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in a “railroad car” speeding like “Hell in a harness,” the practical realization of the “Ideal
Philosophy” (W 1.50; JMN 4.94). And yet, though written several centuries before the invention
of the rail-road car, Montaigne’s Essais are not, for all that, left in the lurch when it comes to
confounding sense or understanding. His essay “Des Coches” (Of Coaches) suggests an
explanation. Man’s “invention” is such as to change day into night and make fables true not
because of any art in particular, asserts Montaigne, but because of the force of his imagination,
which makes its own cause and effect (Essais 3.6.156, 166). Imagination, as the text of Nature
accordingly registers, brings together “the farthest sundered things . . . by a subtile spiritual
connection” (W 1.52). Its subjective force is consequently best seen in the light of such
paradoxes as would seem to overthrow common sense distinctions: “"Tis a pretty revolution
which is effected in the landscape by simply turning your head upside down, or, looking through
your legs . . . . It changes the lanscape at once from November to June . . . . Massachusetts is Italy
upside down,” Emerson noted on 19 November 1848 (JALV 11.56). To the child-like mind
capacious enough to “whirl with the whirling world,” life is a “game” (JMN 11.309) comprising
an infernal romance such as that hymned by Emerson’s Uriel:

‘Line in nature is not found;

Unit and universe are round;

In vain produced, all rays return;

Evil will bless, and ice will burn.” (#9.14)

The logic of “fuego y yelo™” or “fiery snow”''"? governing both Calderon’s dream-world
and Dante’s Inferno, where, in the words of Milton, “parching Air / Burns frore, and cold

performs th’effect of Fire” (Paradise Lost 11.594-5), also has its appeal for Montaigne as he, too,
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strives to unite contraries “by their two extremities™: “Extreme coldness and extreme heat boil
and roast,” he notes in “Des vaines subtilités” (Of Vain Subtleties) (Essays 1.54.150). No less
understandably do the celebrants of Ducharme’s “féte infernal” or infernal whirligig register
their allegiance to the same.'” In L 'Avalée des avalés, Ducharme’s Bérénice tries the
experiment outlined by Montaigne, seizing an iron grill in the dead of winter and finding it
“bouillant de froid” (51). In Ducharme’s L 'Océantume (1968), which critic Frangoise Laurent
has called “une sorte de négatif de /'Avalée des avalés,”'" the heroine lode Ssouvie similarly
feels “la brillure de la glace” as she spins out of control down an icy mountain slope.'"* It is not
without reason, then, that Bérénice’s childhood companion complains that they are in

hell (L 'Avalée 224). “Je suis diabolique,” confesses Bérénice (L 'Avalée 187).

Not surprisingly, in view of the preceding, Ducharme’s work partakes of the diabolic
exuberance or energy common to many key works of Romantic spirituality. Here, after all, as
illustrated in the “Infernal wisdom™ of William Blake’s “Proverbs of Hell” (“Excess of sorrow
laughs. Excess of joy weeps,” writes the poet of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell),'® is the
power to make the sober drunk and the “wise . . . joyous in their folly,” in the congenial
expression of Nietzsche’s prologue to Thus Spake Zarathustra.'"” Children, as Montaigne points
out, are particularly apt to “laugh and cry at the same thing” (Essays 1.37.106). Certainly, such
comfort or joy as Ducharme’s children extract from the infernal element in which they swim is
near allied to that evoked by Nietzsche in his “Drunken Song”: “All joy wanteth the eternity of
all things, it wanteth honey, it wanteth lees, it wanteth intoxicated midnight, it wanteth graves
. ... What doth joy not want! it is thirstier . . . hungrier . . . than all woe: it wants itself, it bites

into itself. . . .”"'® Indeed, the diehard idealist can make a meal of anything (air, rocks, coal,
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iron), even of hell and the self, as Arthur Rimbaud’s Une Saison en enfer similarly attests, since
his composing of “un opéra fabuleux” pronouncing “la fatalité du bonheur” is not bound by the
logic of non-contradiction basic to “la morale™:'" “in him,” writes Nietzsche, “all opposites are
blended into a new unity. The highest and the lowest energies of human nature, what is sweetest,
most frivolous, and most terrible wells forth from one fount with immortal assurance.” For this
reason, Nietzsche asserts the superiority of his Zarathustra over “Dante . . . merely a believer and
not one who first creates truth, a world-governing spirit, a destiny” secure in his “azure
solitude.”® The fact that Nietzsche’s deconstruction of “la conscience” and “la science du bien
et du mal” in the Genealogy of Morals (1887) provides additional incentive to self-creation for
Bérénice in the final pages of L 'Avalée suggests a measure of her sympathy with his, no less than
Emerson, Blake, and Rimbaud’s, endeavor (364). “Voici un damné qui essaie de s’extraire de
I’enfer” (L 'Avalée 343) describes the action of Ducharme’s novel as well as the aim of his
Romantic, Decadent, Surrealist, and Existentialist precursors, according to R.A. Yoder and
Virginia A. La Charité.'?'

There is one respect, however, in which Ducharme’s work suggests a slightly more
traditional cast of mind than that of his nineteenth- and twentieth-century predecessors, one not
so distant perhaps from that of Racine and his contemporaries. And that is by virtue of the very
“impeccable logic” with which it intuitively grasps these same “antinomies of experience”
located in the “imagination of man.”'? At one point in L '4valée, the Cartesian-minded Bérénice
even goes so far as to diagram or dissect, with the cold precision of a vivisectionist, the

‘problem’ confronting her. “Que faut-il faire pour étre libre?” she asks; for, as she writes at the
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c.)utset of the novel and here illustrates for her classmates (and by extension the reader) on the
blackboard: “Tout m’avale ... je suis englobée” (L 'Avalée 214, 9).

That sombre hypothesis is borne out by the book’s threatening and engulfing imagery, of
gnawing and piercing teeth, pitchforks, rats, ticks, bloodsuckers, vampires, floods, hooks, traps,
bars, nets, abysses, mews, guillotines, broken glass, mirrors, tombs, snow avalanches, cars,
daggers, bacillus, cancer, tanks, cannons, fire, and death (L 'Avalée 68, 87, 129, 146, 184-5, 190,
201, 204, 209, 219, 225, 250, 253, 281, 374). Buried, like the subject depicted at the outset of
Walter Pater’s Emerson-like conclusion to The Renaissance (1873), “under a flood of external
objects, pressing . . . with a sharp and importunate reality,”'* Ducharme’s heroine is all the more
intensely aware of the “divorce” between that ‘reality’ and her childhood dream or ideal.'**
Consequently, if Bérénice would free herself from the pull of a world or destiny she pictures here
and elsewhere as a chtonic force (“le titan”), she is faced with only two alternatives—"tout
détruire” or “tout avaler . . . tout englober” (L '4valée 220, 216).

As always, Bérénice plies her lesson home by matching words to actions. The school of
hard knocks, however, soon teaches her that the latter solution is impracticable: there is no thirst
great enough (she realizes at age nine) to swallow all the water in the stream. In fact, just in
attempting to navigate or soar above it, as on a main-mast, the unfledged child-toddler loses her
footing, capsizes “quille par-dessus pont,” and is drowned, figuratively, “au fond de I’océan
sourd et noir” (L 'Avalée 10, 17). Suggestively, she loses four teeth in the process. As
Ducharme’s protagonist Mille Milles comes to reflect in Le Nez qui voque, life is a Tantalus cup,
in that it is too vast for the mind of man it holds like a fish in the sea: “Comment comprendre et

régir ce qui m’englobe comme la mer englobe le poisson?” (193). “Experience,” in the words
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of Pater, “. . . is ringed round for each one of us by that thick wall of personality . . . . each mind
keeping as a solitary prisoner its own dream of the world.”"** But, like the Saadi-like Emerson of
“Experience” and the Nietzsche of Zarathustra, Bérénice is undaunted by the prospect afforded
by such “poverty,” to which she, too, rather clings by tooth and nail (J¥ 3.81)."*® Since she
cannot swallow everything without being herself swallowed, Bérénice opts, logically enough, for
the second alternative—“tout détruire.” “Il n’y a que moi ici,” she insists time and again
(L'Avalée 11). Inebriated with “cette force logique,” she erects a cult to Quebec symbolist poet
Emile Nelligan (the most frequently mentioned author in Ducharme’s oeuvre), and in the manner
of Rimbaud and the Surrealists, transforms the world with the alchemy of her verb, making her
will and her word law (L 'Avalée 259). She even creates her own private, hermetic language,

“le bérénicien,” in order better to commune with herself (L ‘Avalée 337).

Such a change of headings, however, does not bring Ducharme’s heroine very far out of
her initial orbit. On the contrary, though securely immured in her privacy, Bérénice, by the same
token, can only go in circles, endlessly retracing her own steps, as when she mans a lamed tank
dubbed, ironically, “Toupie” (see e.g. L 'Avalée 366, 310, 338). In a baroque, whirligig world
circular in design and direction (“La vie est dans ma téte et ma téte est dans la vie,” she remarks
earlier), deep calls unto deep, and all action is reflex action: “Le sommet appelle I’abime. Plus
on escalade . . . plus I’attraction du gouffre sous soi est grande” (L 'Avalée 45, 341-42). Thus, as
Bérénice herself witnesses soon after during artillery practice, she who would fire on creation,
even if that creation is nothing but a dream built on inanity, is like to have her own arms blown
off by the recoil (L ‘Avalée 339). When one of her ‘students’ pointedly asks her what she will eat

if she destroys everything, Bérénice’s response, then, is unequivocal enough. Logically, she must
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starve to death: “Je meurs de soif,” she exclaims earlier, having tried the experiment (L '4valée
134). Wishing to free herself from the world engulfing her, Ducharme’s heroine must, like the
muskrat she finds caught in a trap, chew off her own leg (L 'Avalée 68-69, 259). The symbolic
image which serves as a poetically just conclusion to Emerson’s essay on Plato also aptly
translates the action and motif represented in Ducharme’s novel: “the mouthful proves too
large,” writes Emerson. “Boa constrictor has good will to eat it, but . . . . falls abroad in the
attempt; and biting, gets strangled: the bitten world holds the biter fast by his own
teeth” (W 4.77). “Je me roule, me mords . . . , " says Bérénice, to similar effect (L ‘Avalée 211).
As such, Ducharme’s L 'Avalée des avalés suggests an ironic reading of Emerson’s
inaugural-sounding invitation in an 1836 lecture: “Now that the age of reflection is arrived,” he
asks, “shall we not eat of its good fruit?” (EL 2.20). L Avalée, in fact, couples or conjoins, as
deep unto deep, two myths dear to the Concord Sage. Peering down or inwards, Ducharme’s
Narcissus sees the figure of Tantalus, reaching up and outwards. “Voici une coupe & laquelle
personne n’a jamais bu,” riddles Bérénice, adding, “Elle est remplie d’un vin violet clair comme
un miroir” (L 'Avalée 340). The cup no one has ever drank from, but which Bérénice comes to
taste, repeatedly, is the interior emptiness mirrored there. At once prey and predator, swallower
and swallowed, Bérénice is (in Ducharme’s brilliant reworking of Charles Baudelaire’s poem
inspired by Poe’s original) the “Héautontimoroumenos” (L ‘Avalée 101), the vampire who
consumes her own heart,'?” or alternately, to evoke a symbol of Romantic inspiration, the
Ouroboros, “the serpent with its tail in its mouth.”*® The latter is figured in L'4valée in the

shape of a “boa constictor” winding and coiling around the object of its desire (45).
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As deep calls unto deep, so, too, the stuff of the romantic ideal and gothic is the same. It
is macabre fare, not for the queasy. The work of the artist chiselling herself out of the marble
surrounding her, in particular, is ghastly business, carried out as it is “a coups de hache, de ciseau
et de brosse” (L 'Avalée 215). Freedom and wholeness are purchased, ironically, at the price of
amputation. Severed from the world, the self-imprisoned solipsist (“Je suis seul,” Bérénice
repeats time and time again) must make her own food: “il faut créer 4 mesure ce qu’on mange,”
as Bérénice’s counterpart lode Ssouvie comes to reflect in L ‘Océantume (112). However, ina
twilight world, so Bérénice herself observes, one cannot tell whether the very element one
breathes is air or darkness; in any case, it is not very filling stuff (L 'Avalée 317). As lode,
consumed inwardly by her ““feu de I’enfer,” puts it in L ‘Océantume, “LES YEUX ONT FAIM
FOLLEMENT SANS CESSE. QUAND ILS NE TROUVENT RIEN DE BON A MANGER
DEHORS, ILS SE TOURNENT VERS L’INTERIEUR ET SE METTENT A MANGER
L’AME" (155, 156). Like the Essais of Montaigne, which Alfred Glauser images in the shape of
“un serpent qui se mord sa queue” (“Elle s’engendre et se nourrit d’elle-méme™), Ducharme’s
books are the children of self-consuming introspection.'** However, that such self-vampirism as
the fervent idealist is brought to practice (at one point Bérénice chants a Symbolist slogan to the
tune of /! était un petit navire, a song about cannibalism)'* does not make for the most
wholesome of foods, though, is what the haunting fate of the two orphaned daughters of a
drunkard caught in the heroine’s situation of spiritual exile implies: to break out of their pathetic
isolation, they resort, ironically, to eating glass (L 'Avalée 188).

Such meagre grub as is hers makes Bérénice, understandably, dizzy-headed, so much so

that like the Montaigne taking delight in tasting himself which she ironicaly echoes (“je me
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goiite . . . je me roule,” says the former), she is able to look without flinching and indeed with
enthusiasm at that same feast of inanity (Essais 2.17.418). What more poetic and beautiful, after
all, than a suicide. “On se soile d’écoeurement. ‘Ma mie, cultivons nos rancoeurs,””” Bérénice
intones with Nelligan’s “Hiver sentimental” and his Romance du vin, both of which poems, along
with his “Le Vaisseau d’or” and “Réve enclos,” she knows by heart (L ‘Avalée 277, 203). There
is a good measure of poetic justice to that rapprochement. Like Montaigne, his Socrates and
Nietzsche,"' to varying degrees, Bérénice and her Ducharmian avatars would make themselves
drunk on melancholy or ennui, that most lyrical of emotions for the Symbolists, and so warm
themselves with the freezing cold of winter that congeals their hearts."** “Ah, there is ice around
me; my hand burneth with the iciness! Ah, there is thirst in me; it panteth after your thirst!”
Zarathustra sings in “The Night-Song,” as he drinks back into himself “the flames that break
forth” from him and so finds “satiety” even in ravenous, “violent hunger.”'*

By the same token, however, and in spite of all of Montaigne, Emerson and company’s
assertions to the contrary, the art of the self-sufficient, comprehensive self, a private fantasy or
dream aiming merely at “la vérité humaine” (NVe= qui vogue 57), is not apt to sate that “desire for
the whole . . . raging, infinite; a hunger, as of space to be filled with planets; a cry of famine, as
of devils for souls” which “every child” feels according to Emerson’s “Montaigne; Or, The
Skeptic” (¥ 4.184). As Mille Milles jokes with reference to Rimbaud and his ilk, those who
would swallow such truth as these proffer are fools, since their work is only an “aliment” for our
curiosity (Nez qui voque 279). Thus, however fecund in principle or theory, in actual fact the
imagination is far from suggesting satiety—to Ducharme at least. “Je suis stérile, vide,” says the

vampire-like Bérénice, who takes morbid pleasure in the death of her friend and later uses her
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living counterpart as a human shield (L ‘Avalée 134). Bérénice’s alternating fits of bulimia,
anorexia and drunkenness all amount to the same, since she can find no food of substance
outside the self. Drawn simultaneously towards both “poles,” of good and evil (cf. Nez qui vogue
24-25), Ducharme’s protagonists tend to gravitate towards the Dantesque “Centre of
Indifference” (to use Carlyle’s phrase from Sartor Resartus) imaged in the boiler room of the
permanently grounded ship “Mange-de-la-merde” in L ‘Océantume (10).'*

Ducharme’s portrayal of his characters’ odyssey into an interior darkness further invites
comparison with that of Marlow on a “cripple of a steam-boat” manned by a “fool-helmsman”
and in the company of faithless pilgrims in Joseph Conrad’s modern allegory Heart of
Darkness."** Drawing an additional parallel with Hieronymus Bosch’s depiction of a Ship of
Fools in Ducharme’s Les Enfantémes (1976), the Quebec author’s journey, too, is the working
out of “a merciless logic for a futile purpose.”* The torments of Ducharme’s Promethean
heroes and heroines are, like those of the fiery Lucifer in the innermost circle of Dante’s /nferno,
self-inflicted: they sweat and suffer as a result of the beating of the condor-wings lodged in their
chest, which creates a “cyclone sans issue” (L ‘Avalée 362). The hell of the self-sufficient self is
a total absence of love or reciprocity. “Nahanni,” for example, one of the words coined by
Bérénice, is described as “un appel 4 un appel,” an echo merely (L 'Avalée 337). However, where
Carlyle’s angelico-diabolical Teufelsdréckh reaches out and “clutches round him outwardly, on
the NOT-ME for wholesomer food” (Sartor 130), Ducharme’s diabolical children seem
relatively content in their indifference and with their lack of purpose or destination. Described
as a feverish “Danse macabre” in L 'Océantume (31), the hemiplegia which, according to critic

Maurice Blanchot, is the common lot of (post)Romantic literature, and its attendant impasse, of



176

inanition, are for the fork-tongued Mille Milles, for example, the occasion for not much more
than a bad joke-une mauvaise blague.'”’

The author’s mature novel /les Enfantémes suggests an explanation. Given Ducharme’s
commitment to an amoral vision and art, as reflected in the world of his ghostly child
protagonists, a better place to locate the provenance and direction of such truth as he conveys
would be, not the inferno of Dante or that of Emerson and the Romantics, but rather limbo."*®
The artist’s ken comprises human, mortal passions; it is the realm of fantasy, myth, and
imagination, not of practice, reason, or true heroism."® Like the protagonists of Herman
Melville and his modern Quebec counterpart Victor-Lévy Beaulieu, Ducharme’s books have
been described as orphaned children.'*® They are, in effect, infant souls, mute and unborn to the

world.
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Soul (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1964), cited from Merton M. Sealts, Jr. and Alfred
R. Ferguson, eds. Emerson's Nature-Origin, Growth, Meaning (New York and Toronto: Dodd,
Mead & Co., 1969), 140.
37. See Sealts and Ferguson, Emerson's Nature, 64-5.
38. In yet another indication of his desire to weld spirit and nature, Emerson inadvertently
confuses Ariel and Prospero. Cf. The Tempest V.i.46-47; and comp. /¥ 1.54.
39. Delia M. Colton, “Ralph Waldo Emerson,” The Continental Monthly 1 (1862); cited from
Emerson's Nature, 112.
40. Kenneth Burke calls the essay a “Happiness Pill”: “it is so buoyant” ("I, Eye, Ay-Emerson’s
Early Essay ‘Nature’: Thoughts on the Machinery of Transcendence,” in Transcendentalism and
Its Legacy, ed. by Myron Simon and Thomton H. Parsons [Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 1966]; cited from Emerson's Nature, 150).
41. The Letters of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. by Ralph L. Rusk and Eleanor M. Tilton, 10 vols.
(New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1933-1990), 2.32; hereafter L. On
Xenophanes as a teacher of the Skeptics or Pyrrhonians, see Montaigne (Essays 2.12.240).
42. Sherman Paul, Emerson's Angle of Vision: Man and Nature in American Experience
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1952), 75; and Tony Tanner’s comments on Paul’s

observation in his “Emerson: The Unconquered Eye and the Enchanted Circle,” The Reign of




183

Wonder: Naivety and Reality in American Literature (Cambridge, England: Cambridge
University Press, 1965), reprinted and cited from Critical Essays on Ralph Waldo Emerson, 312.
43. Wallace Stevens, “Tea at the Palaz of Hoon,” in The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1954); cited from B.L. Packer, Emerson’s Fall: A New
Interpretation of the Major Essays (New York: Continuum, 1982), 70. Packer also suggests the
rapprochement with Narcissus which follows (70).

44. See The Works of Thomas Carlyle, ed. by H.D. Traill, 30 vols., Centenary edition (London:
Chapman and Hall, 1898-99), 28.38.

45. See Richard Lee Francis, “The Architectonics of Emerson’s Nature,” American Quarterly 19
(Spring 1967); cited from Emerson's Nature, 169.

46. Cf. John Sterling’s letter of 29 May 1835 to Thomas Carlyle, in Carlyle’s Life of John
Sterling (1851), reprinted in and cited from Thomas Carlyle: The Critical Heritage, ed. with an
introduction by Jules Paul Seigel (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971), 33; and Sartor
Resartus, ed. with an introduction by Kerry McSweeney and Peter Sabor (Oxford and New York:
Oxford University Press, 1987), 201.

47. George Gilfillan, in his review of Carlyle’s The Life of John Sterling for the Eclectic Review
(Dec. 1851); quoted from Thomas Carlyle: The Critical Heritage, 20.

48. The phrase is Carlyle’s and refers to his recollection of his first meeting with Emerson
(C101).

49. Emerson ends the passage in question by quoting Xenophanes: “All things complained the
philosopher hasten back to unity” (JMN 4.298). Cf. fragment 24, “whole he sees, whole he

thinks, and whole he hears,” in Xenophanes of Colophon, Fragments, transl. with a commentary



184

by J.H. Lesher (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), 31. The fragment is found in Sextus
Empiricus’ Against the Professors, a frequent source for the Apologie. A later fragment, also
cited in Sextus Empiricus, speaks of our uncertainty with respect to knowledge of the “gods” and
concludes that “opinion is allotted to all” (34).

50. Santayana, 262.

51. For a more thoroughgoing study of the relevance of this ropos in Emerson’s work, see
Leonard Neufeldt, The House of Emerson (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press,
1982). Neufeldt’s study also situates Montaigne’s skepticism at the heart of Emerson’s
enterprise.

52. Stevens, letter of 12 January 1940 to Hi Simons, in Letters of Wallace Stevens, ed. by Holly
Stevens (New York, 1966); cited from A. Walton Litz, Introspective Voyager: The Poetic
Development of Wallace Stevens (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972), 125.

53. Whicher, Freedom and Fate, 53.

54. Michel de Montaigne, Essais, ed. by Pierre Michel, with introductions by Andre Gide,
Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Albert Thibaudet, 3 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1962), 3.9.234.

55. Regis Michaud, Emerson the Enraptured Yankee, transl. by George Boas (New York: Harper,
1930); reprinted in and cited from Emerson’s Nature, 129.

56. Samuel Osgood, “[Narure],” in The Western Messenger 2 (January 1837); and Oliver
Wendell Holmes, Ralph Waldo Emerson (Boston and New York: Houghton, Mifflin, 1884); both
reprinted in and cited from Emerson’s Nature, 79, 120.

57. Cf. Richard Monckton Milnes, “American Philosophy—Emerson’s Works,” The Westminster

Review 33 (March 1840); reprinted in and cited from Emerson’s Nature, 105.
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58. Francis Bowen, “[Naturel,” in The Christian Examiner 21 (January 1837); reprinted in and
cited from Emerson’s Nature, 83.

59. Packer, 27.

60. Orestes Augustus Brownson, “[Nature),” in The Boston Reformer (10 September 1836),
reprinted in and cited from Critical Essays on Ralph Waldo Emerson, 18.

61. Bowen, 83.

62. Ellison, 88. Though the topics or “themes treated seem at first various,” writes Santayana,
the “real subject is everywhere the same™ (259). And, indeed, for all their disagreement, critics
pretty much agree on this point. “All of Nature has one theme,” concurs Joel Porte (“Nature as
Symbol: Emerson’s Noble Doubt,” in his Emerson and Thoreau: Transcendentalists in Conflict
[Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1966]; reprinted in and cited from Emerson’s Nature,
146). “The power of thought, or rather . . . of imagination,” writes Santayana, “is his single
theme” (Santayana 260). See also Ellison’s comments to this effect in her discussion of
Emerson’s “paradigmatic™ or “essayistic structure™: “Abstract thought becomes a metaphor for
power, a figurative equation that characterizes all of Emerson’s mature works,” she writes
approvingly (87, 86). Ellison finds the “formal structure of Nature” still too rigorous:
“[Emerson) fusses with logical sequences as though abstract thought had to be literalized in
argumentative systems” (87).

63. Burke, 150.

64. Alfred Kazin, review of Joel Porte’s Representative Man in The New Republic (Feb. 24,
1979); cited from Packer, 198.

65. Burke, 163.
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66. Colton, 111, 112.

67. Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, “Nature-A Prose Poem,” United States Magazine, and
Democratic Review 1 (February 1838); cited from Critical Essays on Ralph Waldo Emerson, 31.
68. Packer, 25. For Joseph F. Doherty, too, Emerson concludes Nature “without actually solving
this epistemological impasse” (“Emerson and the Loneliness of the Gods,” Texas Studies in
Literature and Language 16 [Spring 1974]; reprinted in and cited from Critical Essays on Ralph
Waldo Emerson, 426).

69. Ibid, 43, 83. According to Packer, this is the “problem” Emerson chiefly needed to address
in Nature.

70. Cf. The Life of John Sterling, in The Works of Thomas Carlyle: “I find in all my
conversations with Carlyle that his fundamental position is, the good of evil: he is forever
quoting Goethe’s epigram about the idleness of wishing to jump off one’s shade™ (11.130).
Similarly, Herman Melville would score, in his edition of Emerson’s The Conduct of Life (1860),
the author’s assertion that “the first lesson of history is the good of evil,” commenting in the
margins, “He still bethinks himself of his Optimism—he must make that good somehow against
the eternal hell itself” (cited from Jay Leyda, The Melville Log: A Documentary Life of Herman
Melville, 1819-1891, vol. 2 [New York: Gordian Press, 1969], 715).

71. Whicher, Freedom and Fate, 15.

72. Andrews Norton, “The New School in Literature and Religion,” Boston Daily Advertiser (27
August 1838); reprinted in and cited from Critical Essays on Ralph Waldo Emerson, 34.

73. Norton, 34; and Gilman, 62.
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74. John Burroughs, Literary Values and other papers (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1901), 196.

Compare Emerson on Taylor: “His whole work is a sort of day’s sailing out upon the sea not to
any voyage, but to take observation of the sun & come back again™ (JMN 9.235).

75. Brownson, “Emerson’s Essays,” 73. Brownson adds, regarding the Essays, “the reader will
be puzzled to round their teachings into a whole, or to discover their practical bearing on life or
thought,” and concludes that this is not in fact their purpose (73ft.).

76. See Whicher, Freedom and Fate, 94-105.

77. “So little do we know we’re about in/ This world, I doubt if doubt itself be doubting” (Don
Juan ITX.17); cited from Dédéyan, 127. Cf. Rosalie L. Colie on Montaigne’s Apologie: “Seeming
to open out, the paradox turns in, acknowledging the wide world of alternatives, and denying
autonomy to most of them. The very ‘infiniteness’ of paradox, its open-endedness,” she
explains,” is balanced by its tautology, for all paradoxes . . . are self-enclosed statements with no
external reference point from which to take a bearing upon the paradox itself” (Paradoxia
Epidemica: The Renaissance Tradition of Paradox [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966],
38).

78. Plutarch’s “Symposiacs” reads: “a Voyage near the Land, and a Walk near the Sea, is the best
Recreation” (cited from JMN 9.296n.142).

79. Melville, 715.

80. Camille R. La Bossiére, The Victorian Fol Sage: Comparative Readings on Carlyle,
Emerson, Melville, and Conrad (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1989), 56. As in the case

of Nature, some critics of Emerson’s later work complained of the author’s tendency to
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“tantalize his readers” (see e.g. George Gould’s review of Representative Men in the Indicator 2
[February 1850]; reprinted in and cited from Critical Essays on Ralph Waldo Emerson, 136).
81. Whicher, Freedom and Fate, 138.

82. Packer, 198.

83. Whicher, Freedom and Fate, 138.

84. Calderdn de la Barca, La Vida es suetio (Comedia, auto y loa), ed. by Enrique Rull (Madrd:
Editorial Alhambra, 1980).

85. Harmris, 167.

86. Ibid., 169.

87. The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, transl. by John Aitken Carlyle, Thomas Okey and
P.H. Wicksteed, with an introduction by C.H. Grandgent (New York: The Modemn Library,
1932). The verse in question is suitably Platonic: “O Sun! who healest all troubled vision, thou
makest so glad when thou resolvest me, that to doubt is not less grateful than to know” (X1.62).
88. See Packer, 209. The context is a discussion of Montaigne’s skeptical Apologie.

89. Cf. Essays of Michel de Montaigne, transl. by Charles Cotton and selected and illustrated by
Salvador Dali (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co., 1947), 408-9.

90. Packer, 211; and Whicher, Freedom and Fate, 124. Whicher remarks that “[Emerson]
appears to have considered this shift a larger generalization that united the thesis of his
transcendentalism and the antithesis of his skepticism in a synthesis that reconciled both,” but
argues that it does not constitute a synthesis, since it means that Emerson is abandoning his
“earlier individualism and self-reliance” (124). R.A. Yoder, on the contrary, argues that it is this

same “strategy” of “dramatic reversal” (and he explicitly mentions the essay on “Montaigne™)
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that “enables [Emerson] to keep his early ideal of a knowable nature and yet to take full account
of the unknowable that lurks beyond reason and faith” (“Emerson’s Dialectic,” Criticism 11 [Fall
1969]; reprinted in and cited from Critical Essay on Ralph Waldo Emerson, 365). He likens this
paradoxical position to Albert Camus’ Existentialist one in The Myth of Sisyphus, a balancing of
the antinomy between “two certainties™: the “appetite for the absolute and for unity and the
impossibility of reducing this world to a rational and reasonable principle” (qtd in Yoder
367n.19). Such a reversal of perspectives and values—from Transcendentalist to
Existentialist-would answer to what Whicher himself sees as Emerson’s “dual necessity, at once
divergent and identical, to be free and invulnerable” (57). On Transcendentalism, Emerson’s in
particular, as an anticipation of Existentialism, see Stack (66n.44, 82, 158).

91. The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, ed. by David V. Erdman with commentary
by Harold Bloom (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1982), 690.

92. Ibid., 602. The verse from Channing recalls the mystical experiences of George Fox and
Swedenborg alluded to earlier in “Montaigne; Or, The Skeptic.”

93. The editor of John Milton’s Complete Poems and Major Prose (New York: Macmillan,
1957) Merritt Y. Hughes, for example, refers the reader of Paradise Lost to Canto XXXII of
Dante’s Inferno and Part I1I of St. Thomas Summa Theologica to gloss the lines “. . . the Parching
Air / Burns frore, and cold performs th’effect of Fire” from the poem (11.594-95).

94. Cyrus Augustus Bartol, “Poetry and Imagination,” Christian Examiner 42 (March 1847),
reprinted in and cited from Critical Essays on Ralph Waldo Emerson, 119.

95. “Heraclitus and Protagoras, forasmuch as wine seemed bitter to the sick and pleasant to the

sound . . . thence argued that all subjects had in themselves the causes of these appearances; and
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that there was some bitterness in the wine which had sympathy with the sick man’s taste . . .
which is as much as to say that all is in all things, and, consequently, nothing in any one, for
where all is, there is nothing” (Essays 2.12.284). The Pyrrhonians, on the other hand, “would
say that they know not whether it is sweet or bitter, or neither the one nor the other, or both. . .”
(Essays 2.12.285). The context is a discussion of Plato’s doctrine. Montaigne’s summary of the
logical implications to the first argument no doubt owes something to Sextus Empiricus’
Outlines of Pyrrhonism. For a modern account finding the same implication in the “scepticism”
of Kant, Hegel, and Emerson, see Henry Anthanasius Brann, “Hegel and his New England Echo,”
Catholic World 41 (April 1885); reprinted in and cited from Critical Essays on Ralph Waldo
Emerson, 226-27.

96. Paul, 219.

97. John Holloway, The Victorian Sage: Studies in Argument (New York: Macmillan, 1953;
Norton, 1965), 1.

98. Maeterlinck, 44-45.

99. Maeterlinck’s preface repeats Lowell’s famous opposition of Carlyle and Emerson in 4 Fable
for Critics (see Critical Essays on Ralph Waldo Emerson 132), which opposition no doubt owes
something, in turn, to Coleridge’s description in chapter 14 of the Biographia Literaria of his
and Wordsworth’s opposed but apposite projects. In his introduction to his Selections from
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Whicher refers to the same passage in the Biographia Literaria,
comparing Emerson to Wordsworth (xiii-xiv).

100. Santayana, 260-61.
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101. Sainte-Beuve, Causeries du lundi; cited in translation from Donald Frame, Montaigne: A
Biography (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1965), 318. “The world is but a firework, a
sublime phantasmagoria, destined to cheer and form the soul,” so Amiel summed up Emerson’s
philosophy, which he assimilated to that of Berkeley and Fichte (27).

102. Walt Whitman, “Emerson’s Books (the Shadows of Them)” (1880); cited from Carpenter,
228.

103. “Emerson,” in Modern Humanists: Sociological Studies of Carlyle, Mill, Emerson, Arnold,
and Spencer with an Epilogue on Social Reconstruction (London: Swan Sonnenschein, 1891);
reprinted and quoted from Critical Essays on Ralph Waldo Emerson, 236-37. According to
Robertson, Emerson “sought to make out to himself that his defect {of logic] was rather an
advantage” (234ff.). His critics have followed suit.

104. Santayana, 260. Cf. also Yoder on a proto-Existentialist Emerson: “To acknowledge the
ineffable and yet affirm that things are knowable, is a greatness beyond consistency™ (365).

105. Tanner, 310.

106. George J. Stack, in his Nietzsche and Emerson: An Elective Affinity (Athéns: Ohio
University Press, 1992), traces much of this lineage (vii-xi and ff.).

107. Cf. Frangois Laurent, L ‘oeuvre romanesque de Réjean Ducharme (Montreal: Editions Fides,
1988), 24; and Réjean Ducharme, L 'Avalée des avalés (Paris: Gallimard, 1966).

108. Porte, xi. On Ducharme’s relationship to the Surrealists and Nietzsche, see Laurent (25)
and Renée Leduc-Park, Réjean Ducharme, Nietzsche et Dionysos (Quebec: Les Presses de

I’Université Laval, 1982).
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109. Herman Melville, Mardi, and A Voyage Thither, ed. with an introduction by Tyrus Hillway

(New Haven: New Haven College and University Press, 1973), 460; and William B. Dillingham,
Melville's Short Fiction, 1853-1856 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1977), 222.

110. Oscar Wilde, The Artist as Critic: Critical Writings of Oscar Wilde, ed. with an introduction
by Richard Ellman (London: W. H. Allen, 1968), 359, 349, 434; and comp. L ‘Avalée 206. Not
suprisingly, the artist imaged in Wilde’s writings finds both Emerson and Montaigne congenial
(292, 341), while Ellman notes in his introduction Thomas Mann’s observation to the effect that
“many of Nietzsche’s aphorisms might have been expressed by Wilde” (xxv). The same might
be said of Wilde and Emerson.

111. Réjean Ducharme, Le Ne: qui voque (Paris: Gallimard, 1967), 24.

112. La Vida es suerio 1.1.74 (see also n.); and Carlyle, “The Hero as Poet,” in On Heroes, Hero-
Worship, and the Heroic in History, ed. by Archibald MacMechan (Boston: Athenaeum Press,
1902), 106.

113. See J.-P. Ronfard’s preface to Ducharme’s HA ha'... (Paris: Gallimard, 1982), 9.

114. Laurent, 42.

115. Réjean Ducharme, L '‘Océantume (Paris: Gallimard, 1968), 79. The protagonists of the
carlier Le Ne: qui voque also repeat the experiment, with the same result: “Nos mains devenaient
rouges comme du feu et briilaient comme du feu,” as Mille Milles recalls the experience of
playing barehand in the snow (29). Ducharme’s characters try other experiments suggested by
Emerson as a propaedeutic to the Idealistic philosophy, such as a ride in a balloon (see ¥ 1.50;
and comp. /'Océantume 28-30).

116. Blake, 36.
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117. Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra: A Book For All and None, transl. Thomas

Common (New York: Russell & Russell, 1964), 3.

118. Ibid., 396-7. Stack applies to Nietzsche Maeterlinck’s verdict on Emerson: “He has given

.. . an acceptable meaning to this life which no longer has its traditional horizons, and . . . he has
been able to show us that it is strange enough, profound enough, and great enough to have need
of no other than itself” (xi).

119. Arthur Rimbaud, Oeuvres poétiques, ed. with introduction Michel Décaudin (Paris: Garnier-
Flammarion, 1964), 134: ¢. . . je me consume,” writes Rimbaud (133).

120. Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo (1888); reprinted in and quoted from Philosophical
Writings, ed. by Reinhold Grimm and Caroline Molina y Vedia (New York: Continuum, 1995),
222. Emerson seems to have shared a similar view of “Dante’s Inferno,” which he once labeled
“fabulous” (¥ 10.227). Fittingly, then, according to George Henry Calvert, Emerson’s
reflections belong to a realm remote enough (in time and value, if not in place) from those
visited by Dante the believer to make their mythic, non-Christian implications clear: “[Emerson]
will not lead you, like Dante, through Purgatory and Hell, but into calm Elysian Fields of
contemplation” (“Ralph Waldo Emerson,” New York Quarterly 1 [January 1853]; reprinted in
and quoted from Critical Essays on Ralph Waldo Emerson, 161).

121. See n.90; and Virginia A. La Charité, Twentieth-Century French Avant-Garde Poetry, 1907-
1990 (Lexington: French Forum, 1992), 10. See also my introduction to Dictionary of Literary

Biography: Modern French Poets, vol. 258 (Detroit: Gale), scheduled to appear in March of

2002.
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122. Joel Porte, in his remarks on Poe’s “Berenice” in The Romance in America: Studies in
Cooper, Poe, Hawthorne, Melville, and James (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University
Press, 1969), 80. On Ducharme’s relationship to Poe, see Virginia A. Harger-Grinling and A.
Thoms, “Decadence and Anguish: Edgar Allan Poe’s Influence on Réjean Ducharme,” Journal of
the Fantastic in the Arts 2 (1988): 5-12. On the Cartesian or “intuitive” unity of Racine’s play of
the same name as the working out of the “logic of contradiction” figured in David Hume’s
“metaphysical rack”—“every proposition implies the existence of its opposite; consequently every
affirmation involves a contradiction™-see Wylie Sypher, Four Stages of Renaissance Style:
Transformation in Art and Literature 1400-1700 (New York: Doubleday & Co., 1956), 295, 293,
294. Finally, for an Existentialist account of the antinomy between self and world, ideal and
reality, unity and absurdity, confronting Bérénice, see Camus’s Le Mythe de Sisyphe (Paris:
Gallimard, 1942), 40ff. Significantly, Camus notes of this antinomy, “Détruire un de ses termes,
c¢’est la détruire tout entiére. Il ne peut y avoir d’absurde hors d’un esprit humain” (41).

123. Walter Pater, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry, ed. with introduction Adam
Phillips (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 151. Allegorized in a “short
day of frost and sun,” much of Pater’s account of the life of the mind reads like a page from
Emerson (152). For example: “This at least of flame-like our life has, that it is but the
concurrence, renewed from moment to moment, of forces parting sooner or later on their

ways” (150). Hailed by Harold Bloom as “the father of Anglo-American Aestheticism” who
“yielded up the great societal and religious hopes of the major Victorian prose-prophets™
(Figures of Capable Imagination [New York: Seabury Press, 1976], 45), Pater goes on to

celebrate, like Emerson, the moment of transition: “To burn always with this hard, gem-like
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flame, to maintain this ecstasy, is success in life” (152). In his introduction, Phillips alludes to
the affinities between Pater’s philosophy and that of Nietzsche (xiii).

124. See Laurent, 16.

125. Pater, 151.

126. See also Nietzsche’s “Night-Song” in Zarathustra, 125. On the relationship between
Emerson’s Saadi and his Montaigne, cf. JMN 9.38.

127. “Je suis de mon coeur le vampire . . .” (Charles Baudelaire, “Héautontimorouménos”; cited
from Michel Butor, Histoire extraordinaire: essai sur un réve de Baudelaire [Paris: Gallimard,
1961], 178). Butor, who is also the author of a book on Montaigne, links the genesis of the poem
and its tropes to Baudelaire’s translation of Poe’s “Berenice” (148fF.).

128. “A reading man or a child self-entertained is the serpent with its tail in the mouth,” muses
Emerson in 1842. “Let Saadi sit alone” (JAZN 8.246).

129. Alfred Glauser, Montaigne paradoxal (Paris: Nizet, 1972), 152. The narcissistic narrator of
Le Ne= qui voque is also a self-taster: “. . . je me mangerais,” he says. “Je suis I’amoureux et
I’amoureuse” (317).

130. In L 'Océantume, the refrain to the song is changed, fittingly enough, to “Il était un petit
vampire” (16). In the original, it is, significantly, the youngest and most unexperienced sailor
who draws the shortest straw (“On tira z’a la courte paille pour savoir qui serait mangé / Le sort
tomba sur le plus jeune qui n’avait jamais navigué”).

131. Montaigne’s essay “De I’ivrognerie” (Of Drunkeness) features a drunken Socrates for its
sage (Essais 2.2.27). On the contradictory relationship of Nietzsche the “artist-philosopher” and

“philosopher-artist” to Socrates, see Reinnhold Grimm’s introduction to the former’s
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Philosophical Writings (xiv). Nietzsche would no doubt have been at peace with Montaigne’s
(and Emerson’s) Socrates: this one knew how to marry “le divin avec le terrestre, le raisonnable
avec le déraisonnable, le sévére a I’indulgent, I’honnéte au déshonnéte . . . .” (Essais 3.13.412).
132. “Que le froid des hivers nous réchauffe les coeurs!” (Emile Nelligan, “Hiver sentimental,”
in Poésies, ed. with a preface by Louis Dantin [Montreal: Boréal, 1996], 109). Like Montaigne,
Emerson, and Nietzsche, lode and her heroic successors find the prospect of world governed by
“un processus de forme impersonnelle . . . et de fond imaginaire” bittersweet: “L’amer a suri,
tourné; 1’amer s’est changé en hilare,” she remarks characteristically (L 'Océantume 76). For
Camus, “[l]a sagesse antique rejoint I’héroisme modeme” in this affirmation of the happy
coexistence of good and evil: “On ne découvre pas I’absurde sans étre tenté d’écrire quelque
manuel du bonheur,” he pursues (125-26). Citing the motto to “Illusions™ (“The hero is not fed
on sweets, / Daily his own heart he eats”), Stack links Emerson to Nietzsche and Montaigne: all
affirm the impermanency of things and so espouse the “idea of seeking to overcome one’s
previous beliefs or ideals”™ (cf. 69n.101, 70n.102).

133. Zarathustra, 126.

134. In the innermost circle of the /nferno, the poet passes through “the point to which all
gravities from every part are drawn” (xxxiv.184). Of lode’s idiot brother Ino in L ‘Océantume,
who lives in the boiler room, the reader is told that “malgré la chaleur suffocante des lieux, ses
mains devenaient de glaces et ses lévres mauves” (38). As his sister points out, in the geography
that is hers (and that of Ducharme’s other characters), “Le sud, le nord, I’est et I’ouest ont leur

centre dans la chaufferie . . . .” (L 'Océantume 40).
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135. Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, ed. by Robert Kimbrough (New York: Norton, 1971),

45.

136. Réjean Ducharme, Les Enfantomes (Ottawa and Paris: Lacombe-Gallimard, 1976), 71; and
Conrad, 71.

137. Maurice Blanchot, Faux pas (Paris: Gallimard, 1943). “J’aime les phrases qui boitent. Je
suis sadique: je les regarde boiter et je trouve cela drdle,” says the narrator of Le Ne= qui voque
Mille Milles (226). Later he and his companion Chateaugué find similarly hilarious the spectacle
of a woman limping because she has lost the heel of her shoe (Le Nez qui voque 251).

138. Cf. Les Enfantomes, 19. Concurrently, Kathy Mezei, in “The Literature of Quebec in
Revolution,” recalls André Brochu’s designation of the period from 1970 to 1976 in Quebec as
its “purgatory” (in The Human Elements: Critical Essays, ed. by David Helwig [Ottawa: Oberon,
1978], 46). She goes on to instance Ducharme’s characters as examples of this state of
suspended or “arrested” adulthood (48).

139. See e.g. the conclusion to L 'Avalée des avalées. Bénénice lies, telling her brothers-in-arms
that her friend willingly shielded her from the artillery fire. Wryly, she remarks, in the words
that conclude the novel, “Ils m’ont crue. Justement, ils avaient besoin d héroines” (Avalée 379).
What Ellman has said of the implications of Wilde’s work-namely, that it suggests that art is
both “disengaged from actual life and incriminated with it,” “sterile and . . . infectious™-is also
true of Ducharme’s (xxvi). Ellman explains, “by its creation of beauty art reproaches the world,”
its very “sterility . . . an affront or a parable.” But in Ducharme as in Wilde, “this ethical or
almost ethical view of art coexits . . . with its own cancelation” (xxvii). Franca Marcato-Falzoni,

in her Du Mythe au roman: Une trilogie ducharmienne (Montreal: VLB, 1992), writes in this
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respect of “[une] scission—irréparable—entre réel et idéal” in Ducharme’s work: “L’enfance-
saison non corrompue de I’individu—donne . . . le départ a I’aventure du héros, qui est une
tentative de transposer I'immobilité de I’absolu dans le déroulement du temps. Mais ce voyage
s’avére une expérience corrosive de la vie qui consume tout idéal pour ne laisser place enfin qu’a
la seule réalité” (11, 12). Marcato-Falzoni’s survey of the fall from myth into history in
Ducharme’s oeuvre recognizes its Promethean-Satanic underpinnings and its treatment of Judeo-
Christianity as a mythos (17, 119), but neglects many of the specific myths treated as basic to
that oeuvre here (even though she speaks for example of a “Plongeon du Moi narrant dans sa
propre conscience” [64]), as well as their ironic reference to an Existentialist tradition which
since Emerson, arguably, construes that same “fortunate fall” into history and consciousness in
mythic terms.

140. Laurent, 10. Ducharme’s frequent and increasing allusions to the whale fishery invite the

final rapprochement of his oeuvre with that of Melville and Beaulieu.
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Chapter Three
Of Pilot-Fish, Sharks, And Other Things Fishy:
Herman Melville’s Prophetic Art Read in the (Con)Text of French America-

A Reprise and Reappraisal

“Having considered the proceedings of a painter that serves me, I had a mind to imitate
his way. He chooses the fairest place and middle of any wall . . . wherein to draw a
picture, which he finishes with his utmost care and art, and the vacuity about it he fills
with grotesques . . . . monstrous bodies, made of various parts, without any certain figure
.. . order, coherence, or proportion.

Desinit in piscem mulier formosa superne.”
-Michel de Montaigne, “Of Friendship”

“From time immemorial many fine things have been said and sung of the sea. And the
days have been, when sailors were considered veritable mermen; and the ocean itself, as

the peculiar theatre of the romantic and wonderful.”

—Herman Melville, “Etchings of a Whaling Cruise”

Introduction

In a letter of 21 August 1847 to her new stepmother, Elizabeth Shaw Melville tallied her

impressions of Quebec city, where she had “strolled about on the ramparts™ the preceding day.
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“[C]old and forbidding and comfortless,” she writes of the “huge citadel bristling with cannon.™
That the visit also left an indelible imprint on the mind of her companion at the time is
suggested by a passage in his Moby-Dick (1851): whaleman-preacher Father Mapple, having
ascended to the lone captaincy of his pulpit, draws in the “ship’s” ladder, “leaving him
impregnable in his little Quebec.™

Not surprisingly, Melville’s readers in Quebec have been struck by the suggestiveness of
his allusion. Most notably, Robert Major’s revisionary history The American Dream in
Nineteenth-Century Quebec (1996) is framed by the relation of two such cross-border journeys
mapping, in his view, antithetical and mutually exclusive apprehensions of his topos.” Major
begins by citing the above fictional record of the Melvilles” honeymoon trip to Lower Canada.
Quebec as foil to America, resisting the tides of its modernism and materialism-so Major
glosses Melville's text, as an allegory of the religious and social conservatism of the Old Order.

This first reading of American/Quebec relations in the nineteenth century is subsequently
revised by Major so as to fit the more expansive world-view professed by Ralph Waldo Emerson
to a receptive Montreal audience between 19 and 24 April 1852. Ata dinner held by the Saint
George’s Society, for example, Emerson pictured England as “a ship anchored in the sea, at the
side of Europe, & right in the heart of the modern world,” and the English, those “sailors &
factors of the globe,” as masters in “the game of annexation.”™ Understandably, though, given
its context and direction, it is not this lecture, but rather the one Emerson read before Londoners
at Exeter Hall, in 1848, which receives careful treatment by Major. Delivered in the enemy’s
cultural stronghold, capital to the “merchants of the world,” the Sage of Concord’s whimsical

portrayal of a French general as antetype to the modern captain of industry, leveling the Alps and
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transforming “old, iron-bound, feudal France . . . into a young Ohio or New York,” is a tactical
coup worthy of the general himself, according to The American Dream in Nineteenth-Century
Quebec.* Nor does the author of The American Dream hesitate to bring the example home. If
Emerson’s Napoleon speaks the /ingua franca common to “Paris and London and New York,”
that of “commerce . . . money and material power,” it is a language equally familiar to Major’s
subject Antoine Gérin-Lajoie and particularly, to his stepfather Etienne Parent, the influential
lecturer of Montreal’s elite /nstitut canadien convinced of American Manifest Destiny.® “La
carriére ouverte aux talens” (or in Thomas Carlyle’s famous translation, “The Tools to him who
can handle them”)’ is the Romantic gospel which The 4merican Dream sings in concert with
that nineteenth-century elite, as it goes on to hymn the virtues of the “self-made man.”® In
defense against an ever-encroaching cultural imperialism, Major enjoins Quebeckers to follow
the example of a hero schooled “a I’école des Anglo-Saxons,” and so to put an end, at last, to
their “habitudes collectives suicidaires.” Its rampart and defenses thus made permeable to
“I'invasion américaine” insinuating its influence into a pregnable fortress, so Major rewrites
Melville’s text, Quebec follows imaginatively in the way of conquest and independence-"Trust
thyself: every heart vibrates to that iron string,” as Major’s last cri de coeur, a call to arms,
echoes from Emerson’s “Self-Reliance.”"

Abounding as it does in material for reflection, Major’s revisiting of Emerson and
Melville is, upon closer inspection, highly instructive. On the one hand, if not entirely faithful to
the letter of Emerson’s text, Major’s reading thereof is certainly faithful to its spirit. His lax
attending to the darker implications of the imperial self portrayed in Emerson’s republic of

“little Napoleons,™"' for instance, bespeaks the strength of his convictions, his unwavering
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fidelity to a destiny so conceived and directed: “The little needle always knows the north,” so the
poem “Self-Reliance” sings of the moral sentiment such as Emerson saw it exampled in the
pulpit eloquence of the pastor of the Seamen’s Bethel in Boston Edward Taylor, “that living
Methodist the Poet of the Church.”*? With Emerson as his guide, Major would similarly affirm
as a dead certainty “the coincidence of sharp private and political practice with public spirit and
good neighborhood,” in the words he cites, with approval, from the former’s essay on “Power”
in The Conduct of Life (1860)."* And to that end, he divests Emerson’s Napoleon of his military
trappings.™

On the other hand, however, as Major himself goes on to concede, such
analogies-between heroes and hero-worshippers, authors and readers, fiction and life, past and
present, friend and foe—cut both ways, and the omnivorous imagination (“L’état, c’est Moi,”
notes a young Emerson) is apt to swallow itself."* Texts, in particular, can act as mirrors for
inversion as well as reflection, at times providing an ironic commentary on their commentators.
Major’s use of Melville’s allusion to Quebec as counterpoint to his revisionary history represents
one such instance of an ironic parallax.'s Cited in Jay Leyda’s Melville Log (1969) and
reproduced in “The Pulpit,” Melville’s likening of Quebec to the “fortress of Ehrenbreitstein™ on
10 December 1849 confirms the substance (or letter) of Major’s finding (ML 345; Moby-Dick
43). In the words of author-critic Victor-Lévy Beaulieu, “pour Melville Québec est une
fortresse.”” And yet, a closer reading of “The Pulpit” in the light of Melville’s work as a whole
suggests that Major’s rewriting thereof is redundant.

Modelled on the Whaleman Chapel in New Bedford (cf. ML 111), “The Pulpit” in fact

conveys a measure of Melville’s own commitment to the cause of self-reliant, romantic
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nationalism. And though considerably more ambivalent than Emerson’s, that commitment runs
fathoms deep in Melville’s oeuvre. The allegory of “spiritual withdrawal” found in “The
Pulpit,” and by extension in Moby-Dick’s republic of “Isolatoes” the Pequod (43, 108), is a case
in point, recalling as it does Melville’s starkly incongruous imaging of American Manifest
Destiny in his prototype of the “ship as . . . microcosm™ in White-Jacket (1849)." Patterned on
the frigate United States aboard which the author sailed from 17 August 1843 to 14 October
1844, the Neversink is described as “a lofty, walled, and garrisoned town, like Quebec.”™ In
spite of its bellicose nature, however, Melville, ascending to the “lofty mast-head of an eternal
principle,” subsequently puts the U.S. “ark of . . . liberties” in the “van of the nations™ “let us
remember that with ourselves . . . national selfishness is unbounded philanthropy; for we can not
do a good to America, but we give alms to the world,” so Melville concludes his famous
jeremiad (White-Jacket 189). As a testament to Melville’s early or incipient transcendentalism,
the passage goes a long way towards explaining why many critics recognized in him a student of
Emersonian “indifferentism” (ML 437); he, too, could assert “the coincidence of sharp private
and political practice with public spirit and good neighborhood.”

Thus contextualized, the passage from “The Pulpit” alluded to at the outset seems less a
contrapuntal than an allegorical reading of Quebec/American relations. In fact, given the
relatively recent revival of Quebec’s nationalist aspirations, Melville’s rapprochement ot
likening of America’s errand to the earstwhile ambitions of imperialist New France, as imaged
in its seventeenth-century garrison, seems rather prophetic. A further case in point: for Major as
for critic-historian Gérard Tougas, the path to Quebec’s destined literary and cultural

independence lies across waters already familiar to the student of nineteenth-century American
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literature.®® Ironically, however, though plotted on just such a course or heading, the
imaginative voyages of such leading authors of the “Quebec Renaissance™ as Victor-Lévy
Beaulieu and Hubert Aquin culminate, in the view of both Tougas and Major, in an impasse,
“une fin de non recevoir.”?' A survey of Melville’s oeuvre underscoring his increasing
awareness of the absence of a coincidence between romance and reality, dream and destiny,

private and public, provides one possible explanation for that impasse.

1
“Studying to Play the Fool”:

The Piazza Tales and the Culmination of Melville’s Art

“Preaching, prosing—scud and run,
Earnestness is far from fun.
Bless me, Blanche, we’ll frisk to-night,
Hearts be ours lilt and light—
Gambol, skip, and frolic, play:
Wise ones fool it while they may!”

-Herman Melville, “Montaigne and His Kitten”

As the preface to the “rather man-of-warish™ White-Jacket serves to suggest the reason
for the book’s central incongruity, Melville’s deepest and only true commitment, as always, was

to the “interior life"—that is, to the self-reliant religion of the heart which he had adopted in
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reaction to “the counting-room philosophy of Paley,” and which he later saw spelled out in
seventeenth-century French libertine Charles de Saint-Evremond’s pronouncement on the
Christian religion (ML 316, 317, 651). For Melville, that commitment meant, from the outset,
engaging in polemical combat with the established or civilized forms of religion in the man-of-
war world. “Who well considers the Christian religion,” Saint-Evremond had written-and
Melville went on to copy on the back of the New Testament he received shortly after his return
from the South Seas—*“would think that God meant to keep it in the dark from our
understandings, and make it turn upon the motions of our hearts” (ML 231). Inspired largely by
Michel de Montaigne, Saint-Evremond’s reflections on religion adumbrated doubts and
conflicts, not only between faith and reason, but between God and world, charity and policy,
which Melville would eventually deepen.™ These were already inchoate, however, in the
discrepancy between romancing and fact in his “Frenchy coloured picture of Marquesan
islanders” Typee (1846) (ML 206).

In his debut review for The Literary World, Melville seemed to lament the fact that such
books as J. Ross Browne’s Etchings of a Whaling Cruise, ““a book of unvamished facts” such as
he claimed his first novel Typee and its follow-up Omoo to be, tended “to impair the charm with
which poetry & fiction have invested the sea” as the “peculiar theatre of the romantic &
wonderful” (ML 238). His books, of course, had no such effect. Nor was the editor of The
Literary World Evert Duyckinck fooled, as his letter of 13 March 1846 to Nathaniel Hawthorne
cited above suggests: if not “over philosophical,” Melville’s first book was the product of a mind
palpably unwilling to relinquish its longstanding “relish” for the “poetry of salt water” sung in

“Byron’s spiritual address to the ocean” (ML 206, 238). The author’s nostalgic allusion, in the
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same review, to “the days . . . when sailors were considered veritable mermen” suggests the
extent to which his was a hybrid creation, part autobiography, part romance (ML 238).

In his preface to Typee, however, Melville had begun his plea for “the confidence of his
readers” in the truth of his “yamn” by arguing that “many things which to fire-side people appear
strange and romantic, to [sailors] seem as common-place as a jacket out at elbows.”? He asked
for their faith in a world not bounded by the already reasoned. But at the same time, his ensuing
remarks are tailored to suggest his restraint when dealing with the apparently fabulous: he
sustains the impartiality of his observations of “barbarous” Typee “customs,” concerning the
“origin and purposes” of which he will not speculate; only regarding the work of the Christian
missionaries has he drawn “conclusions” from the “facts” he has amassed, and just as these latter
admit “of no contradiction,” so his conclusions, he urges, are “unavoidable” (Typee 34). His, in
other words, is a balanced account, and many of his best critics found at least some
verisimilitude in it.

But if Melville’s indictment of the missionaries and if his logic to this point is admirably
pellucid, his colorful, romanticized treatment of barbarous customs, in particular cannibalism,
and the conclusions he draws (or does not draw) therefrom are just the reverse. Here both reason
and faith cease to be sure guides, and the narrator’s response to the moral mysteries of existence,
as shadowed forth in the Typee religion, is (as his preface implies) a profession of ignorance and
suspense of judgment: “. . . I saw everything, but could comprehend nothing” (7ypee 244).
Attacking civilization and the world in the name of what he would later hail, in Moby-Dick, as
that “one insular Tahiti,” Melville finds it already “encompassed by all the horrors of the half

known life,” the “universal cannibalism” or “eternal war” of brutish nature raging within as well
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as without (Moby-Dick 235-6).* As a consequence of that not-at-all Rousseauistic finding of
“Truth . . . centrally located . . . between two extremes” (Typee 277), Melville’s whole account
of the cannibals seems just as contradictory as that of Montaigne in his famous essay on the same
subject. For Montaigne, the meeting of the Old and the New, Edenic World, since it makes plain
the corruption of the former and portends the “contagion” of the latter, finally conjures the image
of a “universe” in “paralysis™: “one member will be useless, the other in vigour,” he writes when
he come to reconsider the fate of his cannibals in “Des Coches” (“Of Coaches™). By accident
or design, the hero-narrator of Typee, oscillating mediately between “romanticism’s extremes,”
embodies, in his person and narrative, the same conclusion.’ Indeed, his initial encounter with
the Marquesan islanders, in which he first takes the females for “a shoal of fish” and then
compares them (not without confusion or ambiguity) to “so many mermaids” corrupted by
“contaminating contact with the white man,” acts as metonymy for the rest of the
narrative (Typee 48, 50). This narrative in turn (so critics have come to realize) adumbrates the
pattern of ironic disillusionment Melville would go on to use to greater effect in his vasty and
avowedly metaphysical romances, Mardi and Moby-Dick.”’

Mardi (1849), readers tend to agree, is not a success. One reader, typically, complained
that it was “Fiction in a double sense-beginning with water & ending with spray” (ML 356).
Melville was hardly more content with the result, as his letter of 5 April 1849 to Duyckinck
concerning the book goes to show: “Would that a man could do something & then say-It is
finished.—not that one thing only, but all others—that he has reached his uttermost, & can never

exceed it. But live & push-tho’ we put one leg forward ten miles~its no reason the other must
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lag behind-no, that must again distance the other-& so we go till we get the cramp &

die” (ML 296). By its very nature incomplete and interminable, Mardi only manages to defer the
state of paralysis diagramed by Melville in Typee; in the assessment of a more recent reader, for
example, the romance depicts “an eternal cosmic merry-go-round” which its hero “can never
stop or escape from.”?

For all its spray, however, and miles short as it is of Melville’s aim, Mardi is not without
direction or unity. Like its weighty successor Moby-Dick, and like Pierre Bayle’s equally
ponderous Dictionary Historical and Critical, the purchase of which Melville mentions in the
same letter to Duyckink,” Mardi explores every metaphysical topic from “Tom Brown [sic]” to
the “Phaedon” in its encyclopedic attempt to unriddle the complex of existence (ML 296). Its
apparent disorder and incompleteness, then, are in fact, to a large extent, the rather predictable
result of the author’s delving into the “library of Pyrrhonic writings” of which Bayle’s
Dictionary is a compendium.”® Concurrently, that Melville’s two romances again elicited and
indeed in some ways encouraged polemic and incomprehension is, in this perspective, likewise
not especially surprising. In his Clarification, Bayle had already had to answer to those who saw
no reason for his mentioning the “objections that the Gospel mysteries can furnish to the
Pyrrhonists” or Skeptics.” By way of elucidation, he had cited Saint-Evremond, Thomas
Browne and Saint Paul on the supremacy of faith and revealed religion over reason and morality.
As a pious Calvinist, Bayle used such testimony in conjunction with the arguments of the
Pyrrhonists polemically so as to urge “revelation as the only secure and satisfactory haven for
man.”*? But as Browne’s Religio Medici had warned beforehand, such over-confidence and

“immoderate zeal after Truth” could be dangerous: “A man may be in just possession of Truth as
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of a City, and yet be forced to surrender,” writes Browne; “tis therefore far better to enjoy her
with peace, then to hazzard her on a battel.”*’

The “Everlasting No” with which Mardi culminates shows that for Melville, at least,
Bayle’s solution was untenable.* In fact, that romance’s Browne-inspired, metempsychic
dream-sequence serves to illustrate Melville’s radicalization of the skepticism of Saint-
Evremond and Bayle. To reject reason in the name of faith (as did Bayle) was, in Melville’s
view, to make “St. Paul . . . arg[ue] the doubts of Montaigne” (Mardi 307), a conclusion Bayle’s
Clarification emphatically, but not very successfully, sought to deny. What Melville had come
to realize with Mardi is that the posture of self-reliant spiritual isolatoes is an inherently
precarious one, with “one foot on confidence and the other on suspicion,” as he would put it
when he revisited Saint Paul’s text in The Confidence-Man (1857).* Indeed, as his letter to
Duyckinck and the imagery and dénouement to Mardi all tend to suggest, the contest of reason
and faith, head and heart, and finite and infinite which resulted from that reading of tradition
could only result in impasse or exhaustion, for the one could never hope to outdistance the other.
And so Mardi ends with the prospect of a pursuer “pursued . . . over an endless sea” (540).

By making the unreliability of all texts, revealed or otherwise, its subject, Moby-Dick;
Or, The Whale (1851) picks up where Melville left off in Mardi. Referring to the “Extracts”
found, in lieu of preface, at the head or helm of his book, the narrator begins by admonishing the
reader not to “take [these] higgledy-piggledy whale statements, however authentic . . . for
veritable gospel cetology” (Moby-Dick 2). And with reason. The first non-biblical or profane
extract is from Philemon Holland’s translation of Plutarch’s Morals. The passage in question is

faithfully duplicated in the extract from Montaigne’s Apology which follows, since Plutarch is
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his source. But the head and tail of Plutarch’s relation are clipped by Melville, purposefully, as
evidenced by his similar treatment of Montaigne’s, to omit any reference to the pilot-fish or
hegemon (Greek for “captain or leader”).’® The effect is to leave the reader with no clue as to
the true direction of the original. And, in fact, Melville’s text, “calculated to deceive . . . the
superficial skimmer of pages,™” has had its many dupes and victims, not least of which those
who glibly persist in inviting its readers to harken to its “matchless, sirenian strains”:*® “The
drama enacted between Ahab and the whale,” Maurice Blanchot points out in what amounts to
the first, prototypical reading of the book as a counter-allegory of textual indecisiveness, “. . . is
similar to that between Ulysses and the Sirens. Each protagonist seeks to encompass everything,
to be the whole world, so that their coexistence is impossible, while at the same time their one
desire is for coexistence and encounter. It is precisely the secret desire to confine into a single
space Ahab and the whale,” adds Blanchot, “. . . that turns . . . Ahab into Melville. . ¥

Certainly, Melville can be as monomaniacal in his pursuit of “the image of the
ungraspable phantom of life™ as his protagonist (Moby-Dick 14). But Melville’s end is not that
of his narcissistic or solipsistic hero. Where Blanchot and those who follow in his wake would
leave author and reader “lost and swallowed up” in the “dreadful gulf” or “chaos” of the
“monster’s . . . mouth” (Moby-Dick 3), Melville’s intention, by contrast, is clearly not to
celebrate the enchantments of art for their own sake. Playfully, to be sure, but no less so
seriously, the narrator’s prefatorial admonition to the “Extracts” is meant to alert the careful
reader to deeper, intertextual meanings. In the Apologie de Raimond Sebond, Montaigne had
used Plutarch’s arguments regarding the presence of reason in beasts, as dramatized in the

latter’s dialogues between Circe, Ulysses and Gryllus, to devastating effect, subverting Sebond’s
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I'humaine bétise. The “promise of knowledge” (so Montaigne reminds his reader, instancing the
Sirens in the Odyssey [xii.188] and adding Saint Paul’s monition in Colossians 2:8 to Homer’s)
is nothing but a lure (Essays 2.12.232-33). Melville goes one step further in Moby-Dick. By
omitting all reference to the pilot-fish, an illustration, for Plutarch and Montaigne, of the
“society” and “confederation” found in the natural order, Melville covertly conveys his theme,
which is the inscrutability and enormity at the bottom of leviathanical Nature. And further, by
thus intimating the mystery or absurdity of the Book of Nature, the author evinces his doubts and
misgivings concerning the larger design of which it is a part and an exponent.

In other words, like the prefaces to Typee and Mardi, “The Extracts” are concerned with
the issue of trust—policy versus charity. The whale, notes Plutarch, **follows” the hegemon “as
the ship follows the helm, directing his course with confidence.™° In his preface to the 1870
Harvard edition of the Morals, which made ample use of Holland’s translation, Emerson would
g0 on to praise the author’s apprehension of the “moral sentiment,” on which sentiment, as on a
pilot-fish, the moralist in question based “the doctrine of the Divine Providence.™' And yet, for
his part (so his emending of Plutarch and Montaigne and the marginalia found in his editions of
Emerson’s Essays and The Conduct of Life forcefully argue) Melville could never abide or rest in
the latter’s belief that the “ambition” of man “is exactly proportioned to his powers” or that “the
first lesson of history is the good of evil” (ML 648, 715). Where Bayle’s solution to the moral
dilemma of existence must have seemed naive, even unreasonable to Melville, Emerson’s
Transcendental optics, his “intensely intellectual” angle of vision in “The Poet” for example,

clearly amounted, in his view, to a “blindness . . . a defect in the region of the heart” (ML 649).
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For the heart also rebelled against a faith too cold and cerebral; thus in his marginalia, in Pierre,
or the Ambiguities (1852), and in the posthumously published Billy Budd, Melville, taking his
cue from Bayle,* opposed the mystery of the Gospel epitomized in the “Sermon on the Mount”
to Emerson’s facile optimism (ML 648).

In contrast with Emerson, then, Melville could “neither believe, nor be comfortable in his
unbelief, and . . . [was] too honest and courageous not to try to do one or the other,” as
Hawthorne famously summed up his friend’s life-long quarrel with himself in 1856 (ML 529).
Honesty had led Melville to affirm his doubts, but courage, as Hawthorne recognized, impelled
him on his quests to quell them, again and again. As Melville was led to joke later in life,
instancing “a little rhyme of his about a Kitten” (“Montaigne & His Kitten™), the writer so
engaged, at once “serious” and “frolicsome,” was open to the suspicion “of being a two-faced
old fellow and not to be trusted” (ML 793-4). Without faith, or at least the suspension of
disbelief, the quest for a moral order, so integral a part of any romance, was impossible. Brought
to revolve that same metaphysical conundrum, Emerson had ciphered it by way of a “kitten
chasing . . . her own tail,” like a “reader” in search of the meaning of “his book™: “A subject and
an object,-it takes so much to make the galvanic circle complete.”™ Predictably enough,
however, where Emerson’s whimsical optimism sustained him even in the inherent absurdity of
such a chase, Melville’s deep pessimism consistently made his fictional pursuits take an ironic
turn and end in an imaginative impasse-that of “a god-like mind without a God” (to use the
phrase he coined to gloss Cervantes’ allegory in Don Quixote de la Mancha around the same
time as Hawthorne made his famous observation). Just as, in the simile Melville cites from

Cervantes, ““a knight-errant without a mistress is like a tree without leaves, a building without
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cement, a shadow without a body . . .” or as Confucius said ‘a dog without a master’” (ML 508)-
50, t00, such a mind, all Melville’s fiction after Moby-Dick argues, is without fruit, substance,
coherence, object, or direction, and so is left either to work out the tyranny of its own will or to
abide, increasingly still, at a dead stand.

Published late in Melville’s career, the much-neglected and in many ways retrospective
Pia=za Tales (1856) may be read as a series of variations on the above “parables™ (ML 508).
Appropriately enough, then, their common theme is introduced in “The Piazza,” the frame-tale
written especially for that purpose, by way of “Don Quixote, that sagest sage that ever lived.™
The wisdom of Don Quixote is that of traditional romance, upon which wisdom Melville’s
satiric tales provide an ironic commentary by confirming the literal truth of the Don’s statement
to the effect that “the enchanted never eat” (Piazza 6).

“The Piazza” itself is a case in point. Drawn from Shakespeare’s Cymbeline, its epigraph
(“With fairest flowers, / Whilst summer lasts, and I live here, Fidele-") alludes to the name that
the eponymous heroine of that play adopts as part of her disguise, a name that turns out,
nevertheless, to be “the true emblem of her character,” just as her feigned death (which the rest
of the lines here truncated refer to) is revealed to be part of that fortunate or providential design
which, according to Theodore Spencer, underlies all of Shakespeare’s late “romances™ “the
appearance may be evil but the reality is good.™* As a key actor in the play resonantly expresses
his faith in that design, “Fortune brings in some boats that are not steer’d” (Cymbeline 1V ii1.46).
In Cymbeline, only those are frustrated who, like the courtier Cloten on his knave’s errand,

confuse interior with exterior (IIL.v.130-45). By contrast, in “The Piazza,” exterior and interior
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(or “in-doors” and “out-doors™) are, as the narrator begins by pointing out, indistinguishable
(Piazza 1). The picturesque landscape itself, as a later sketch suggests, is little more than a
“meditative image” of the narrator-author (Piazza 142). As such, no greater compliment could
be paid to Melville’s “fine art of concealment,™ the necessary adjunct to the “great Art of
Telling the Truth” in a “world of lies” (“Mosses™ 542), than that of contemporary reviewers of
The Piazza Tales. Taking their cue from this first of many genial narrators and protagonists,
these commonly swallowed Melville’s Tales, hook, line and sinker, for a charming “summer
book,” a fit “companion for an afternoon lounge™ or “Summer tour.” The Tales, wrote one
hapless reviewer, “would each form the feast of a long summer’s noon.™’ On the contrary,
however, far from revealing, as Richard Harter Fogle has more recently argued in his study
Melville's Shorter Tales (1960), “a sustaining core of intense life, like a fine picture ina
fantastically decorative frame,” the introductory sketch’s “dangerously overwrought,™*
manneristic ornateness is, typically, pure baroque artifice, an antic mask concealing inanity.
The sheer profusion of literary allusions in “The Piazza” underscores this artifice. In his
depiction of the setting, for example, the author deliberately recalls the atmosphere of moral
confusion or witches’ “cauldron” at the outset of Macbeth (Piazza 4). Like the “enchanted”
valley of Typee, which the narrator’s likening of Marianna to a “Tahiti girl,” his mention of the
“relics of my tropic sea-going,” and the general topography all call to mind, this “paradise of
painters” conceals lurking poison; but as the mention of the “orchard” in Hamlet additionally
serves to suggest, it is poison of a far more subtle, insidious kind, such as one might find daubing
a picture or book in a revenge play (Pia==a 8, 1, 2). Indeed where Melville in his first book had

left the symbolic implications of his “fairy tale™ to be unravelled by the reader (Typee 91), here,
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at the height of his powers, he deliberately makes plain the fantastic or romantic status of his
story; the “charmed ring” which the narrator seeks out is only an illusion of perspective, a
vanishing-point, such as one would expect to see in a “picture” framed by a Renaissance-style
piazza (Piazza 1). “Everything disillusions . .. ,” concedes Fogle.*

A circumspective look at Melville’s work before and after The Piazza Tales suggests an
explanation. Whereas Melville had once praised the tragedian Shakespeare for his ““sane
madness” and “great Montaignism” (“Mosses” 542; ML 291), and had in fact sought to emulate
these qualities in Moby-Dick, his treatment of the romance or tragi-comedy Cymbeline in “The
Piazza” is clearly ironic, as some attention to his near contemporary novelistic send-off The
Confidence-Man: His Masquerade (1857) shows. For the Fidéle (or faithful one) which is the
elusive subject of “The Piazza” is also, of course, the name of Melville’s ship of fools therein.
Melville’s text, as always, is the same-1 Corinthians 13. At the outset of his story, the author
emphasizes the appeal to charity writ in that text by having a deaf mute scrawl, then erase, Paul’s
variations on the theme on an otherwise blank slate, the “word charity” remaining “throughout
uneffaced” (Confidence-Man 9).®° Like the “study of stage illusion” in “The Piazza,™' the
“comedy of action” or masquerade enacted on the not-so-“secure Malakoff of confidence” in
The Confidence-Man has left more than one reader nonplussed as to what, if anything, “may
follow” from it (81, 298).* In the perspective of Melville’s oeuvre, however, the ambiguous
conclusion to The Confidence-Man makes perfect sense. It is the result of the ambiguity
Melville reads in his original, Saint Paul, in his role as advocate for “the doubts of Montaigne.”
By asserting that “we see as through a glass or veil darkly, mere riddles,” and only after death

“face to face,” Paul would seem to be professing skepticism, not faith (1 Cor 13:12).
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What the narrator of “The Piazza™ meets in his Fidéle Marianna—“the personified spirit of
romance,” according to Joel Porte-* is a type of the illusoriness evoked in 1 Corinthians 13: “to
you, shadows are as things, though you speak of them as of phantoms,” says the narrator,
referring to the shadowy figures flitting at her “fairy window” (Piazza 11, 10). These shadows,
which “dusk her work” (and by extension, Melville’s) are disembodied, “lifeless.” “You watch
the cloud,” says Marianna, but the narrator replies in the negative: “No, a shadow; a cloud’s, no
doubt—though that I cannot see.” The narrator goes on to speculate that the last of these, in the
shape of a “shaggy dog,” is cast by a rock outside, to which Marianna rejoins: “You see his head,
his face?” (Piazza 11). She is speaking, of course, of the shadow, not the proverbial
Rock (Ps. 18:2), but her confusion mirrors that of the narrator, as we see in retrospect, through
the “mirage haze” summoned by her relation: just as the knight-errant must have a mistress, so,
too, must she have her “King Charming”-or as the narrator, dropping the allegory, paraphrases
“one Edmund Spenser . . . to reach fairy-land, it must be voyaged to . . . with faith” (Pia=za 9, 6).
Thus Marianna, who has not made the voyage to fairy-land, acts as a foil to the narrator-
protagonist in his quixotic “quest” or “pilgrim’s progress” in reverse, a version in small of the
voyage of the Fidéle in The Confidence-Man.** In search of the spirit of romance, the narrator,
an avid reader of the Midsummer Night's Dream, finds that it has as little substance as a dream,
and so must abdicate, in the end, his claim to knighthood and authority.

The narrator of “The Piazza” first glimpses his goal one “wizard afternoon . . . late in
autumn-a mad poet’s afternoon” (Piaz-a 4). Then one May day, he sees it again, this time at the
“further end” of a rainbow: “Fairies there, thought I; remembering that rainbows bring out the

blooms, and that, if one can but get to the rainbow’s end, his fortune is made in a bag of gold.”
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Thus “viewed through the rainbow’s medium,” it appears like “some sort of glen, or grotto . . . it
glowed like the Potosi mine” (Piazza 5). But though this initial “spot of radiance,” painted

by the “indirect reflection” of the sun, grows steadily more “cheery” in the narrator’s

mind (Piazza 4, 5), the romance of “Sweet Summer,” as Melville’s Pierre had already found out,
does not last.* The September “day” which, a year or so later, seems so “sweet” to “the farmer’s
banded children,” as if it harkened an “Indian summer,” to their more experienced fathers is only
a “weather breeder,” recalling the narrator’s initial reference to the “ominous” air, with its
deceptively “witching conditions of light and shadow,” under which he first, and alone, spotted
his fairy view (Piazza 6, 4). Students of Melville’s writing will be aware that this spot of
radiance and the fortune in a bag of gold it conjures for the narrator is only a “Quito” glow, like
that emitted by the Ecuadorian doubloon in Moby-Dick (Piazza 2). In fact, just as in the “very
bulb” or bud of his “Chinese creeper” (so the narrator is brought to muse) no doubt lay the
“germs” of the “cankerous worms” now “feeding upon [the] blossoms” and “so shar[ing] their
blessed hue, as to make it unblessed evermore” (Piazza 6), so the seeds of disillusionment are
everywhere apparent at the outset of “The Piazza.”™*

Reckless of these omens and the scoffing of his neighbor Dives, the convalescent narrator
remains intent on chasing whatever fortune is blooming at the end of his rainbow. But though
the evilly enchanted Marianna fits, in many ways, the role of a maiden in distress, he is no
paladin. For her “wakeful weariness,” which is the image of his own, he has no corresponding
“cure” or “charm.” In the end, he can only leave her with her illusions by making a “profession
of ignorance” (“I, too, know nothing . . . ,” he says [Piazza 12]) which Fogle insightfully likens

to Montaigne’s “Que sais-je?”"’
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The “fortune” that the narrator of “The Piazza” finds at the end of his rainbow, in other
words, is akin to the “Bag of Doubloons™ to which Teufelsdrockh’s Clothes-Philosophy is
compared in Thomas Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus: it is the emblem of his divided “Soul,” a soul
divided between conflicting convictions, past and present (Sartor 21). In an age of “failing
faith,” shadows may provide some comfort, as Marianna herself attests (Piazza 2). But if so, it is
cold comfort, like “the Somnambulism of uneasy Sleepers™ which Carlyle envisioned when he
stripped his readers of illusions and certainties in his exposition of the Idealistic philosophy: “in
that strange Dream . . . ,” writes Carlyle, “we clutch at shadows as if they were substances; and
sleep deepest while fancying ourselves most awake!” “This Dreaming, this Somnambulism”
which “we on Earth call life” is imaged in Melville’s tale in the “drowsy cattle” which the
narrator meets on his way, as well as in Marianna herself: “I think I do but dream,” she
says (Sartor 43; Piazza 6, 10).®® The personified spirit of romance is also “weariness
personified.”® It is in this sense that the “voyage” of the narrator is a “true” one, in that it
expresses the illusory aspect of the traditional romance, where maiden hope and knightly valor
are ultimately rewarded and vindicated by Fortune (Piazza 4).% Melville’s story implies a
revising of Cymbeline’s optimism: in “weathering Cape Horn” (as the sailor-narrator must know
and as Melville’s response to another specimen of Emersonian indifferentism additionally serves
to suggest) it is best not to rely overmuch on Fate as your captain or steersman (Piazza 3).5' In
this case, the narrator returns safely home, but he does so a sadder, wiser man. Night, like
winter, he knows now, is sure to come, and henceforth “every night, when the curtain falls, truth
comes in with the darkness.” Charged with dramatic irony, the narrator’s last words to

Marianna-“well could [I] wish that I were that happy one of the happy house you dream you
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see”—are true enough in their expression of pathos, as only the reader and the narrator, “haunted
by Marianna’s face, and many as real a story,” can know (Piazza 12).

Many as real a story, of course, is what Melville follows up with in The Piazza Tales,
beginning with “Bartleby, The Scrivener: A Story of Wall-Street.” Though “Bartleby” has, like
the “view” from the windows of its narrator’s Wall-Street office, struck many as “deficient in
what landscape painters call ‘life’” (Piazza 14),* the scrivener’s story (as Melville himself
agreed with his publishers) is the logical follow-up to “The Piazza,” pretty plainly extending as it
does the allegory from Cervantes he introduced therein (see ML 512). The victim of unanswered
pleas for charity, Bartleby (whose name is an anagram for “Bible” and “Art”) is an apt symbol
for Melville’s quarrel with God. Fed on the dead letter of the law (initially he “lives . . . on
ginger-nuts,” in which, for the law student so dubbed, “the whole noble science of the law was
contained™), and predictably finding little sustenance therein, Bartleby finally lives “without
dining” and so dies by starvation, proof that “the enchanted never eat” (Piazza 23, 18, 45, 6).

Like the Roman sculptures Melville began lecturing on in 1857, “the works of visionaries
and dreamers,” Bartleby is also a personification of the “ideal,” but the code of charity and the
spirit of Christianity which might breathe life into him are even more out of place in the modern
Wall-Street world than the “code of Justinian” and the “Roman spirit” to which the narrator is
still at least partly tributary, as evidenced by the plaster-of-paris bust of Cicero in his
office (Piazza 408). Fittingly, then, Bartleby is eventually transformed into stone, in the image
of the law itself. “Bartleby” thus expresses the melancholy truth which Melville’s lecture on
“Statues in Rome,” for all its glorification of ancient grandeur, cannot entirely conceal. The

author’s true subject in that lecture, and by extension in “Bartleby,” is summed up by a
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contemporary reviewer: “The expression of doubt, and dark groping of human speculation . . .
when the old mythology was passing away, and men’s minds had not yet reposed in the new
faith . . .” (ML 590). Melville appropriately pictures Bartleby as “a sort of innocent and
transformed Marius brooding among the ruins of Carthage™” and as “the last column of some
ruined temple” (Piazza 28, 33). In “Statues in Rome,” the subject of the fragility and
evanescence of all codes is most apparent in Melville’s treatment of the statue of Demosthenes,
“the thunderer of Athens.” His “strong arm™ and “muscular form” aside, Demosthenes
“resembles a modern advocate, face thin and haggard and his body lean” (Piazza 400). Like the
“pure marble” of the Roman sculptors, Bartleby eventually “puts on incorruption” and dons that
“tranquil, subdued air such as men have when under the influence of no passion” (Piazza 408).
But these same “mute marbles,” though they may perdure when “states and constitutions have
perished,” are as lifeless as the shadows which give comfort to Marianna; indeed, even
Desmothenes’ renown has not withstood the incursions of time: “The arm that had gesticulated
and swayed with its movement the souls of the Athenians has become small and shrunken”
(Piazza 408-9, 400). Similarly, though Melville’s art arguably attains a kind of formal
perfection in the finely chiseled “Bartleby,” his underlying theme is his old one, Vanitas
vanitatum (Eccles. 1:2), or the “fumes of vanity” (Piazza 34).

“Bartleby” itself, according to William B. Dillingham’s study of Melville's Short Fiction,
1853-1856 (1977), is a “vanity”-that is, “a tale without foundation, a kind of lie,” in which the
narrator asks the reader to share in his “unconscious duplicity.”® Though too literal-minded to
realize the moral or spiritial implications of his acts, the genial narrator is (as he repeatedly

stresses with respect to Bartlebly and others) a man of “confidence,” who trafficks as much in



221

faith as in “bonds . . . mortgages and title deeds™ (Piazza 26, 33, 14). His attitude towards the
scrivener, in particular, is conditioned by his “assumptions” about the “bond of common
humanity” and “an all-wise Providence” (Piazza 28, 37). Even as he is attempting to dispose of
Bartleby, for example, he assures him that if “he found himself in any time in want of aid, a
letter from him would be sure of a reply.” And yet, he himself has just discovered in Bartleby
“the victim of innate and incurable disorder,” one of those walking “dead men” destined, like the
“letters” in the “Dead Letter Office” where he is rumored to have worked, for “the flames” or
(more logically still, since the story argues the passing of the myth of a theological order and
justice) for a sort of moral and spiritual limbo, a sleep with “kings and counsellors” (Piazza 29,
45; ¢f. Jb 3:14). The narrator’s moral obtuseness culminates in his visit to Bartleby in the
Tombs, where the latter is imprisoned, ironically, for vagrancy. The narrator arranges for
Bartleby’s bodily sustenance with the grub-man, but when this latter mistakes the scrivener, and
by association the narrator, for “a gentleman forger,” the narrator fails to see how fitting that
description is (Piazza 44). With “his cadaverously gentlemanly nonchalance,” the figure of the
scrivener with mournful countenance “keeping bachelor’s hall” in the narrator’s law office looks
forward to that other “impostor” hidalgo pictured in “Benito Cereno” (Piazza 27, 64). Both,
from the standpoint of knight-errantry, are indeed “impostors,” because, having realized the
futility of the romantic quest, they no longer err, as their more quixotic counterparts do, but
rather prefer to remain still, mutely contemplating the dead-wall revery that is a life without
purpose or destination.

Concurrently, and by the same token, “Benito Cereno” also seems, from the perspective

of high tragedy, with its concern for portraying an “ideal order,” deficient. As Fogle reads it, for
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example, the tale unfolds an allegory of the decadence and erosion of the “old order” of which
the San Dominick, like the Neversink, is a “microcosm.” Read in the context of Melville’s
evolution as a writer and reader, however, the masterfully crafted “Benito Cereno” shows the
distance traveled by the author since White-Jacker. The latter ends with a vote of confidence in
“Our Lord High Admiral™: it is true that we sail under “sealed orders,” our purpose and “last
destination” hidden, with “the Articles of War” as “our domineering code,” but we should never,
for all that, the author of White-Jacket argued, “train our murderous guns inboard” (504). In
Moby-Dick, Melville had imaged precisely such intestine or intenecine warfare in the
omnivoraciousness of sharks feasting, ““not only at each other’s disembowelments, but . . . their
own; till those entrails seemed swallowed over and over again by the same mouth”; and he had
reflected, through the ‘savage’ Queequeg, on what kind of God might have made such a
creature (Moby-Dick 257).% “The Shark Massacre™ has its counterpart in “Benito Cereno,”
which describes (in Dillingham’s apt simile) “a microcosm where freedom and slavery revolve
like a dog chasing its tail.”™ Captain Delano likens dogs to sharks in speaking, more aptly than
he thinks, of the fate of Benito Cereno’s friend, the slaver Don Alexandro (Piazza 61). These
former in turn are associated by Delano with the blacks, and subsequently, by the author, with
the whites, so that Melville’s tale, as critics have come to see, easily takes on the dimensions
of a metaphysical drama-that of “a dog without a master,” or “a god-like mind without a
God” (Piazza 84, 102; ML 508).

Concurrently with this evolution of Melville’s artistic vision, the type of tragedy which
now preoccupied him is signalled by his growing interest in Jacobean drama, which he read,

increasingly, in the Mermaid series. It is an interest which dates back as far, at least, as the
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review of “Hawthorne and His Mosses,” wherein the author had made a plea for “those
neglected old authors™ (Marlowe, Webster, Ford, Beaumont, and Jonson) who shared the stage
with Shakespeare (550). That the Jacobeans’ quest for moral order and pessimism appealed to
Melville as he sought to elaborate a “comedy of thought” similarly concemned with the springs of
human action is understandable (Confidence-Man 87). At its most pessimistic, in John
Webster’s The White Devil, for example, Jacobean tragedy resumed something of the
“Hamletism” or “Montaignism” he himself would come to explore in Pierre (164).%* Like
Montaigne, Webster paints in shades of gray.® The resulting moral confusion is symbolized by
the dramatist through a set of apparent paradoxes: “Sweet-meats which rot the eater . . . Poison’d
perfumes . . . Shipwrecks in calmest weather” (J¥hite Devil I11.1i.80-82)." As one critic has
remarked, “Webster’s world is a mist without order or design, and with no certainty of a divine
providence directing the affairs of men.” Itis a world governed instead by the equilibrium of
“polar opposites”: “Evil wears always the mask of good, and good disguises itself as evil, so that
at last the two are indistinguishable.””" For instance, a key actor in The White Devil, Francesco
de Medici, disguises himself as a Moor to effect his revenge, which is plotted by none other than
the Cardinal or white devil himself.

Melville’s theme in “Benito Cereno,” according to Dillingham, is also “similitude,” his
aim, similarly, “to fuse apparent opposites.”” That theme and purpose are emblematized by the
“shield-like stern-piece” of the San Dominick: “uppermost and central” amongst the
“mythological or symbolical devices” that are “medallioned about” the “arms of Castile and
Leon” is “a dark satyr in a mask, holding his foot on the prostrate neck of a writhing figure,

likewise masked” (Pia==a 49). These are the postures later assumed by Captain Delano and



Babo during the critical ‘rescue’ scene. At this point, according to the narrator, who abides
closely to Delano’s point-of-view, the “mask” is finally “torn away,” and the ‘;scales dropped
from his eyes” (Piazza 99). This metaphorical unmasking very nearly coincides, however, with
the actual unveiling of the Sun Dominick’s portentous “figure-head,” in the shape of “a human
skeleton,” shedding a spectral light on the now equally ominous legend below—"Seguid vuestro
Jefe” (“follow your leader™) (Piazza 99, 49). Thus just as Captain Delano’s “flash of revelation”
retrospectively illuminates, in his mind, “every enigmatic event of the day,” the figure-head, a
grim memento mori, recalls, in the reader’s, Delano’s many “antic conceits” in relation to

these (Piazza 99, 85). Looking aft, in fact, we see only an anticipation of what comes later:
“Shadows present, foreshadowing deeper shadows to come™ (Piazza 46).

The stern-piece of the San Dominick, most notably, symbolically adumbrates the same
message as the figure-head, though that message is, once again, and fittingly, veiled. Like the
“impregnable armor™ of the tortoises in “The Encantadas,” similarly described as “medallioned
and orbed like shields” or “walled towns,” the stem-piece is a reminder of death (Piazza 131).
The masked satyr and the masked victim whose postures Delano and Babo later mimick appear
chief above the heraldic or armorial Castile and Leon on the rearward escutcheon, as if| like the
remains of Don Alexandro, by way of “comment” (Pia=za 99). That the “harlequin ensign” is
later draped over Don Benito as Babo shaves him, for example, suggests their respective roles in
the story (Piazza 87). From the beginning, Captain Delano has taken Don Benito, his double, for
some “invalid courtier,” a “true hidalgo” or “bachelor-squire,” and Babo for his faithful servant,
the two forming “a spectacle of fidelity on the one hand and confidence on the other” (Piazza 58,

65, 82, 57). Maugre his doubts, this faith is reinforced by his “genially” taking to the blacks
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“as other men to Newfoundland dogs”; like the sight of his boat the Rover, also likened to a
“Newfoundland dog,” this attitude evokes “a thousand trustful associations” and so is conducive
to “lightsome confidence” (Piazza 84, 77). But though the good-natured Captain Delano may be
“incapable of satire or irony,” the author of “Benito Cereno” clearly is (Piazza 63). From the
outset, Delano has been prey to “the effect of enchantment” surrounding the San Dominick. Just
come from the Bachelor's Delight, he approaches the ship “in distress” aboard the Rover as a
knight-errant would approach a mistress imprisoned in some enchanted castle, to which, indeed,
the narrator repeatedly compares the San Dominick (Piaz=a 47). In attempting to free Don
Cereno from the spell of his gloom, however, the quixotic Delano only becomes enchanted in his
turn: “Trying to break the charm, he was but becharmed anew. Though upon the wide sea, he
seemed in some far inland country; prisoner in some deserted chateau, left to stare at empty
grounds, and peer out at vague roads, where never wagon or wayfarer passed” (Piazza 74).

The scene in question is reminiscent of the “inland voyage to fairy-land” in “The
Piazza” (Piazza 4).” Delano stands on the “abandoned Venetian-looking™ starboard quarter-
gallery, looking, “as from a stage-box,” around and below (Pia=za 73, 78). His attention is
drawn to “the row of small, round dead-lights, all closed like coppered eyes of the coffined, and
the state-cabin door . . . calked fast like a sarcophagus lid” (74). Emblems of the protagonist’s
unacknowledged metaphysical blindness, these “antic conceits™ or “vagaries” (as he later calls
them) beget in him, characteristically, “a dreamy inquietude, like that of one who alone on the
prairie feels unrest from the repose of the noon.” The vista which confronts him is described,
fittingly, in almost heraldic terms: “the ribbon grass, trailing along the ship’s water-line, straight

as a border of green box . . . parterres of sea-weed, broad ovals and crescents . . . crossing the



226

terraces of swells, and sweeping round as if leading to the grottoes below.” Uppermost is “the
balustrade by his arm, which, partly stained with pitch and partly embossed with moss, seemed
the charred ruin of some summer-house in a grand garden long running to waste™ (Piazza 74).
As in “The Piazza,” the picturesque details and Delano’s response to them recall the “boundless
Phantasmagoria and Dream-grotto™ and the “sleep of uneasy Sleepers” of Carlyle’s “World out
of Clothes” (Sartor 43, 42). And just as the “scenery” seen from the narrator’s “box-royal” in
the former story appears to be “magical-the illusion so complete,” but turns out to be only very
nearly so, so, too, the “enchantments™ here are “a little disenchanted” by the sight of the
“corroded main-chains” which evoke “the ship’s present business” (Piazza 74). Like the
balustrade itself, which crumbles in the next moment as Delano looks for the trusty boat that is
no where in view, the lines the Captain has confidently drawn-between master and servant,
prisoner and jailer, follower and followed, dream and reality, above and below-are here erased,
and he very nearly topples into the indifferent sea.

Again, Melville’s complex imagery suggests its own interpretation or commentary.
Beneath the masks donned by the antagonists of “Benito Cereno,” as they wrestle to be
uppermost, is the selfsame face. Even satyrs, after all, though beastly below, wear the mask of a
human face. The harlequin ensign donned by Don Cereno symbolizes the dual but unitary nature
Melville wishes to depict. Opposite the “closed castle in a blood red field diagonal” on the
Spanish ensign is a “lion rampant in a white” (Piazza 85). Delano has already likened the
female slaves to “leopardesses” (Piaz=a 73). But trusting in “the benign aspect of nature™ as he
does, he sees only half of the picture, that clothed in white. The bloody revolt and the equally

bloody recapture of the fortress-like San Dominick represent the other half of the picture.



“Naked nature” is not all “pure tendemness and love™ as he thinks: “loving as doves,” the
“uncivilized creatures” that he admires for their lack of sophistication are yet “ready to die for
their infants or fight for them,” as the sequel shows (Piazza 73). The image of the dog-like,
death-doing Rover following the San Dominick’s ghastly figure-head, to the mate’s ambiguously
vengeful cry of “Follow your leader!”, rounds out the story’s compound ironies to zero, a cypher
for all-encompassing nothingness and mystery (Piaz=a 102).™ At the center of these revolutions
stands the mulatto slave and “devil” with a “regular European face™ Francesco, a symbol, like
the Chinese creeper in “The Piazza,” of moral confusion and decay (Piazza 89).

All along “Benito Cereno,” and indeed to the very end, Captain Delano rests more or less
secure in his faith that there are masters and servants, since, to his mind, to gainsay that order
would be, “by implication,” to entertain “an almost atheist doubt of the ever-watchful
Providence above” (Piazza 97). But through the Iago-like Babo’s words and actions
Melville “craftily . . . insinuates . . . . the sane madness of vital truth” (“Hawthome and His
Mosses” 541-42). Delano’s ““confidence” in the spectacle afforded by Babo’s “fidelity,” as of “a
shepherd’s dog,” turns out to be, like the comfort Marianna draws from the periodic appearance
of Tray, a “shaggy shadow . ... not unlike a large, black Newfoundland dog,” of an illusory
nature (Piaz=a 91, 51, 11). For that this dog has no master is what the story of the ill-named, ill-
fated Benito Cereno demonstrates. Substituting Cereno’s friend Don Alexandro’s skeleton for
the “ship’s proper figure-head, the image of Christopher Colon,” and pointing meaningfully to its
“whiteness,” Babo instructs him, according to the deposition, to “Keep faith with the blacks . ..
or you shall in spirit, as now in body, follow your leader” (Pia=za 107). To Captain Delano,

Cereno already appears “like one flayed alive,” an impression reinforced by his earlier conceit
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(as he watches Babo barbering his supposed superior, but actually “evincing the hand of a
master”) that “the negro seemed a Nubian sculptor finishing off a white statue-head™ (Piazza 93,
87). In this respect as in others, Babo is less a realistic character than a caricature, a grotesque
personification or ‘antike’ type of death, the ultimate barber and only true master.” He appears
originally to Delano dressed as a kind of harlequin or “begging friar of St. Francis,” completing
and complementing his first impression of the ship and its cargo as a “white-washed monastery”
and a group of “Black Friars” respectively (Piazza 57, 48). The ringleader of the carefully
concealed insurrectional plot, Melville’s anti-Fidéle also serves to direct the reader’s attention to
the story’s hidden allegorical and spiritual meaning; as the allusion to “Ezekiel’s Valley of Dry
Bones” implies, the San Dominick itself is a ship of death, and the action unfolding thereon, a
danse macabre in which all the characters come to (im)personate death-in-life (Piazza 48).

The question of impersonation is one which Melville underscores, fittingly, by
indirection. Initially, albeit only momentarily, Delano mistakenly suspects the captain of the San
Dominick himself of being some “impostor” who has assumed “a sort of roving cadetship” in the
“house” of Cereno (Piazza 64). But Don Benito proves truly chilvaric in the end; in his
deposition and in the interview with Captain Delano which follows, he is “courteous . . . to the
point of religion,” maintaining that it was not he but Providence which saved Delano’s life: “God
charmed your life, but you saved mine.” And it does, indeed, seem as though the Captain has
“had the Prince of Heaven's safe conduct through all ambuscades” (Piazza 115). Everything
happens as if to confirm the sagacity of the gloss to the Golden Rule provided by the narrator of
“Bartleby”: “Yes, this it was that saved me. Aside from higher considerations, charity often

operates as a vastly wise and prudent principle-a great safeguard to its possessor” (Piazza 36).
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And yet, Don Benito’s “courteous” remark, however comforting to Delano, sets up a troubling
dichotomy: the one’s providence or salvation seems the other’s perdition. For Cereno, too,
is “charmed.” Earlier he appears to Delano “like some somnambulist” or “as one in a
dream” (Piazza 55). Not all “dreams,” though, are good ones, as the barber’s chair, a
“grotesque, middle-age engine of torment,” and the rest of Don Benito’s quarters, “a sort of
dormitory . . . sail-loft, chapel, armory, and private closet all together,” serve to remind
Delano (Piazza 83). Still haunted by the “shadow” of Babo, and comforted by neither prayer nor
pillow, Don Benito retires to the monastery on the aptly named Mount Agonia, in full view of the
Plaza where Babo’s head, “that hive of sublety,” lies impaled; there, “three months after being
dismissed by the court, Benito Cereno, borne on the bier, did, indeed, follow his leader” (Piazza
117). The conclusion to the tale amounts to a vote of non-confidence in “Our Lord Admiral” on
the part of the author. In the theatrum mundi pictured in “Benito Cereno,” life and hope are
dreams merely, death the only certainty and reality.

The “Spanish tragedy’™ enacted on the evilly enchanted San Dominick has its homiletic
counterpart in the series of sketches grouped in Melville’s “The Encantadas, Or Enchanted
Isles.” One long periphrasis on the evanescence and vanity of things earthly, the sketches read
like a “Calvinistic text” pronounced before a “congregation of believers in hell.”” Runaways,
castaways, convicts and solitaries, the inhabitants of the Encantadas have, in lieu of a leader or
deity, only the “strangely self-condemned” specter-tortoise into which, legend has it, “all wicked
sea-officers . . . commodores and captains, are at death (and in some cases, before death)
transformed” (Piaz=a 129, 128, 132). As their collective title implies, the sketches both

elaborate and focus Melville’s theme in The Piaz=a Tales-namely, that the “enchanted never



230

eat.” Initially, the unity of the sketches themselves was questioned, particularly by critics who
saw in sketch sixth, on “Barrington Isle and the Buccaneers,” hints of the idyllic Golden Age
portrayed in Shakespeare’s romantic comedies and tragi-comedies. Melville himself encourages
that view by describing the isle in question as “a harbor of safety, and a bower of ease,” a spot
“so unlike most of its neighbors, that it would hardly seem of kin to them” (Piazza 144, 145).
However, the carefully chosen epigraphs heading up the other sketches, the bulk of them drawn
from book two, canto twelve of Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, should alert the reader to the
deceptiveness of such an alluring view. In that canto, the knight-errant Sir Guyon and his crew
must navigate a series of perils, early among which come those “wandring Islands”™ with which
Melville identifies the Encantadas in the epigraph to sketch first, a panoptic view of “The Isles at
Large.” The twelfth stanza, from which Melville borrows the last three lines, reads in full:

Yet well they seeme to him, that farre doth vew,

Both faire and fruitfull, and the ground dispred

With grassie greene of delectable hew,

And the tall trees with leaves apparelléd,

Are deckt with blossomes dyde in white and red,

That mote the passengers thereto allure;

But whosoever once hath fastenéd

His foot thereon, may never it recure,

But wandreth ever more uncertain and unsure. (Faerie Queene [1.XI1.1-9)®
Sir Guyon’s quest ends with his confrontation of Acrasia, a type of Circe. Similarly, the

penultimate skech of “The Encantadas” features in Oberlus “the victim of some malignant
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sorceress,” who “seemed to have drunk of Circe’s cup” (Piazza 163). Oberlus is only one among
the many victims of the isles’ enchantments, however. The epigraph, in other words, is carefully
chosen by the author to alert the reader to his subject-matter both in that introductory sketch and
throughout.

Accordingly, the identification of sketch sixth’s epigraph, from Beaumont and Fletcher’s
Wit Without Money, has served to redirect attention to Melville’s “sustained irony” in The Piazza
Tales.” Beaumont and Fletcher’s play has been described as “a tissue of ironic reversals”
conducive to or suggestive of “moral ambivalence and aesthetic confusion.” In his survey of
the evidence, D. Mathis Eddy cites Charles Lamb’s opinion, noted by Melville, to the effect that
Fletcher “is too mistrustful of Nature.”® Melville would probably have demurred, especially
since he could not have failed to notice that Emerson, who used Beaumont and Fletcher by way
of illustration to his essays on “Self-Reliance” and “Heroism,” was entirely blind to this aspect
of their plays, preferring their assertion of such Stoic commonplaces as that “Man is his own
star.”® The “victimized confidence” of the fish about Rock Rodondo in the circumspective
sketch third of “The Enpantadas” is on the contrary evidence, in the narrator’s view, that
it is unwise to “inconsiderately trust” in a “human nature” one does not fully “understand”
(Piazza 136). Rock Rodondo is identified by the author with the “Rock of vile Reproach” in
Spenser’s Faerie Queene (IL.viii), whereon the unwary are wrecked, and later, in what suggests
Melville’s deepening of Spenser’s moralizing allegory, one of the “self-transforming and
bemocking” isles is said to be a brooding, “meditative image” of that same nature (Piazza 142).

As the rest of the sketches bear out, men are as likely to gull themselves as fish.
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Indeed, whatever appearances to the contrary, Melville’s theme in “The Encantadas” is
always the same. Like Spenser’s satirical beast-fable Prosopopoia or Mother Hubberds Tale,
from which Melville avails himself of the other epigraph to sketch sixth, “Barrington Isle and the
Buccaneers” concerns “adventures straunge / Continuallie subject unto chaunge™ (1l. 91-92).%
“[Clonsider the vacillations of a man,” the “sentimental voyager” who serves as narrator to most
of the sketch is brought to muse, before a “more charitable thought” intrudes, by the inconsistent
character of the buccaneers (Piazza 146). Spenser’s Prosopopoia, as the title implies, similarly
has to do with counterfeiting and impersonation, in this case, and particularly in the passage
cited by Melville, that of beasts aping the ways of men.* The buccaneers thirsting, like
Spenser’s Fox and Ape, after the gold they confuse with a Golden Age would do well, however,
to heed the lesson taught in Melville’s previous sketch.

The epigraph to sketch fifth, “The Frigate, And Ship Flyaway,” is also from Spenser, but
this time, significantly, from his “Visions of the World’s Vanity.” The sketch itself recounts an
adventure which befell the frigate Essex during the war of 1812, namely her sighting of an
enemy ship sailing swiftly under counterfeit colors while she (the Essex) “lay lifeless as if spell-
bound.” Though the “enchanted ship” eludes her, the canny Essex also manages to escape
unscathed, only to give “up the ghost fighting two English frigates in the harbor of
Valparaiso” (Piazza 143). In keeping with the mysterious or enchanted air of the isles, no reason
is given for the initial becalming of the Essex. Once again, the recounting of the incident at first
seems trivial, even irrelevant, from a thematic standpoint; indeed, the narrator feels required to
justify its inclusion: “Mention is made of her here for the same reason that the buccaneers will

likewise receive record,” he interjects (Piazz=a 143). The reason he gives is simply that the Essex
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is “associated” with the Encantadas. Albeit unstated, one, deeper reason for that association is
suggested by the lines which complete the stanza on the “goodly ship” in Spenser’s “Visions
of the World’s Vanity” from which Melville quoted in his epigraph. There, the becalming

of the ship “with banners bravely dight” is ascribed to the “little fish, that men call

Remora” (Il. 114, 122). As the poet glosses the moral from Pliny’s Natural History, that “so
small a thing his happines may varie” is proof that man’s “state” is “most fickle and

unsure” (“Visions” 1l. 112, 168).

The theme of the vanity of worldly grandeur, a commonplace in the Renaissance, as well
as this particular illustration thereof, Melville would have met with also in Montaigne’s
Apologie, wherein Antony’s loss to Augustus, attributed to the same fish, is adduced as further
evidence of man’s parity with beasts (Essays 2.12.223). Hence the episode, along with the
eventual fate of the Essex, fits into the ironic pattern of “The Encantadas.” The “enigmatic
craft-American in the moming, and English in the evening,” in particular, brings to mind the
buccaneers, whose “piratic war,” while it allows them to cheat death and toil momentarily, also
debases them into beasts of prey (Piazza 143, 144). To their victims, they are no “Brahmins and
presidents of peace societies,” though they may initially, as they do to the genial narrator, appear
so; rather, as outcasts “driven from Christian society,” they openly partake of the cannibalistic,
man-of-war world (Piazza 145). Thus, comments D. Mathis Eddy, though “the buccaneers prey
on the fortunes of others . . . they are, in turn, subject to ruin among themselves and preyed upon
by time.”® The victimized fish about Rock Rodondo have their revenge in the greater scheme of
things. The irony Eddy detects in the tone of Melville’s “sentimental voyager,” who “speak(s]

genially of fellowship and communion with nature . . . but . . . does not fail to recognize that the



trees of the island, seemingly beautiful, bear no fruit,”* is analoguous to that of Salvator R.
Tarnmoor, the “lover of the picturesque” who serves as author-narrator to “The Encantadas”
(Piaz=a 137). The only real “food” for eye, thought, or gizzard on the Enchanted Isles is the
tortoise, an image and reminder of the “unverdured heap” imprinted on the narrator’s mind and
repeated time and again, as Dillingham has shown, in the landscape itself (Piazza 138).

The society of the buccaneers, in other words, is no society at all. The next sketch, on
“Charles’ Isle and the Dog-King,” is a reductio ad absurdum of the very idea of founding a
“kingdom" along such principles as the buccaneers embrace. The property of a Creole
adventurer and revolutionary, who got it “by his bravery and good fortune,” this isle “resembles
Barrington Isle,” according to the narrator, “in being much more inhabitable than other parts of
the group” (Piazza 147). The remark is ironic, as is the evocation of a paradise purchased by
“wit” and “withouten toyle” in the second epigraph to the sketch, drawn, significantly, from the
same passage in Spenser’s Prosopopoia that provides the main epigraph to the preceding. In
gross contrast with this second epigraph stands the first, a depiction of the “citizen-mob” which,
in the Spenserian allegory from which it is culled, lays siege to the soul (Faerie Queene ILIX).
Without any other principle of governance but the blind determinism of the emancipated will,
Charles’ Island predictably devolves from an autocracy where beasts preside over and do
battle with men into “a permanent Riotocracy, which gloried in having no law but
lawlessness” (Piaz=a 149). Like Carlyle’s revolutionaries, with which they invite comparison,
the new revolutionaries or anarchists “trust nothing” (On Heroes 233). But the freedom of these
dogs without a master comes at the price of their isolation and divorce from the world, the island

being declared “Anathema” by ship captains (Piazza 149).
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Thus, although far more carefree and far less pathetic than the inconsiderately trusting
Chola widow in sketch eighth, Melville’s buccaneers, castaways and other spiritual isolatoes are
really no more a match for “feline Fate” than she. The pose of Melville’s gentlemanly persona-
narrator throughout the sketches, consequently, is substantially the same as in “Norfolk Isle and
the Chola Widow.” “Unwittingly I imp this cat-like thing,” he writes there, “sporting with the
heart of him who reads; for if he feel not he reads in vain” (Piazza 156). As the author himself
had reflected, joco-seriously, in his poem “Montaigne and His Kitten,” the posture of a wisdom '
at grips with feline Fate is of necessity an equivocal, ironic one: “Wise ones fool it while they
may!™® The statement is further evidence, if any was needed, of Melville’s substantial affinity
with and for the outcasts and desperadoes whose romantic “lore” he had made something of a
living documenting, as he, too, sought to survive by his own wits (Piazza 146). “Fooling it” 1s
not a bad phrase, as well, for what Melville does in “The Encantadas,” particularly in this its
most popular sketch. His appeal to the reader’s sense of pathos (or “Pity’s self,” as she is
personified in the second epigraph to the sketch), for example, is ironic. The epigraph is taken,
appropriately enough, since the widowed Chola is another, more somber version of Marianna,
from William Collins’ “Dirge in Cymbeline.” But as always in “The Encantadas,” one should be
wary of appearances. Though cunningly curtailed, the preceding epigraph to the sketch refers us
to another of Sir Guyon’s challenges, this time more subtle, because in the shape of “womanish
fine forgery” (Faerie Queene 11 XIL.xxviii.8). Spenser’s “dolefull Mayd” is a kind of mermaid,
such as the knight encounters in the next stanza, and the Palmer accordingly admonishes the
knight against “foolish pity,” exhorting him, as always, to temperance or prudence (Faerie

Queene 11.XI1.xxviii.2; ixxx.2).
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The narrator of “The Encantadas” seems not unmindful of such admonitions. Not only
does he omit roughly “half” of the widow’s story, under the premise that some things are better
left “untold,” but in the next sketch he proves most unsympathetic to the man-beast Oberlus,
calling him “a creature whom it is religion to detest, since it is philanthropy to hate a
misanthrope” (Piazza 157, 169). Apparently, he is of a mind with the “prudential” narrator of
“Bartleby,” for whom “pity” also has its limits: “So true it is, and so terrible too, that up to a
certain point the thought or sight of misery enlists our best affections; but, in certain special
cases, beyond that point it does not. They err who would assert that invariably this is owing to
the inherent selfishness of the human heart. It rather proceeds from a certain hopelessness of
remedying excessive and organic ill” (Piazza 29). To recoil thus from the spectacle of
unremediable human misery, however, is tacitly to confess what Melville has been stressing all
along, the truth which the narrator of “The Encantadas,” confronted with the unspeakable, is
forced to utter: “Events, not book, should be forbid. But in all things man sows upon the wind,
which bloweth just there whither it listeth; for ill or good man cannot know. Often ill comes
from the good, as good from ill” (Piazza 156). Not to “feel” the utter vanity of human wishes
and actions is truly to read “in vain,” for it is to stop short of Melville's tragic vision, where
“Pity’s self” merges with terror, as when the narrator, “faithless” as the fate he imps, or rather
impersonates, portrays Hunilla’s loss of her husband and brother. “The real woe of this event,”
he writes, “passed before her sight as some tragedy on the stage,” a mere “dumb show,” whose
“trance-like . . . mild pictorial effect” the narrator mimicks by compounding images of
privation: “Death in a silent picture; a dream of the eye; such vanishing shapes as the mirage

shows” (Piazza 154). The ovért theatricality of the whole sketch should alert the reader to its
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partly satiric intent. That intent is made plain in the following sketch on “Hood’s Isle and the
Hermit Oberlus.”

The joke post-scripted to Oberlus’ epistolary “version of the affair” related therein shows
him to be one of those “scoffing souls” which the narrator derides in sketch eighth (Piazza 157).
As the narrator initially portrays him, Oberlus is not so much a Caliban (to whom he later likens
him) as a Gryllus, “a European bringing into this savage region qualities more diabolical than are
to be found among any of tl;e surrounding cannibals” (Piazza 163). The narrator castigates him
for his “beast-like” qualities, obviously preferring the pathetic Hunilla, but in so doing he only
condemns himself. For Hunilla, too, is a “beast,” though a beast of burden rather than of
prey (Piazza 162). Thus it is Oberlus, and not the narrator and his other critics, who has the last
laugh, bequeathing to his successors on the isle the “chicks” of “an old fowl” who turns out to be
“a starveling rooster, reduced to a sitting posture by sheer debility” (Piazza 169). The
“clerkliness™ and “satiric effrontery” of the letter alluded to by the narrator in his post-script to
the sketch is, of course, the author’s own (Piazza 170). Recalling Salvator R. Tarnmoor’s
intrusion in sketch eighth, Fogle provides the punch-line to Melville’s jest: “when a starving
rooster produces chicks, then expect good will come from evil, then hope for the redemption of
the blasted and accursed Encantadas, victims and instruments of the wrath of an inscrutable
deity.”®

It is Oberlus, not Hunilla, who is the “unverdured heap” of “The Encantadas™
“personified, ™ the spirit of romance gone awry. Fittingly, then, in sketch ninth the reader finds
a satire of all the preceding sketches. Like Melville’s buccaneers, revolutionaries and castaways,

Oberlus claims to be a “gentleman” and “a patriot, exiled from [his] country by the cruel hand of
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tyranny” and “robbed and beaten by men professing to be Christians” (Piazza 168). His fate (he
sails aboard “the good boat Charity,” ostensibly, albeit ironically, for the cannibal Feegee Isles,
only to end up, for all intents and purposes, where he left off, in a South-American jail of “sun-
burnt brick”) would seem to confirm rather than contradict his counter-indictment of so-called
Christians (Piazza 168, 169). Since he earlier returns the favor and imprisons and enslaves
others, however, the tone conveyed by the narrative is not one of vindication, but rather of moral
ambivalence. Like Fletcher and Beaumont’s Wir Withour Money, “The Encantadas™ is a tissue of
ironic reversals.

Its last sketch, a kind of miniature Urn-Burial, unknots that living complex of relations
in the only way that it can, by affirming, with “Bartleby” and “Benito Cereno,” that the only sure
destination for all of our “letters” or wishes is “the great general monastery of earth” (Pigzza
172).*' The “doggerel epitaph” composed by the “forecastle poet and artist” which concludes
“The Encantadas” is, appropriately, an exercise in baroque lyricism, wherein death once again
becomes part of the all-encompassing decor:

Oh Brother Jack, as you pass by,

As you are now, so once was .

Just so game and just so gay,

But now, alack, they’ve stopped my pay.

No more I peep out of my blinkers,

Here I be-tucked in with clinkers! (Piaz=a 173)



239

That epitaph in turn invites and repays comparison with the one which s>imilarly serves as
a dead-ending to the late Billy Budd. “Wise ones fool it while they may,” but fooling (so “Billy
in the Darbies” intimates) is all that is:

....Butaren’t it all sham?

A blur’s in my eyes; it is dreaming that [ am.

... me they’ll lash in hammock, drop me deep.

Fathoms down, fathoms down, how I'll dream fast asleep.

I feel it stealing now. Sentry, are you there?

Just ease these darbies at the wrist,

And roll me over fair!

[ am sleepy, and the oozy weeds about me twist. (Billy Budd 78-79)
Joel Porte aptly likens these lines to Carlyle’s and Emerson’s favorite verses from The
Tempest-*We are such stuff / As dreams are made on; and our little life / Is rounded with a
sleep” (IV.i.156-8)-, but significantly, not without omitting the sequel (“Sir, [ am vex’d: / Bear
with my weakness; my old brain is touched™), an avowal, in his words, “that human experience
and reflections on it finally dissolve in a perplexity.” Thus, even as he restates F.O.
Matthiessen’s well-worn thesis that Billy Budd’s striking down of Claggart depicts “a triumph of
heart over head,” Porte problematizes any such simplification of Melville’s tragic vision; in
effect, the “clash of absolutes” figured on this inner plane duplicates the external conflicts and
“contradictions” symbolized by the Bellipotent, itself a microcosm of the man-of-war world: “By

their very contradictions they are made to coincide,” in Melville’s expression. % It is these same
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contradictions, according to Porte, which finally defeat Captain Vere, that grey-eyed reader of
Montaigne. And with reason. In the manner of his avatar Emerson, Montaigne had made large
allowances for those vices that “make up the seam in our piecing,” trusting in compensations:
“nothing has insinuated itself into this universe that has not therein some fit and proper
place” (Essays 3.1.381). But the conflict of convictions—between policy and charity, law and
nature, special and universal-ultimately proves as insuperable for Montaigne as it does for those
other instruments of state or God which he instances as “racked,” like Vere, “between . . . two
extremes” (Essays 3.1.386). The cause of this ethical impasse, Montaigne goes on to explain, is
that our reason is, in the very image of the moral and metaphysical questions it would make
sense of, “double and diverse” (Essays 3.11.502). Quel reméde? Here Montaigne, too, “studies
to play the fool”: “We cannot do all we would, so that we must often, as the last anchorage,
commit the protection of our vessels to the simple conduct of heaven” (Essays 3.1.381, 386).
Carlyle’s investigation of similar conflicts and insolubles in Sartor Resartus had likewise
drawn from him a confession of amazement: “they only are wise who know that they know
nothing,” Teufelsdrockh muses in “The World out of Clothes” (43). Man’s beginning and end, so
“Natural Supernaturalism™ concurs with the 4pologie, is “Cimmerian Night”—“from the Inane . ..
into the Inane” (Sartor 201). Here, where sense and faith falter, “Mystery” and “God” (so Sartor
suggests a gloss to the verses from The Tempest cited above) are synonymous, interchangeable
terms (202). In the end, and with much more courage and honesty than Carlyle,* Melville abided
in that imaginative skepticism, with its suspended judgment. Like Montaigne, he would study to

play the fool, rather than presume to knowledge or faith he did not have. To do otherwise, so the



epigraph to the author’s earlier conceit or allegory “The Bell-Tower” suggests, was to risk
“apoplexy,” a further, and fatal, befuddling of the head (Piazza 174).

Omitted from the story when it was published with The Piazza Tales, the epigraph to
“The Bell-Tower,” from “a Private MS,” suggests how fitting a conclusion to the collection it is,
inviting as it has comparisons, not only with “Benito Cereno” and “Bartleby,” but with the rest of
the volume’s tales.”® And with good reason. It, too, after all, is concerned with the idea of
confidence. As Dillingham insightfully remarks, the bell-tower is a kind of “lightning-rod sent
up in recognition of . . . powers . . . temporal and spiritual.”™ The artist-mechanician
Bannadonna, by analogy or extension, is a sort of confidence-man, trafficking in the hopes and
fears of his own kind by promising, like the Lightning-rod man featured in an earlier Piazza tale,
a temporal and spiritual “Gibraltar” (Piazza 120). The victims, literal or metaphorical, of
treacherous lightning in The Piazza Tales, however, are numerous enough to suggest the author’s
skepticism vis-a-vis any such scheme or promise: the tree which “used to soothe” Marianna’s
weariness; the “man . . . killed one cloudless afternoon . . . in Virginia, by summer lightning” to
whom the “thunderstruck™ narrator of “Bartleby” likens himself; the “prostrate trunks of blasted
pines” amidst which the narrator of “The Encantadas” sits musing on his “other and far-distant
rovings in the baked heart of the charmed isles”™; and finally, the “fated ones” in the sketch on the
Chola widow (Piazza 11, 34-5, 129, 154).

Fittingly, then, Dillingham has suggested that Melville, in his role as narrator, is also a
type of confidence-man, playing on the credulity of his readers.”” If so, the tendency to focus on
the concluding lines of “The Bell-Tower™ as the allegorical resolution to its underlying

ambiguities and the unfolding of its “picturesque & profound morality” (in the words of its initial
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editor) is evidence of Melville’s success (ML 502). These lines, notes Fogle, toll with clockwork
“precision, as it were one hammer blow to each nail.”* “So the blind slave obeyed its blinder
lord; but, in obedience, slew him. So the creator was killed by the creature. So the bell was too
heavy for the tower. So that bell’s main weakness was where man’s blood had flawed it. And so
pride went before the fall,” writes Melville (Piazza 186-87). Thus on the surface the story is just
what the epigraph announces so resoundingly, an allegory of “high-living ambition” and its
“apoplexy” or “fall,” the whole a swiftly self-fulfilling prophecy (Piazza 174). Here as in “The
Piazza,” the canker is already in the bud. But if this is so, Bannadonna’s project is foredoomed,
the only way the story, a retelling of the Genesis account, works on the allegorical level is if the
reader ignores the obvious fact that the fall has already happened. This is the true “anachronism”
to which Melville casually alludes in the note appended to his work. The “familiar
comprehension of the story” relies on a trick, a sleight-of-hand (Piazza 187), but the resulting
ambiguity-a dissonant clash between two orders of time, the one “horological,” the other
“chronometrical” (to borrow a set of terms from Pierre)-remains. Part of the supposed
“originality” of Bannadonna’s creation, for example, is that in it “bell-tower and clock-tower”
are “united” (Piazza 175). In the context of Melville’s oeuvre, that statement can only be seen as
ironic. Bannadonna’s one truly tragic, and fatal, action is to attempt to unite mutually exclusive
orders of time-heavenly and earthly, infinite and finite—in “an original production” of his own
making (Piazza 185). To the last, however, the duplex “tower-clock™ remains without a “dial,”
faceless, as does his other creation, the domino, while, by way of contrast, the “expression of the
unchanging face of the Hour Una™ on the bell mocks the artist with its “fatal,” “uncertain smile,

and . . . fore-looking eyes” (Piazza 181, 179, 180).



243
As the Old Testament types and symbols alluded to in “The Bell-Tower” (Babel, Noah’s

sons, Shinar, Shadrach, Deborah, Sisera, Jael, and the Titanic Anak) make abundantly clear, the
pattern plotted by the author is one of betrayal: Bannadonna betrays the faith of the community,
which, in turn, is betraying God, the whole ending with the automaton’s betrayal of its maker.
And yet, paradoxically, in every case the “slave” is also “true” to its master, or what amounts to
the same, to “its creation . . . its heedful winding up” (Piaz=a 186). The “utilitarian ambition” of
Bannadonna, his rearing of a clockwork God in the image of modern, post-Enlightenment man,
the “practical materialist,” is the logical result of the absconding of God, as witness deism and
“the counting-room philosophy of Paley” (Piaz=a 185, 184; ML 651). That Bannadonna’s
automaton Talus, ostensibly made to serve and protect man, is actually, as Dillingham points out,
a gross parody of him, “a crude Caliban kind of monster controlled by a routine of slavish fixity,
a creature without a soul,” is also appropriate, for creatures and creators alike here are caught
up in the “empire of necessity” referred to in the private MS (Piazza 174). Thus are they made to
coincide by the similitudes underlying their very contradictions. The whole idea of “slave™ and
“master,” in particular, is turned on its head, since the world diagramed in “The Bell-Tower,”
like that in “Benito Cereno,” which the allusion to the “negroes” in the epigraph recalls, is
circular, not hierarchical. Here, in effect, as in “The Piazza,” “Benito Cereno” and “The
Encantadas,” are only dogs without a master: when the bell is cast in its mould, the “unleashed
metals bayed like hounds™; its maker is described as “a cynic solitaire”; and the fate of the
domino is confused with that of a “spaniel, gone mad by fear” (Piaz=a 176, 179, 182). The
whole is the work of “un sort artiste” (to use Montaigne’s resonant phrase) surpassing

“I’humaine prudence.”®
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Written well after the author had reached the height of his powers and experienced the
nadir of his popularity, “The Bell-Tower” serves by nature of its very subject-matter (the tower is
“the product of an age of innovation and human pride, the early Renaissance”)"*! as an
appropriate summation, not only to The Piazza Tales, but to Melville’s oeuvre, as well.
Dillingham has pointed out that the story is “willfully Melvillean” in tone: the author, he
remarks, “appears to exaggerate . . . several of his basic characteristics as a writer.”'® Capping
off, with The Confidence-Man, Melville’s career as a writer, “The Bell-Tower” implies his
emotionally distanced assessment of his own art and the peried it contributed to. In particular,
Melville had come to reexamine his earlier “belief in the invincibility of the intellect,” to use
Tyrus Hillway’s phrase.'® The result was something akin to the ironic acknowledgement of
human limits found in Montaigne’s Apologie: “Infinis esprits,” notes the latter, “'se trouvent
ruinés par leur propre force et souplesse™ (Essais 2.12.207). Though god-like in the scope of its
imagination, the mind which sought to equal God was also, by the same token, committing an act
of symbolic deicide. And without an identifiable origin outside itself, that mind was left
compassless and chartless to navigate a world of similitudes and contradictions.'* The new,
Transcendental gospel, consequently, was on ground shakier still than was the old. Over it, and
increasingly, over Melville’s quest as a writer, presided Oloo, the anaconda-like “god of

suicides” in Mardi (289).
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“En queue de poisson™:
The Quixotic Pattern of Victor-Lévy Beaulieu’s Melvillean Voyageries—

An Envoi

“Qui, il nous faut descendre comme dans I’escalier tournant d’un puits sans fin, et 1
méme ou cette infinitude est cachée au regard par la spire et par les ténebres.
Mieux vaudrait étre précipité dans I'espace en dehors de ’orbite solaire que de se sentir
flotter en soi-méme.”

—Herman Melville’s Pierre, as cited in the epigraph to Book III of Victor-Lévy

Beaulieu’s Oh Miami Miami Miami (1973)

*. .. moi, Don Quichotte imprécis dans ma course éperdue de vie multiple.”

~Victor-Lévy Beaulieu, “L’écrivain québécois et la question nationale” (1976)

As the above reading serves to demonstrate, pace Robert Major and others, while
Melville’s oeuvre effectively records the passing of the Old Order of values figured in the
fortress-like pulpit in Moby-Dick, it also prophetically adumbrates the impasse which follows
that demise. As Carlyle was brought to muse in 1831, “the Old has passed away: but, alas, the
New appears not in its stead; the Time is still in pangs of travail with the New.”'% That
diagnosis, according to Walter E. Houghton’s The Victorian Frame of Mind, 1830-1870 (1957),

holds true for the period as a whole: “Though the Victorians never ceased to look forward to a
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new period of firm convictions,” he writes, . . . they had to live in the meantime between two
worlds, one dead or dying, one struggling but powerless to be born, in an age of doubt.”'%
Predictably, in view of the preceding, those writers belonging to Quebec’s “age of transitions and
inventions” who have traded in their chapel for that imaged in the work of Melville, among
others, similarly tend to attest to the spiritual and moral impasse Houghton discerns in their
nineteenth-century counterparts.'” A look at the course of Victor-Lévy Beaulieu’s Melvillean
odyssey, which spans the last decade of the Quiet Revolution and resumes, according to Gérard
Tougas,'® the work of his close predecessors, suggests some such itinerary.

Like the work of his precursors Hubert Aquin and Réjean Ducharme, Victor-Lévy
Beaulieu’s Voyageries (1973-1983) afford ample evidence of the cultural renaissance fostered by
the Quiet Revolution. Joel Porte’s sizing up of Emerson’s ambition-to give “birth to himself out
of the womb of his own fertile imagination”-'* describes Beaulieu’s as well. In answer to that
ambition, the author’s Don Quichotte de la démanche (1974), translated as Don Quixote in
Nighttown, may be said to constitute both his eamest and finale: its theme, fittingly, is “la
renaissance.”"'® An exploration of the mirror-logic governing its author-narrator’s “monde
baroque” and an exercise in the literature of exhaustion, Beaulieu’s Don Quichotte, inherently
ironic in design and tenor, plots “un champ d’angoisse parfaitement circulaire,” a grim whirligig
action where the hero is engaged in an absurd, because endless, chase after the source and
direction of his “inspiration,” literally running to catch his breath (25, 13, 67). Training his
sights squarely, and with lethal accuracy, on Montaigne, Emerson, and Melville’s metaphysical
high-jinxing, the author pictures himself pursuing this cat-like muse only to find her blind, deaf

and mute, an emblem of the all-encompassing, impersonal, and consequently inscrutable
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sameness which the imagination inevitably comes to evoke for the Melvillean seeker after truth
in a universe of similitudes and contradictions merely. In Beaulieu’s “monde cauchemaresque,”
the only mercy comes in the form of a bullet: “Pan pan: qui va 1a? Chat. Chat qui?
Chatastrophe,” he translates from Malcolm Lowry’s allegory of modern man’s journey into a
Hell of his own making, Under the Volcano (1947) (Don Quichorte 211).'"!

As a survey of its baroque imagery suggests, such deadpan humour is characteristic of
Beaulieu’s work as a whole: the victim of a debilitating attack of polio, the narrator envisions his
life, his world, and his book, in the manner of Carlyle’s Teufelsdrockh, as a “huge foolish
Whirligig” and tormentum (Sartor 25); a nest of “Vipers” or “Serpent-of-Eternity” curling
(Sartor 18, 154), like the “entanglements” imaged in “Benito Cereno,” in a series of inextricable
knots (Piazza 76); a bottomless bag of illusions; a labyrinth in the shape of “une spirale
fievreuse”;'" and finally, a heap of guts gnawed by worms (see e.g. Don Quichotte 23, 71, 106,
159, 205, 216, 218, 222-3, 227, 247; 13, 16, 21, 185; 32; 133, 201; 254). In fact, the inhabitants
of Beaulieu’s dream-world, like those belonging to Montaigne, Carlyle, Emerson, and Melville’s,
are immersed in Cimmerian night: “tout finissait par se brouiller, le réve et le réel . . . . Tout le
flou retournait au flou” (Don Quichotte 22, 46). In such an all-cbnfounding element, progress is
difficult to measure. As Beaulieu, with a nod to “The Encantadas,” leads the reader to infer, the
acts of his author-narrator and other mental offspring are as purposeless as the struggles of a
tortoise turned upside down, “faisant aller ses pattes dans le vide” (Don Quichotte 167, 274).
Evidence of such futility is everywhere apparent in Don Quichotte de la démanche: one character
in the novel rides a stationary bicycle, pedalling furiously; two others embark on a defunct,

motionless Ferris wheel; while yet another walks against a moving band (147, 195, 221). Motion



248

and stasis are the same, since all are bound on the inexorable wheel of Fate, “cette roue roulant
dans la ténébre, cette roue roulant dans la ténébre immobile et ne faisant rien d’autre que
dessiner dans I’obscurité un cercle froid” (Don Quichotte 274).

At the head of this imaginary procession, which follows “a la queu leu leu,” and presiding
over Beaulieu’s whole enterprise as a writer, is the figure of Melville’s Don Quixote. Thus, in
the very image of the phenomena he would pierce through, Beaulieu’s hero himself (and not only
his helmet as in Cervantes) is a “pasteboard™ mask, as pictured in Mario Leclerc’s brilliant cover
illustration to the novel (Don Quichotte 217, 252; cf. Moby-Dick 144).'" Such mettle as the
author’s protagonist possesses, consequently, is not proof against the universal cannibalism
Leclerc sketches on the cover of another of Beaulieu’s novels in the same series, N 'évoque plus
que le désenchantement de ta ténébre, mon si pauvre Abel (1976). Appropriately, the circular,
self-swallowing Don Quichotte de la démanche finishes in the only way it can, “en queue de
poisson” (42, 274). The novel ends where it begins, in still-birth, its hero defeated by the same
forces which defeat Ahab in the book he claims, with some reason, to know so intimately that he
could read it upside down: “Sombrant comme le Pequod melvilien défoncé a coups de queue par
la baleine blanche!” (Don Quichotte 81-82, 247). Invariably, in Beaulieu’s work, Melville’s
Calvinistic text serves as a tacit warning to those who, pronouncing the Old Order of ideas dead,
would then “seek to conquer a larger hiberty” (Piazza 174).

A survey of Beaulieu’s oeuvre, in effect, shows him consistently adopting the mature
Melville’s ironic attitude vis-a-vis the proponents of the “American Dream.”" As late as his
Una: romaman (1980), for example, Beaulieu is up to his old tricks. Like Melville’s Bartleby,

who sleeps finally with “kings and counsellors,” Beaulieu’s Una attains the condition of nullity



249

described by Melville in his ode to “Buddha” and wished for by Job, as she rouses

Leviathan (Jb 3:8-10) and eclipses the Book of Maya, “I’histoire impossible de ce qui aurait pu
s"appeler MERES, de ce qui aurait pu s’appeler PERES, de ce qui aurait pu s’appeler
ENFANTS.”'" And yet, the single-minded Una then goes on, ironically enough, to give birth to
Job J Jobin. The key to unlocking the secreted sense of Beaulieu’s earlier Blanche forcée (1976),
according to its narrator Job J Jobin, lies in “le sens de Ientrelacs que forment mes initiales.”"*®
The always incomplete stutter “J(e)” denotes a fractured, involuted I, continually recounting the
story of Job in cycles whose center is the nugatory O in Job J Jobin: “. . . baleine! baleine!
baleine'-évents-vapeur d’eau est toute vie.”""” In the manner of Arthur Schopenhauer, whom
Melville read previous to \ﬁting Billy Budd (see ML 831-33), Beaulieu, then, conceives the
world as illusion: his Una is the story of an Ishmael-like orphan who obtains Nirvana and then re-
creates the universe through writing, recoloring the white world with “un grand tas de feuilles,
des milliers de crayons de toutes les couleurs, mais rien qu’une gomme effagante” (Una 109).
However, though the world so read has become a fiction in the mind of a metaphysically
orphaned solipsist, that same fiction is governed, significantly, by the “empire of necessity”
personified in Melville’s unchanging Una (Piazza 174).

That impersonal, disinterested fate is an artist in the image of Beaulieu and his spiritual
collaborator. As Melville admonishes the mental “tourist™ or “traveller” in Pierre, he who would
seek out the fixed point of “enthusiastic Truth” with the “directing compass of his mind” fares
much like those “Arctic explorers” who “follow the trail of truth too far . . . for arrived at the
Pole . . . there, the needle indifferently respects all points of the horizon alike” (Pierre 322, 195).

“Appalling is the soul of man!” writes Melville in a related passage which Beaulieu avails
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himself of in an epigraph to his satiric Oh Miami Miami Miami (1973): “Better might one be
pushed off into the material spaces beyond the uttermost orbit of our sun, than once feel himself
fairly afloat in himself!” (Pierre 322).'"* Like Pierre, who finds in the verses “allegorically
overscribed within the arch of the outgoings of the womb of human life” in Dante’s /nferno a
hint as to his destiny (“All hope abandon, ye who enter here” [Pierre 198]), Beaulieu’s “ombres
dantesques” are prisoners of the element which their feverish author-narrator inhabits. “Je géle!”
he exclaims repeatedly, made cold by excess of heat (Don Quichotte 158, 274).

Indeed, the author who would (in the words of Melville’s poem “Art,” published
alongside “Buddha” in the privately printed Timoleon [1891]) “pulsed life create” (Poems 223)
must delve into his “labyrinthine interior” and there face “a continual sirroco and burning
breeze” (Piaz=a 170). “What unlike things must meet and mate: / A flame to melt-a wind to
freeze; / Sad patience—joyous energies . . . ,” as Melville goes on to rhyme the contraries fused in
the artist’s “mystic heart” (Poems 223-24). His is the “March weather, savage and serene in one
hour” and the “frost in July” imaged in Emerson’s “Montaigne; Or, The Skeptic.”'"” What he
wrests from that contest with himself, however, as Melville’s poem makes clear by transposition,
is not the guidance and wisdom concerning things ultimate sought by his spiritual counterpart
Jacob, but rather (to apply to Melville and Beaulieu Carlyle’s assessment of the achievement of
Montaigne and Shakespeare) an art whose “indifference” reflects as truthfully as possible the
“harmony” at the heart of the world of “contradiction™ he finds within and without."*°

YEA AND NAY-

EACH HATH HIS SAY;

BUT GOD HE KEEPS THE MIDDLE WAY.



NONE WAS BY

WHEN HE SPREAD THE SKY,

WISDOM IS VAIN, AND PROPHESY,
sings Melville in his evocation of civil war in Battle-Pieces (1866) (Poems 37). Not for the
Melvillean artist, so “The Conflict of Convictions™ above argues, the inconsequence of the
Victorian prose-prophet or of his latter-day (re)visionary proponents, asserting the coincidence of
romance and reality, dream and destiny, private and public. Such solace as Melville’s (and by
extension Beaulieu’s) work provide for its readers is akin to that which “the thousand mermaids”™
in Moby-Dick promise to “death-longing . . . men, who still have in them some interior
compunctions against suicide.” It is a journey into the “hearts of infinite Pacifics,” full of
“wonders supernatural,” at the end of which, however, lies no revelation. “Come hither, broken-
hearted . . . ,” sing Melville’s mermaids, in mockery of the epilogue to the Apocalypse, “Come

hither! . . .. Come hither! . . . . till we marry thee!” (Moby-Dick 402).
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For a survey of critical interpretations of the character of Babo (as a figure of vice, evil, etc.) and
a contrasting reading of him as a kind of “Satanic hero,” see Dillingham (261-66).

68. On the relationship between Webster and Montaigne, see Richard Bodtke, Tragedy and the

Jacobean Temper: The Major Plays of John Webster (Salzburg: Institut fur Englische Sprache
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and Literature Universitat Salzburg, 1977). Cf. also Melville’s gloss to the verse “there is
nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so” in Hamler (ILii): “Here is forcibly shown
the great Montaignism of Hamlet” (ML 291).

69. Alfred Glauser, Montaigne paradoxal (Paris: A.G. Nizet, 1972), 42.

70. The White Devil, in The Selected Plays of John Webster, ed. by Jonathan Dollimore and Alan
Sinfield (Cambridge, London et al.: Cambridge University Press, 1983).

71. Irving Ribner, Jacobean Tragedy: The Quest for Moral Order (London: Methuen, 1962), 100.
72. Dillingham, 239.

73. As the narrator of “Benito Cereno” later puts it, “the country and the ocean seem cousins-
german” (Piazza 82).

74. See Dillingham, 235.

75. Cf. n. 67.

76. See Seelye, 105.

77. Billy Budd, Sailor and Other Stories by Herman Melville (New York: Bantam, 1962), 65.

78. Edmund Spenser's Poetry, second edition, selected and ed. by Hugh Maclean (New York and
London: Norton, 1968, 1982).

79. Cf. D. Mathis Eddy, “Melville’s Response to Beaumont and Fletcher: A New Source for The
Encantadas,” American Literature 40 (1968), 379.

80. Eugene Waith quoted in Eddy, 377; and Eddy, 378.

81. Ibid.

82. The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, 2.43.
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83. Prosopopoia and “Vision of the World’s Vanity” cited from The Yale Edition of the Shorter
Poems of Edmund Spenser, ed. by William A. Oram, Einar Bjorvand, Roland Bond, et. al. (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1989).

84. Cf. William Oram’s introduction to Spenser’s poem, in Shorter Poems, 330-31.

85. Eddy, 379.

86. Ibid., 380.

87. Dillingham, 86-88.

88. Poems of Herman Melville, ed. by Douglas Robillard (New Haven: College and University
Press, 1976), 156.

89. Fogle, 113.

90. Dillingham, 86.

91. The title of the sketch itself, “Runaways, Castaways, Solitaries, Grave-Stones, Etc.,” is
suggestive of this lumping together.

92. Porte, 192.

93. Ibid., 188; Melville cited from Jonathan Arac, “F.O. Matthiessen: Authorizing an American
Renaissance,” in The American Renaissance Reconsidered: Selected Papers from the English
Institute, 1982-83, ed. by Walter Benn Michaels and Donald E. Pease (Baltimore and London:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985), 101.

94. To Carlyle’s solution to the conundrum of evil, as he found it sung in Matthew Amold’s
“Empedocles on Etna,” in which man is said to have “No title from the Gods to welfare and
repose,” Melville's response was emphatically that of his “Western critic™: “If so, the devil take

the Gods” (ML 718).
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95. See e.g. Dillingham, 208-9. There is a “flawed bell” in “Benito Cereno™ whose tolling fills
Captain Delano “with superstitious suspicions,” and in “The Encantadas” Rock Rodondo is
compared to “the famous Campanile or detached Bell Tower of St. Mark” (Piazza 96, 134).
96. Dillingham, 213.
97. Ibid.
98. Fogle, 69.
99. Dillingham, 218.
100. Michel de Montaigne, Essais, ed. by Pierre Michel with introductions by André Gide, Albert
Thibaudet, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 3 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1962, 1965), 1.34.322.
101. Fogle, 64.
102. Dillingham 209n.3.
103. Hillway, 13.
104. Concurrently, Hillway calls Taji’s refusal “to admit his inability to grasp the nature of the
absolute” at the end of Mardi a *“symbolical suicide” (12).
105. The Works of Thomas Carlyle, ed. by H.D. Traill, Centenary edition, 30 vols. (London:
Chapman and Hall, 1898-99), 28.32.
106. Walter E. Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind, 1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1957), 9-10. Houghton labels the period an “age of transition” away from the
Middle Ages (1). His first chapter includes an assessment of the importance of Montaigne’s
skepticism to the period.
107. See Kathy Mezei, “The Literature of Quebec in Revolution,” in The Human Elements:

Critical Essays, ed. by David Helwig (Ottawa: Oberon, 1978), 35. Mezei notes that the
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“problems of the [Quebec] writer in bringing forth his creations parallel the difficult and painful
birth-pangs of a nation on the verge of creating and inventing itself” (44). She goes on to
paraphrase or translate Victor-Lévy Beaulieu in his chronicles of the 1970s: “He claimed that
although Québec is searching for a place and a direction she ends up looking only at her image;
instead of using myths, the writers .chasc the myth of their selves, substituting . . . episodic tales
for the epic” (46). Both the allusion to Beaulieu’s criticism and the assessment itself are

evidence of his deservedly high standing as a critic of contemporary Quebec writing, including

his own.

108. Tougas, 95.

109. Joel Porte, Representative Man: Ralph Waldo Emerson in His Time (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1979), xi.

110. Victor-Lévy Beaulieu, Don Quichotte de la démanche (Montreal: L’ Aurore, 1974), 252.
The novel won the Governor-General’s Award in 1975.

111. Malcolm Lowry, Under the Volcano, ed. with an introduction by Stephen Spender (New
York: Penguin, 1965), 136. The epigraph to Don Quichotte de la démanche is also taken from
Lowry’s novel: “Veo que la tierra anda; estoy esperando que pase mi casa por aqui para meterme
enella....Ileamn that the world goes round so I am waiting here for my house to pass by,”
jokes the drunken, teetering Consul (Under the Volcano 355). Lowry’s “psychological affinity”
with Melville is discussed by Spender in his introduction (xxiii). Like Melville, Lowry takes as
the theme of his “authentic modern tragedy” the negation of charity or “acedia, the spiritual

apathy of the religious who have become . . . hermetically sealed off from the source of their
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religion” (xxx, xxviii). On Beaulieu’s relationship to Melville and Lowry, see his “Melville-pot
en finale Lowry,” in Entre la sainteté et le terrorisme: essais (Montreal: VLB, 1983), 191-4.

112. Such as is imaged, for example, in the frontispiece to Beaulieu’s Névoque plus que le
désenchantement de tes ténébres, mon si pauvre Abel (Montreal: VLB, 1976), 11.

113. The cover depicts a one-dimensional pasteboard horse and rider, with a circular hole where
the head would be. The two-dimensional author-protagonist peers through this hole, trapped in
the world of his imagining.

114. For a more extensive account of this aspect of the Voyageries, see Jean-Frangois Leroux,
“The End of America: Geology and Cartography in Herman Melville’s Pierre and Victor-Lévy
Beaulieu’s Voyageries,” in the Canadian Review of American Studies 27.1 (1997): 93-118.

115. Una: romaman (Montreal: VLB, 1980), 232-34.

116. Blanche forcée (Montreal: VLB, 1976), 13.

117. Sagamo Job J (Montreal: VLB, 1977), 118.

118. Oh Miami Miami Miami (Montreal: Editions du Jour, 1973), 229.

119. The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, 4.175, 174. Rock Rodondo in “The
Encantadas” is said to be “on the parallel of Quito” (Pia=za 137), a symbol for Melville, as
witness the chapter “The Symphony” in Moby-Dick (442), of the paradoxes or dualisms found in
nature and humankind.

120. In his article on Jean-Paul Richter; cited from the Centenary edition of The Works of

Thomas Carlyle, edited by H.D. Traill, 30 vols. (London: Chapman and Hall, 1898-99), 26.17.
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Conclusion

At the end of his “Signs of the Times” (1829), Thomas Carlyle spoke of “a boundless
grinding collision of the New with the Old,” of which the French Revolution was the
“offspring,” but the “final issue . . . not yet anywhere unfolded.”" He would conclude his Sartor
Resartus (1833-34), as well, by alluding to the 1830 Paris revolution and announcing, “Es geht
an (It is beginning).” And again, at the conclusion of The French Revolution (1837}, he would
reiterate, “the end is not yet,” having prophesied some “two centuries” still to fight (}//4.314,
2.133). “[T]he Old has passed away,” so Carlyle had mused back in 1831, “but, alas, the New
appears not in its stead; the Time is still in pangs of travail with the New” (#28.32). Similarly,
and ironically, given his lifelong commitment to the vocation of the sage or teacher, Carlyle’s
student Ralph Waldo Emerson, in his late essay “The Preacher” (1879), still saw the age as one
of “transition”: “We are born too late for the old and too early for the new faith,” he wrote.* And
concurrently, those twentieth-century Quebec writers who have followed in the wake of their
nineteenth-century counterparts have also been said, repeatedly, to belong to an *“age of
transitions” from old certainties to new.*

It may seem contradictory, consequently, to write a conclusion on a subject which
appears inconclusive. By tracing the literary-philosophical basis for the Romantic idealism of
the various authors under scrutiny back to Montaigne and his rejection of the reason of Aristotle
and the Scholastics in the Apologie de Raimond Sebond, however, the previous study implies or
suggests a number of conclusions with respect to what is often construed as the prophetic

enterprise of these same authors.
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First among these is that their work may read as symptomatic of the malaise created by
the passing of the Old Order of values, rather than as a palliative or cure to it. Carlyle and
Hubert Aquin’s simultaneous opposition and acquiescence to the attorney-logic of positive
reason found in the contractualist tradition, for example, may be said to point to the modemn
impasse or “crisis of legitimacy” (to use Jurgen Habermas’ phrase) in political thinking, a crisis
which has its immediate origins in the nineteenth century.® As Philip Rosenberg notes in his
study of Carlyle The Seventh Hero: Thomas Carlyle and the Theory of Radical Activism (1974),
“Nationalism is ... to the political scene what Romantic individualism is on a narrower stage,
each leads toward the abandonment of universal values . . .™ In the absence of such universal
values or general principles, so Carlyle intimates and critics John Stuart Mill and Joseph
Mazzini came to recognize with reference to his own work, it becomes impossible to gauge the
legitimacy of political actions and convictions.” Carlyle and Aquin’s mysticism follows from
their abandonment of reasoned conviction and action. However, like Montaigne, they leave
their readers with no way of bridging the gap between particular and universal. They are
consequently compelled, in their separate contexts, to give their assent to the skeptic and
political pragmatist’s profession of ignorance and indifference, Quel reméde?

It follows from that act of self-disqualification that the origin and aim of the art of the
(post)Romantic visionary artist is private, not public. This is what Emerson argues, malgré lui,
as does, much more consciously and openly, Réjean Ducharme. The Emersonian-Ducharmian
artist’s indifference to dogma and ethics, a necessary corollary of his disinterestedness in
portraying the contradictions he finds in the world within and without, means that his work

should not be taken for “veritable gospel” (in Herman Melville’s phrase), but rather, as secular,
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extra-moral fiction, symbol, or myth.®* The increasing tendency in Carlyle and Emerson criticism
to focus on their poetics or rhetoric, to the almost total exclusion of their doctrines, suggests as
much.’®

Regarded in light of the above, the contrary tendency in some Quebec criticism to look to
the Anglo-American writers in question, Emerson (and his critics) in particular, as sources of
legitimacy, authority, and prophecy seems both ill-timed and ill-fated. Most notably perhaps, the
Melvillean odyssey of Victor-Lévy Beaulieu, their precursor in this regard,'® demonstrates that
the prophecy of romantic nationalism found in these key works is by no means unequivocal, but
rather fraught with irony and doubt, a conclusion confirmed by Melville’s own career as a
writer.

Finally, implied in the above argument is the idea that if any true reconciliation or
dialogue between French and Anglo-American culture is to occur, it will have to be effected
through quite other means than that of imaginative prophecy. Towards the renewal of such a

dialogue, the author of the present study hopes he has made some small contribution.
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Notes

1. The Works of Thomas Carlyle, ed. by H.D. Traill, 30 vols., Centenary edition (London:
Chapman and Hall, 1898-99), 27.82.

2. Sartor Resartus, ed. with an introduction by Kerry McSweeney and Peter Sabor (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1987), 224.

3. The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. by Edward Waldo Emerson, 12 vols.,
Centenary edition (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1903-4), 10.217.

4. Kathy Mezei, “The Literature of Quebec in Revolution,” in The Human Elements: Critical
Essays, ed. by David Helwig (Ottawa: Oberon, 1978), 35. See also Patricia Smart, Hubert
Aquin, agent double: La dialectique de !'art et du pays dans “Prochain épisode” et “Trou de
mémoire” (Montreal: Presses de 1’Université de Montréal, 1973). Smart speaks of Aquin’s keen
awareness that “le Québec est en train de vivre une époque de transition, qu’il se tient
précairement entre sa propre mort et la possibilité d’une résurrection ou d’une nouvelle
naissance,” a situation she finds analoguous to that following the Renaissance (12). Ducharme’s
work, as well, involves a search for a “renaissance culturelle” and “un nouveau Mythe des
origines,” according to Franca Marcato-Falzoni, who also notes the sense of an “impasse”™
accompanying that attempt (Du Mythe au roman: Une trilogie ducharmienne [Montreal: VLB,
1992], 93, 92).

5. “Acquiescence” insofar as utilitarian reason, though eventually discarded as insufficient to an

understanding of the world, is nevertheless defined as the only form of the rational. Cf. Philip
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Rosenberg, The Seventh Hero: Thomas Carlyle and the Theory of Radical Activism (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1974), 74-75.

6. Ibid., 12-13.

7. Though largely sympathetic, Mill, in his review of The French Revolution, diverged from its
author in finding in “general principles . . . necessary helps . . . . For, except by general
principles,” Mill pursued, “how do we bring the light of past experiences to bear upon the new
case? The essence of past experience lies embodied in those logical, abstract propositions,
which our author makes so light of-—there, and no where else . . . . To start from some theory, but
not to see the object through the theory; to bring light with us, but also to receive other light
from whencesoever it comes; such is the part of the philosopher, of the true practical seer or
person of insight” (London and Westminster Review 27 [July 1837]; reprinted in and cited from
Thomas Carlyle: The Critical Heritage, ed. by Jules Paul Seigel [London: Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1971), 64-65). In his article “On the Genius and Tendency of the Writings of Thomas
Carlyle,” Mazzini, the leader of the Young Italy Movement, similarly parted ways with Carlyle
in speaking of “universal tradition” as one of the “criteria of certainty,” in the absence of which
we can have no “sure object . . . for action, excepting those to which our individual instincts lead
us” (British and Foreign Quarterly Review 16 [January 1844]; also reprinted in and cited from
Thomas Carlyle: The Critical Heritage, 257, 261).

8. An indication both of this indifference and of the status of Emerson’s work as secular
scripture or myth may be seen in Wesley T. Mott’s observation that though “invoked as often as

Shakespeare or the Bible by politicians and social commentators,” Emerson is also



simultaneously “celebrated as an originator of our virtues, and damred for releasing our

vices” (““The Age of the First Person Singular’: Emerson and Individualism,” in 4 Historical
Guide to Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. by Joel Myerson [New York and Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2000], 62). Mott’s conclusion that Emerson is an apostle of “self-culture,” a “stance that
balks those who want either to vilify or to worship him” because an exploration of the “moods,
states, and dimensions of self” is ultimately conducive to an admission of “flawed vision” and
“paradox,” further confirms that his true vocation is the “existential” one of “creat{ing]
meaning” by way of a personal mythology (93).

9. In his introduction to his Selections from Ralph Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1957), for example, Whicher points out that “the modem re-evaluation of Emerson . . . stresses
not his doctrine but his spirit and method, his enactment of the self-created role of Man
Thinking” (v). Similarly, scholarly focus and investigation on Sartor and Carlyle, as Jules Paul
Seigel remarks in his survey of the critical tradition, has tended to be “polarized” (24), and has
increasingly shifted from Carlyle’s sources and his message to his “enigmatic manner” (Sartor
60)-that is, to the ironies and ambiguities structuring his vision. See e.g. G.B. Tennyson, Sartor
Called Resartus: The Genesis, Structure and Style of Thomas Carlyle's First Major Work
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965), Sff.; Jerry A. Dibble, The Pythia's Drunken Song:
Thomas Carlyle's Sartor Resartus and the Style Problem in German Idealist Philosophy (The
Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978); Anne K. Mellor, English Romantic Irony (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1980), 133-34; and Colin N. Manlove, “‘Perpetual Metamorphoses’: The

Refusal of Certainty in Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus,” Swansea Review 2 (1986); reprinted in
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The Critical Response to Thomas Carlyle's Major Works, ed. by D.J. Trela and Rodger L. Tarr
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1997), 30-45. Tennyson’s remarks are still apposite today:
though the Victorians once considered Sartor “a bible showing . . . the way from doubt to faith,”
more recent readers have come to realize, as some of his contemporaries did, that “Carlyle
adumbrated no consistent philosophy; he was neither a metaphysician nor a logician,” but rather
an artist in words (3, 5).

10. See e.g. Gérard Tougas, Le Destin littéraire du Québec (Montréal: Québec/Amérique,

1982), 95. See also number 41 of Tangence (October 1993), devoted to the question of
intertextuality in Beaulieu’s work. The two essays by Jean-Frangois Chassay and Jean Morency
which deal specifically with Beaulieu’s relationship to Melville focus mainly on his three-
volume study Monsieur Melville (1978), Chassay quotes Melville’s work only once, Morency
not at all, implying that Beaulieu’s reading may be taken as definitive. Similarly, noting that the
“problems of the [Quebec] writer in bringing forth his creations parallel the difficult and painful
birth-pangs of a nation on the verge of creating and inventing itself,” Mezei goes on to agree
with Beaulieu that already by the 1970s Quebec writers tend to “repeat themselves,” effectively
“chas[ing] the myth of their selves” (44, 50, 46). “Is the small nation of Québec becoming
closed in on itself, unenlightened by reciprocal exchanges with other cultures?” she asks, and
concludes that “the struggle of the [Quebec] writer between his role as a voice for the
collectivité and as a voice of his own personal necessity, salvation and vision continues, and that
the developing independence of Québec culture has certain drawbacks™ (51). By taking as its

starting-point a somewhat larger canvas, the preceding account attempts to detail and explain

these drawbacks.
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