphlet’s central idea is that Christian ideals are like the ideal of global time set at Greenwich. They can function very well as ideals, but for the practical purposes of life on the planet they do not serve as adequate guides. In several novels Melville satirized figures who achieved worldly material success while paying lip-service to Christian ideals. Plinlimmon is in effect the philosopher of such characters as Falsgrave in Pierre, and of Benjamin Franklin as portrayed by Melville in Israel Potter. In The Confidence-Man Winsome and Egbert represent this philosophy; Winsome, for instance, praises Swedenborg, who had ‘one eye on the invisible’ and ‘the other on the main chance’ (p. 235). Like the Cosmopolitan, Pierre finds that worldly success, and even survival,
are incompatible with Christian charity. As Melville had expressed it in 1851, ‘Let any clergyman try to preach the Truth from its very stronghold, the pulpit, and they would ride him out of his church on his own pulpit bannister.’33

If the Cosmopolitan is the Devil, The Confidence-Man becomes, ironically enough, somewhat less bleak and nihilistic. After all, there are those on the Fidèle who resist him. The Devil’s very existence is somewhat reassuring, necessarily implying that there could also be redemption and salvation. Eventually, though, the possibilities and alternatives, with their resulting implications for the novel’s theme, become almost overwhelming. As John Bryant has forcibly and memorably expressed it, ‘Eventually the reader’s mind short-circuits.’34

However, if the reader sees that there is a choice between the Confidence Man as Devil and as God, something else may be implied: that in possibly being both, he becomes neither. Perhaps the real fear in the novel, the true terror, is not that the Devil walks on earth, or that Christ finds no true believers here below. It is that there is nothing; that there is no order to the universe; that Christianity is a comforting fiction which is, however, little different from an April Fool hoax. The very proximity of the commemoration of Christ’s passion, in springtime, to All Fool’s Day can provoke some discomforting thoughts for Christians. Indeed, in 1855, the year Melville began the novel, Passion Sunday itself fell on 1 April. This coincidence can readily be used to suggest either that Christians are gullible fools or that Christ himself was on a fool’s errand. As readers, we are left wondering if the Confidence Man is God or the Devil. Or perhaps there is no single unifying self under the series of identities; it is this sense of uncertainty in The Confidence-Man that has led to its being placed among postmodernist texts with their emphasis on the independent self as illusion.

In fact, one can place The Confidence-Man in a line of development in Melville’s work. On the Pequod’s quarter-deck, Ahab claims:


All visible objects, man, are but as pasteboard masks. But in each event – in the living act, the undoubted deed – there, some unknown but still reasoning thing puts forth the mouldings of its features from behind the unreasoning mask. If man will strike, strike through the mask! How can the prisoner reach outside except by thrusting through the wall? To me, the white whale is that wall, shoved near to me. Sometimes I think there’s naught beyond.35


Ahab’s maniacally destructive search for meaning is balanced by Ishmael’s resigned acceptance of the world as ‘a vast practical joke’. Ishmael too fears nothingness, though the fear that there may be no meaning or order in the universe is strongest in Pierre. Perhaps, Melville writes, the world


is found to consist of nothing but surface stratified on surface. To its axis, the world being nothing but superinduced superficies. By vast pains we mine into the pyramid; by horrible gropings we come to the central room; with joy we espy the sarcophagus; but we lift the lid – and no body is there! – appallingly vacant and vast is the soul of a man!36


In The Confidence-Man this nihilism is certainly evident, and the ship becomes Melville’s microcosm. But the nihilism is only one possibility, and is in any case vitiated by humour. A further complicating strategy is to do with authorial point of view. As noted above, the narrator of the novel seems to abdicate responsibility and authority. The chapters on the art of fiction force the reader to consider the problems of fiction, truth, representation and originality. The interpolated stories also become problematic, not least because of the way they are told. For example, the story of Ringman, the man with the weed, is told by him to the merchant, Mr Roberts. Roberts retells the story to Mr Truman, agent of the Black Rapids Coal Company and, apparently, a later manifestation of Ringman himself (Truman actually casts cynical doubt on the story’s veracity). However, the novel’s narrator complicates this situation still further by not giving us the story Roberts tells; the narrator intervenes to tell it in his own words in Chapter 12. A similar strategy of distancing and framing is used with the stories of Indian-hating and of China Aster. The Indian-hating episode is recounted between Chapters 25 and 28 by Charlie Noble, who assumes the character of Judge James Hall. The story of China Aster is told in Chapter 40 by Egbert, but he specifically disclaims the style in which the story is told. (Perhaps this distancing strategy was significant for Melville in that the story of Aster strongly mirrors that of his own father’s bankruptcy and death.) Overall, the result of these strategies is to call attention to fiction itself. If we lose belief in God or in any myth assigning meaning and purpose to the universe, then we fall back on fiction to make temporary sense and order, or we make a masquerade of identity. If we do not have myths we at least have fictions.

Critics have often been troubled by the implications the novel has for religion. These are raised particularly in Chapter 34, when the Cosmopolitan tells to Noble the story of Charlemont, the ‘gentleman-madman’. Apparently bankrupt, Charlemont disappears from St Louis for some years, then returns and is as before. Questioned by a friend as to his disappearance, Charlemont gives a mysterious and possibly evasive answer, that he has somehow taken a sin to himself and thereby saved another, or even the world. The story makes a variety of pointed references to Christ’s sacrifice. Charlemont is aged about thirty when he withdraws from his family. Upon his return he lingers in coffee houses, evoking the New Testament scene in which Christ is recognized in the breaking of bread (Luke 24: 13–35). Melville also alludes particularly to the Last Supper; after a meal, Charlemont’s statement is made when the wine glasses are filled and he lifts his. But, given these religious references, it seems that Melville is secularizing and thereby reducing the story of Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. Furthermore, since the Cosmopolitan says that his story, like all stories, is told merely to amuse, Melville is placing the stories of the New Testament on a level with any fiction.

However, this is by no means to solve the problems raised by the Charlemont story. Clearly, the Cosmopolitan has some purpose in telling it, because he uses it to see off Noble, the river-boat operator and inferior confidence man. Noble is distinctly uneasy during the story, and, immediately afterwards, leaves.

Given the uncertainties and complexities of the novel, it is not enough to consider it a satire on optimism and American values. It engages us with its metaphysical and ontological speculations, and yet – ironically if appropriately – denies us confidence in these speculations. We get hold of some slippery part of the novel only to find that our trust is subsequently displaced. This is even indicated in the novel’s opening, where the deaf mute writes his mottoes on the slate and then erases each one in order to make room for the next, only the first word, ‘Charity’, remaining uneffaced. This act can be considered a paradigm of the act of reading The Confidence-Man. In fact, while Chapter 1 begins with the silence of the deaf mute, Chapter 2 opens with a babble of unidentified voices seeking to identify him, and the voices displace one another. This technique anticipates the displacing of each Confidence Man by the next, but also establishes something of the reader’s uncertainty over voice, character and theme. Even Melville’s syntax tends to erase itself; sentences are continually qualified by such words as ‘possibly’ and ‘apparently’, and by the use of double and triple negatives, to the extent that the reader is often left with a feeling that in spite of all the words, no concrete information has been provided. For instance, the description of Charlie Noble (pp. 168–9) is almost a minor essay in prevarication, giving the reader virtually no impression of his appearance.

The reviewers who doubted that this was a novel certainly had a point, though Melville had his own antecedents in Burton, Sterne, Swift and Carlyle. Perhaps after the postmodernist novel we can better understand the implications of Melville’s shifting perspective and the effacing of the narrative. The playfulness of Melville’s text has even provoked a certain indecorum in others: Hershel Parker’s 1971 Norton Critical Edition of the novel includes an article by ‘Samuel Willis’ on private allusions in Melville. Since Samuel Willis was one of the names used by the original confidence man in 1849, this becomes in effect a private scholarly joke about private writing and scholarship. The same edition includes an apparently non-existent publication in the bibliography compiled by Watson G. Branch. In this spirit it is tempting for even a scrupulous later editor to insert some equivocal piece of information into an edition. For example, one might include a fictive bibliographic item, an unnecessary footnote, or perhaps a cryptic name in the acknowledgements.

Melville’s use of uncertainty and doubt impinge on the reader of the novel. As in reading the work of Borges, Nabokov, Barthelme and Pynchon, the reader is often made to assume a position of uncertainty for which there is no apparent solution. Reading The Confidence-Man closely is an unusual experience. To be caught in its web of complexity and uncertainty is stimulating and even exhausting. Yet trying to reduce that experience, say, to a paraphrase of the novel, or to fix the work’s evanescent meanings is often fruitless. Like the comic characters of Love’s Labour’s Lost, the reader goes to a great feast of language yet somehow comes away only with the scraps.
STEPHEN MATTERSON
Dublin, 1 April 1989





A NOTE ON THE TEXT
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The Confidence-Man was first published by Dix, Edwards & Co. in New York on 1 April 1857, and a few days later by Longman, Brown, Green, Longmans & Roberts in London. Melville saw neither edition through the press, since after completion of the novel in 1856 he travelled to Europe and the Holy Land. The English edition was almost certainly set from the proofs of the American edition, since there are corrections to obvious errors in the first printing. In addition to these there are anglicizations, two annotations which explain American terms, and some fresh errors. The novel was not reprinted until 1923, while the first scholarly emended text, edited by Elizabeth S. Foster, appeared in 1954, followed by those of H. Bruce Franklin in 1967 and of Hershel Parker in 1971. The authoritative Northwestern-Newberry Edition was published in 1984 as Volume 10 of The Writings of Herman Melville, edited by Harrison Hayford, Hershel Parker and G. Thomas Tanselle. The Northwestern-Newberry editors made 29 word changes and 109 emendations of punctuation from the first American edition, and their extensive editorial apparatus includes details of some of the emendations. Many of these had already been made in the 1857 English edition.

The present text derives from the 1857 English edition. I have emended punctuation where there is an obvious printer’s error, and have adopted several of the Northwestern-Newberry readings. In most cases the punctuation changes have been made silently, but all substantive changes have been duly noted.
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The growing reputation of The Confidence-Man is reflected in the surge of recent criticism on it. While it was only reprinted once between 1857 and 1954, there are now a variety of editions available. In spite of later critical developments, Elizabeth S. Foster’s pioneering 1954 edition maintains its importance for the serious reader, as do the editions by H. Bruce Franklin (1967) and Hershel Parker (1971). The latter usefully includes a selection of critical material. The 1984 Northwestern-Newberry edition, edited by Hayford, Parker and Tanselle, is, in keeping with the standards of the other volumes in the series, meticulous. It includes an Editorial Appendix over 250 pages long. In preparing this edition for Penguin, I am deeply indebted to these previous editors and annotators. The 1989 Oxford edition in the World’s Classics series reprints almost without change the 1923 Constable text. It has a good introduction by Tony Tanner.

Several bibliographies for The Confidence-Man need to be mentioned. The Norton edition includes an annotated bibliography compiled by Watson G. Branch, though it only includes items up to 1970. The bibliography in the Northwestern-Newberry edition is useful, though the most up to date is that of John Bryant, in his Companion to Melville Studies. Bryant also provides an excellent survey of the novel and the criticism it has stimulated. Contemporary reviews of The Confidence-Man are available in Melville: The Critical Heritage, edited by Watson G. Branch, and a Concordance to the novel has been made by Larry E. Wegener.

The biographies by Newton Arvin and Leon Howard (listed below) have much that is relevant to The Confidence-Man, as do the materials collected by Jay Leyda in The Melville Log. The novel’s context and the notion of ‘confidence’ are examined in several important recent works; see the books by Wadlington, Kuhlmann, Lindberg, Blair, Lenz, and Beaver, listed below. Helen Trimpi’s book identifying the confidence men is important in demonstrating how far the novel’s themes are those of the 1850s.
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