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Edgar Allan Poe
(1809–1849)

R
One hundred fifty years after his death, Poe is still among the most popular of American authors,
but unlike most authors of extreme popularity, Poe has also exerted a continuous influence on writ-
ers and critics.

He influenced the course of creative writing and criticism by emphasizing the art that appeals
simultaneously to reason and to emotion, and by insisting that the work of art is not a fragment
of the author’s life, nor an adjunct to some didactic purpose, but an object created in the cause of
beauty—which he defined in its largest spiritual implications. This creative act, according to
Poe, involves the utmost concentration and unity, together with the most scrupulous use of words.

This definition of sensibility was directly opposed to the view implicit in the prevailing
American literature of Poe’s generation, as represented in general by the works of Emerson,
Hawthorne, Longfellow, Whittier, and Holmes, all born in the years from 1803 to 1809. These oth-
ers turned toward Wordsworth, while Poe took Coleridge as his lodestar in his search for a consis-
tent theory of art. Hawthorne’s symbolism links him with Poe, but Hawthorne’s impulses were often
didactic, while Poe taught no moral lessons except the discipline of beauty. Only in Melville, among
the authors before the Civil War, does one find the same sensibility for symbolic expression. The
literary tradition of Poe, preserved by European symbolism, especially in France, played a consid-
erable part in shaping the spirit of our twentieth-century literature, particularly in its demand for
the intellectual analysis and controlled perception of emotional consciousness.

The son of itinerant actors, he was born in Boston, January 19, 1809. His father, David Poe,
apparently deserted his wife and disappeared about eighteen months later. Elizabeth Arnold Poe,
an English-born actress, died during a tour in Richmond in 1811, and her infant son became the
ward of the Allan family, although he was never legally adopted. John Allan was a substantial
Scottish tobacco exporter; Mrs. Allan lavished on the young poet the erratic affections of the child-
less wife of an unfaithful husband. In time this situation led to tensions and jealousies which per-
manently estranged Poe from his foster father; but in youth he enjoyed the genteel and thorough
education, with none of the worldly expectations, of a young Virginia gentleman.

Allan’s business interests took him abroad, and Poe lived with the family in England and
Scotland from 1815 to 1820, attending a fine classical preparatory school at Stoke Newington for
three years. When he was eleven, the family returned to Richmond, where he continued his studies
at a local academy. His precocious adoration of Jane Stith Stanard, the young mother of a schoolfel-
low, later inspired the lyric “To Helen,” according to his own report. At this period he considered
himself engaged to Sarah Elmira Royster. Her father’s objections to a stripling with no prospects
resulted in her engagement to another while Poe was at the University of Virginia in 1826. Poe’s
gambling debts prompted Allan to remove him from the University within a year, in spite of his
obvious academic competence.

Works of Edgar Allan Poe, 10 vols., was edited by E. C. Stedman and G. E. Woodberry, 1894–1895, and reprinted in 1914. Unless otherwise noted,
this is the source of the present texts. Also reliable is the Virginia Edition, 17 vols., edited by J. A. Harrison, 1902. T. O. Mabbott, with the assistance of
E. D. Kewer and M. C. Mabbott, edited the poems, tales, and sketches in Collected Works of Edgar Allan Poe, 3 vols. 1969–1978. Burton J. Pollin
edited Collected Writings of Edgar Allan Poe, 1981–. J. W. Ostrom edited The Letters of Edgar Allan Poe, 1948.

A recent and thorough biography is Kenneth Silverman’s Edgar Allan Poe: Mournful and Never-Ending Remembrance, 1991. For many years the
standard scholarly biography was Edgar Allan Poe, by A. H. Quinn, 1941. Other biographical or critical works include Hervey Allen, Israfel—The Life
and Times of Edgar Allan Poe, 2 vols., 1926; N. B. Fagin, The Histrionic Mr. Poe, 1949; E. H. Davidson, Poe, A Critical Study, 1957; E. Wagenknecht,
Edgar Allan Poe, The Man behind the Legend, 1963; E. W. Parks, Edgar Allan Poe, 1964; Daniel Hoffman, Poe, Poe, Poe * * * , 1972; David Sinclair,
Edgar Allan Poe, 1977; Julian Symons, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe, 1978; Joan Dayan, Fables of Mind: An Inquiry into Poe’s Fiction, 1987;
Dwight Thomas and David K. Jackson, The Poe Log: A Documentary Life of Edgar Allan Poe, 1987; I. M. Walker, ed., Edgar Allan Poe: The Critical
Heritage, 1987; and Jeffrey Meyers, Edgar Allan Poe: His Life and Legacy, 1992.
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Unable to come to terms with Allan, who wanted to employ him in the business, Poe ran away
to Boston, where he published Tamerlane and Other Poems (1827), significantly signed “By a
Bostonian”; then he disappeared into the army under the name of “Edgar A. Perry.” The death of
Mrs. Allan produced a temporary reconciliation with Allan, who offered to seek an appointment
to West Point for the young sergeant major. Poe secured a discharge from the army, and published
Al Aaraaf, Tamerlane, and Minor Poems (1829). Before entering West Point (July 1, 1830) he again
had a violent disagreement with Allan, who still declined to assure his prospects. Finding himself
unsuited to the life at the Academy, he provoked a dismissal by an infraction of duty, and left three
weeks before March 6, 1831, when he was officially excluded. Allan, who had married again, refused
to befriend him; two years later his death ended all expectations. Meanwhile, in New York, Poe
had published Poems (1831), again without results that would suggest his ability to survive by writing.

From 1831 to 1835 Poe lived as a hack writer in Baltimore, with his aunt, the motherly Mrs.
Maria Poe Clemm, whose daughter, Virginia, later became his wife.

In 1832 the Philadelphia Saturday Courier published Poe’s first five short stories, a part of
the Tales of the Folio Club. In 1833 his first characteristic short story, combining pseudoscience
and terror, won a prize of $50 and publication in the Baltimore Saturday Visitor. “MS Found in a
Bottle” appeared on October 12, heralding the success of the formula for popular fiction which Poe
was slowly developing by a close study of periodical literature. The prize story won him friends, and
ultimately an assistant editorship on the Richmond Southern Literary Messenger (1835–1837). In
September 1835, Poe secretly married his cousin, Virginia Clemm; the ceremony was repeated pub-
licly in Richmond eight months later, when Virginia was not quite fourteen.

Poe’s experience with the Messenger set a pattern which was to continue, with minor varia-
tions, in later editorial associations. He was a brilliant editor; he secured important contributors;
he attracted attention by his own critical articles. He failed through personal instability. His
devotion to Virginia was beset by some insecurity never satisfactorily explained; he had periods
of quarrelsomeness which estranged him from his editorial associates. Apparently he left the Messenger
of his own accord, but during a time of strained relations, with a project for a magazine of his own
which he long cherished without result.

After a few months in New York, Poe settled down to his period of greatest accomplishment
(1838–1844) in Philadelphia. There he was editor of, or associated with, Burton’s Gentleman’s
Magazine (1839), Graham’s Magazine (1841–1842), and The Saturday Museum (1843). He became
well known in literary circles as a result of the vitality of his critical articles, which were a by-
product of his editorial functions, the publication of new poems and revised versions of others, and
the appearance of some of his greatest stories in Graham’s. He collected from earlier periodicals his
Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque (2 vols., 1840). His fame was assured by “The Gold Bug,” which
won the prize of $100 offered in 1843 by the Philadelphia Dollar Newspaper.

Unable to hold a permanent editorial connection in Philadelphia, Poe moved in 1844 to New
York, where he found sporadic employment on the Evening Mirror and the Broadway Journal. For
some time it had been evident that Virginia must soon die of tuberculosis, and this apprehension,
added to grueling poverty, had increased Poe’s eccentricities. Even an occasional escape by alcohol
could not go unnoticed in anyone for whom only a moderate indulgence was ruinous, and Poe’s
reputation, in these years, suffered in consequence. His candid reviews and critical articles increased
the number of his enemies, who besmirched his reputation by gossip concerning a number of lit-
erary ladies with whom his relations were actually indiscreet but innocent. Yet in 1845 he climaxed
his literary life. “The Raven” appeared in the Mirror and in The Raven and Other Poems, his major
volume of poems. His Tales also appeared in New York and London. The Poes found a little cottage
at Fordham (now part of New York City) in 1846, and Virginia died there the following January.
Poe was feverishly at work on Eureka (1848), then deemed the work of a demented mind, but
later considered important as a “prose poem” in which he attempted to unify the laws of physical
science with those of aesthetic reality.

His life ended, as it had been lived, in events so strange that he might have invented them.
In 1849, learning that Sarah Elmira Royster, his childhood sweetheart, was a widow, he visited
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Richmond and secured her consent to marry him. About two months later he left for Philadelphia
on a business engagement. Six days thereafter he was found semiconscious in a tavern in Baltimore,
and he died in delirium after four days, on October 7, 1849.

During a short life of poverty, anxiety, and fantastic tragedy, Poe achieved the establishment
of a new symbolic poetry within the small compass of forty-eight poems; the formalization of the
new short story; the invention of the story of detection and the broadening of science fiction; the
foundation of a new fiction of psychological analysis and symbolism; and the slow development, in
various stages, of an important critical theory and a discipline of analytical criticism.
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The Premature Burial

Edgar Allan Poe

There are certain themes of which the interest is all-absorbing, but which are too
entirely horrible for the purposes of legitimate fiction. These the mere romanticist
must eschew, if he do not wish to offend or to disgust. They are with propriety han-
dled only when the severity and majesty of Truth sanctify and sustain them. We thrill,
for example, with the most intense of “pleasurable pain” over the accounts of the
Passage of the Beresina, of the Earthquake at Lisbon, of the Plague at London, of the
Massacre of St. Bartholomew, or of the stifling of the hundred and twenty-three pris-
oners in the Black Hole at Calcutta. But in these accounts it is the fact—it is the
reality—it is the history which excites. As inventions, we should regard them with
simple abhorrence.

I have mentioned some few of the more prominent and august calamities on
record; but in these it is the extent, not less than the character of the calamity, which
so vividly impresses the fancy. I need not remind the reader that, from the long and
weird catalogue of human miseries, I might have selected many individual instances
more replete with essential suffering than any of these vast generalities of disaster.
The true wretchedness, indeed—the ultimate woe—is particular, not diffuse. That
the ghastly extremes of agony are endured by man the unit, and never by man the
mass—for this let us thank a merciful God! 

To be buried while alive is, beyond question, the most terrific of these extremes
which has ever fallen to the lot of mere mortality. That it has frequently, very fre-
quently, so fallen will scarcely be denied by those who think. The boundaries which
divide Life from Death are at best shadowy and vague. Who shall say where the
one ends, and where the other begins? We know that there are diseases in which
occur total cessations of all the apparent functions of vitality, and yet in which these
cessations are merely suspensions, properly so called. They are only temporary pauses
in the incomprehensible mechanism. A certain period elapses, and some unseen mys-
terious principle again sets in motion the magic pinions and the wizard wheels. The
silver cord was not for ever loosed, nor the golden bowl irreparably  broken. But
where, meantime, was the soul? 

Apart, however, from the inevitable conclusion, a priori that such causes must
produce such effects—that the well-known occurrence of such cases of suspended
animation must naturally give rise, now and then, to premature interments—apart
from this consideration, we have the direct testimony of medical and ordinary expe-
rience to prove that a vast number of such interments have actually taken place.
I might refer at once, if necessary to a hundred well authenticated instances. One
of very remarkable character, and of which the circumstances may be fresh in the
memory of some of my readers, occurred, not very long ago, in the neighboring city
of Baltimore, where it occasioned a painful, intense, and widely-extended excite-
ment. The wife of one of the most respectable citizens-a lawyer of eminence and a
member of Congress—was seized with a sudden and unaccountable illness, which
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completely baffled the skill of her physicians. After much suffering she died, or was
supposed to die. No one suspected, indeed, or had reason to suspect, that she was not
actually dead. She presented all the ordinary appearances of death. The face assumed
the usual pinched and sunken outline. The lips were of the usual marble pallor.
The eyes were lustreless. There was no warmth. Pulsation had ceased. For three days
the body was preserved unburied, during which it had acquired a stony rigidity. The
funeral, in short, was hastened, on account of the rapid advance of what was sup-
posed to be decomposition.

The lady was deposited in her family vault, which, for three subsequent years,
was undisturbed. At the expiration of this term it was opened for the reception of a
sarcophagus;—but, alas! how fearful a shock awaited the husband, who, personally,
threw open the door! As its portals swung outwardly back, some white-apparelled
object fell rattling within his arms. It was the skeleton of his wife in her yet unmoulded
shroud. 

A careful investigation rendered it evident that she had revived within two days
after her entombment; that her struggles within the coffin had caused it to fall from
a ledge, or shelf to the floor, where it was so broken as to permit her escape. A lamp
which had been accidentally left, full of oil, within the tomb, was found empty; it
might have been exhausted, however, by evaporation. On the uttermost of the steps
which led down into the dread chamber was a large fragment of the coffin, with
which, it seemed, that she had endeavored to arrest attention by striking the iron
door. While thus occupied, she probably swooned, or possibly died, through sheer
terror; and, in failing, her shroud became entangled in some iron—work which
projected interiorly. Thus she remained, and thus she rotted, erect. 

In the year 1810, a case of living in humation happened in France, attended with
circumstances which go far to warrant the assertion that truth is, indeed, stranger
than fiction. The heroine of the story was a Mademoiselle Victorine Lafourcade, a
young girl of illustrious family, of wealth, and of great personal beauty. Among her
numerous suitors was Julien Bossuet, a poor litterateur, or journalist of Paris. His
talents and general amiability had recommended him to the notice of the heiress, by
whom he seems to have been truly beloved; but her pride of birth decided her, finally,
to reject him, and to wed a Monsieur Renelle, a banker and a diplomatist of some
eminence. After marriage, however, this gentleman neglected, and, perhaps, even
more positively ill-treated her. Having passed with him some wretched years, she
died,—at least her condition so closely resembled death as to deceive every one who
saw her. She was buried—not in a vault, but in an ordinary grave in the village of her
nativity. Filled with despair, and still inflamed by the memory of a profound attach-
ment, the lover journeys from the capital to the remote province in which the vil-
lage lies, with the romantic purpose of disinterring the corpse, and possessing himself
of its luxuriant tresses. He reaches the grave. At midnight he unearths the coffin,
opens it, and is in the act of detaching the hair, when he is arrested by the unclos-
ing of the beloved eyes. In fact, the lady had been buried alive. Vitality had not alto-
gether departed, and she was aroused by the caresses of her lover from the lethargy
which had been mistaken for death. He bore her frantically to his lodgings in the vil-
lage. He employed certain powerful restoratives suggested by no little medical
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learning. In fine, she revived. She recognized her preserver. She remained with him
until, by slow degrees, she fully recovered her original health. Her woman’s heart was
not adamant, and this last lesson of love sufficed to soften it. She bestowed it upon
Bossuet. She returned no more to her husband, but, concealing from him her resur-
rection, fled with her lover to America. Twenty years afterward, the two returned
to France, in the persuasion that time had so greatly altered the lady’s appearance
that her friends would be unable to recognize her. They were mistaken, however, for,
at the first meeting, Monsieur Renelle did actually recognize and make claim to his
wife. This claim she resisted, and a judicial tribunal sustained her in her resistance,
deciding that the peculiar circumstances, with the long lapse of years, had extin-
guished, not only equitably, but legally, the authority of the husband. 

The “Chirurgical Journal” of Leipsic—a periodical of high authority and merit,
which some American bookseller would do well to translate and republish, records
in a late number a very distressing event of the character in question. 

An officer of artillery, a man of gigantic stature and of robust health, being
thrown from an unmanageable horse, received a very severe contusion upon the head,
which rendered him insensible at once; the skull was slightly fractured, but no imme-
diate danger was apprehended. Trepanning was accomplished successfully. He was
bled, and many other of the ordinary means of relief were adopted. Gradually, how-
ever, he fell into a more and more hopeless state of stupor, and, finally, it was thought
that he died. 

The weather was warm, and he was buried with indecent haste in one of the pub-
lic cemeteries. His funeral took place on Thursday. On the Sunday following, the
grounds of the cemetery were, as usual, much thronged with visiters, and about noon
an intense excitement was created by the declaration of a peasant that, while sitting
upon the grave of the officer, he had distinctly felt a commotion of the earth, as if
occasioned by some one struggling beneath. At first little attention was paid to the
man’s asseveration; but his evident terror, and the dogged obstinacy with which he
persisted in his story, had at length their natural effect upon the crowd. Spades were
hurriedly procured, and the grave, which was shamefully shallow, was in a few min-
utes so far thrown open that the head of its occupant appeared. He was then seem-
ingly dead; but he sat nearly erect within his coffin, the lid of which, in his furious
struggles, he had partially uplifted. 

He was forthwith conveyed to the nearest hospital, and there pronounced to be
still living, although in an asphytic condition. After some hours he revived, recog-
nized individuals of his acquaintance, and, in broken sentences spoke of his ago-
nies in the grave. 

From what he related, it was clear that he must have been conscious of life for
more than an hour, while inhumed, before lapsing into insensibility. The grave was
carelessly and loosely filled with an exceedingly porous soil; and thus some air was
necessarily admitted. He heard the footsteps of the crowd overhead, and endeavored
to make himself heard in turn. It was the tumult within the grounds of the cemetery,
he said, which appeared to awaken him from a deep sleep, but no sooner was he awake
than he became fully aware of the awful horrors of his position. 
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This patient, it is recorded, was doing well and seemed to be in a fair way of ulti-
mate recovery, but fell a victim to the quackeries of medical experiment. The gal-
vanic battery was applied, and he suddenly expired in one of those ecstatic paroxysms
which, occasionally, it superinduces. 

The mention of the galvanic battery, nevertheless, recalls to my memory a well
known and very extraordinary case in point, where its action proved the means of
restoring to animation a young attorney of London, who had been interred for two
days. This occurred in 1831, and created, at the time, a very profound sensation wher-
ever it was made the subject of converse. 

The patient, Mr. Edward Stapleton, had died, apparently of typhus fever, accom-
panied with some anomalous symptoms which had excited the curiosity of his med-
ical attendants. Upon his seeming decease, his friends were requested to sanction a
post-mortem examination, but declined to permit it. As often happens, when such
refusals are made, the practitioners resolved to disinter the body and dissect it at
leisure, in private. Arrangements were easily effected with some of the numerous
corps of body-snatchers, with which London abounds; and, upon the third night after
the funeral, the supposed corpse was unearthed from a grave eight feet deep, and
deposited in the opening chamber of one of the private hospitals. 

An incision of some extent had been actually made in the abdomen, when the
fresh and undecayed appearance of the subject suggested an application of the bat-
tery. One experiment succeeded another, and the customary effects supervened, with
nothing to characterize them in any respect, except, upon one or two occasions, a
more than ordinary degree of life-likeness in the convulsive action. 

It grew late. The day was about to dawn; and it was thought expedient, at length,
to proceed at once to the dissection. A student, however, was especially desirous
of testing a theory of his own, and insisted upon applying the battery to one of the
pectoral muscles. A rough gash was made, and a wire hastily brought in contact, when
the patient, with a hurried but quite unconvulsive movement, arose from the table,
stepped into the middle of the floor, gazed about him uneasily for a few seconds,
and then—spoke. What he said was unintelligible, but words were uttered; the syl-
labification was distinct. Having spoken, he fell heavily to the floor. 

For some moments all were paralyzed with awe—but the urgency of the case
soon restored them their presence of mind. It was seen that Mr. Stapleton was alive,
although in a swoon. Upon exhibition of ether he revived and was rapidly restored
to health, and to the society of his friends—from whom, however, all knowledge of
his resuscitation was withheld, until a relapse was no longer to be apprehended. Their
wonder—their rapturous astonishment—may be conceived. 

The most thrilling peculiarity of this incident, nevertheless, is involved in what
Mr. S. himself asserts. He declares that at no period was he altogether insensible—
that, dully and confusedly, he was aware of everything which happened to him, from
the moment in which he was pronounced dead by his physicians, to that in which
he fell swooning to the floor of the hospital. “I am alive,” were the uncomprehended
words which, upon recognizing the locality of the dissecting-room, he had
endeavored, in his extremity, to utter. 
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It were an easy matter to multiply such histories as these—but I forbear—for,
indeed, we have no need of such to establish the fact that premature interments occur.
When we reflect how very rarely, from the nature of the case, we have it in our power
to detect them, we must admit that they may frequently occur without our cog-
nizance. Scarcely, in truth, is a graveyard ever encroached upon, for any purpose,
to any great extent, that skeletons are not found in postures which suggest the most
fearful of suspicions. 

Fearful indeed the suspicion—but more fearful the doom! It may be asserted,
without hesitation, that no event is so terribly well adapted to inspire the supremeness
of bodily and of mental distress, as is burial before death. The unendurable oppres-
sion of the lungs—the stifling fumes from the damp earth—the clinging to the death
garments—the rigid embrace of the narrow house—the blackness of the absolute
Night—the silence like a sea that overwhelms—the unseen but palpable presence of
the Conqueror Worm—these things, with the thoughts of the air and grass above,
with memory of dear friends who would fly to save us if but informed of our fate, and
with consciousness that of this fate they can never be informed—that our hopeless
portion is that of the really dead—these considerations, I say, carry into the heart,
which still palpitates, a degree of appalling and intolerable horror from which the
most daring imagination must recoil. We know of nothing so agonizing upon Earth—
we can dream of nothing half so hideous in the realms of the nethermost Hell. And
thus all narratives upon this topic have an interest profound; an interest, neverthe-
less, which, through the sacred awe of the topic itself, very properly and very pecu-
liarly depends upon our conviction of the truth of the matter narrated. What I have
now to tell is of my own actual knowledge—of my own positive and personal
experience. 

For several years I had been subject to attacks of the singular disorder which
physicians have agreed to term catalepsy, in default of a more definitive title.
Although both the immediate and the predisposing causes, and even the actual diag-
nosis, of this disease are still mysterious, its obvious and apparent character is suffi-
ciently well understood. Its variations seem to be chiefly of degree. Sometimes the
patient lies, for a day only, or even for a shorter period, in a species of exaggerated
lethargy. He is senseless and externally motionless; but the pulsation of the heart is
still faintly perceptible; some traces of warmth remain; a slight color lingers within
the centre of the cheek; and, upon application of a mirror to the lips, we can detect
a torpid, unequal, and vacillating action of the lungs. Then again the duration of the
trance is for weeks—even for months; while the closest scrutiny, and the most rig-
orous medical tests, fail to establish any material distinction between the state of the
sufferer and what we conceive of absolute death. Very usually he is saved from pre-
mature interment solely by the knowledge of his friends that he has been previ-
ously subject to catalepsy, by the consequent suspicion excited, and, above all, by the
non-appearance of decay. The advances of the malady are, luckily, gradual. The
first manifestations, although marked, are unequivocal. The fits grow successively
more and more distinctive, and endure each for a longer term than the preceding. In
this lies the principal security from in humation. The unfortunate whose first attack
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should be of the extreme character which is occasionally seen, would almost
inevitably be consigned alive to the tomb. 

My own case differed in no important particular from those mentioned in med-
ical books. Sometimes, without any apparent cause, I sank, little by little, into a con-
dition of hemi-syncope, or half swoon; and, in this condition, without pain, without
ability to stir, or, strictly speaking, to think, but with a dull lethargic consciousness
of life and of the presence of those who surrounded my bed, I remained, until the cri-
sis of the disease restored me, suddenly, to perfect sensation. At other times I was
quickly and impetuously smitten. I grew sick, and numb, and chilly, and dizzy, and so
fell prostrate at once. Then, for weeks, all was void, and black, and silent, and Nothing
became the universe. Total annihilation could be no more. From these latter attacks
I awoke, however, with a gradation slow in proportion to the suddenness of the seizure.
Just as the day dawns to the friendless and houseless beggar who roams the streets
throughout the long desolate winter night—just so tardily—just so wearily—just
so cheerily came back the light of the Soul to me. 

Apart from the tendency to trance, however, my general health appeared to
be good; nor could I perceive that it was at all affected by the one prevalent malady—
unless, indeed, an idiosyncrasy in my ordinary sleep may be looked upon as superin-
duced. Upon awaking from slumber, I could never gain, at once, thorough possession
of my senses, and always remained, for many minutes, in much bewilderment and
perplexity;—the mental faculties in general, but the memory in especial, being in a
condition of absolute abeyance. 

In all that I endured there was no physical suffering but of moral distress an infini-
tude. My fancy grew charnel, I talked “of worms, of tombs, and epitaphs.” I was lost
in reveries of death, and the idea of premature burial held continual possession of my
brain. The ghastly Danger to which I was subjected haunted me day and night. In
the former, the torture of meditation was excessive—in the latter, supreme. When
the grim Darkness overspread the Earth, then, with every horror of thought, I shook—
shook as the quivering plumes upon the hearse. When Nature could endure wake-
fulness no longer, it was with a struggle that I consented to sleep—for I shuddered to
reflect that, upon awaking, I might find myself the tenant of a grave. And when,
finally, I sank into slumber, it was only to rush at once into a world of phantasms,
above which, with vast, sable, overshadowing wing, hovered, predominant, the
one sepulchral Idea.

From the innumerable images of gloom which thus oppressed me in dreams, I
select for record but a solitary vision. Methought I was immersed in a cataleptic trance
of more than usual duration and profundity. Suddenly there came an icy hand upon
my forehead, and an impatient, gibbering voice whispered the word “Arise!” within
my ear. 

I sat erect. The darkness was total. I could not see the figure of him who had
aroused me. I could call to mind neither the period at which I had fallen into the
trance, nor the locality in which I then lay. While I remained motionless, and bus-
ied in endeavors to collect my thought, the cold hand grasped me fiercely by the wrist,
shaking it petulantly, while the gibbering voice said again: 

“Arise! did I not bid thee arise?” 
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“And who,” I demanded, “art thou?” 
“I have no name in the regions which I inhabit,” replied the voice, mourn-

fully; “I was mortal, but am fiend. I was merciless, but am pitiful. Thou dost feel
that I shudder.—My teeth chatter as I speak, yet it is not with the chilliness of the
night—of the night without end. But this hideousness is insufferable. How canst thou
tranquilly sleep? I cannot rest for the cry of these great agonies. These sights are more
than I can bear. Get thee up! Come with me into the outer Night, and let me unfold
to thee the graves. Is not this a spectacle of woe?—Behold!”

I looked; and the unseen figure, which still grasped me by the wrist, had caused
to be thrown open the graves of all mankind, and from each issued the faint phos-
phoric radiance of decay, so that I could see into the innermost recesses, and there
view the shrouded bodies in their sad and solemn slumbers with the worm. But
alas! the real sleepers were fewer, by many millions, than those who slumbered not
at all; and there was a feeble struggling; and there was a general sad unrest; and
from out the depths of the countless pits there came a melancholy rustling from
the garments of the buried. And of those who seemed tranquilly to repose, I saw that
a vast number had changed, in a greater or less degree, the rigid and uneasy posi-
tion in which they had originally been entombed. And the voice again said to me as
I gazed: 

“Is it not—oh! is it not a pitiful sight?”—but, before I could find words to reply,
the figure had ceased to grasp my wrist, the phosphoric lights expired, and the graves
were closed with a sudden violence, while from out them arose a tumult of despair-
ing cries, saying again: “Is it not—O, God, is it not a very pitiful sight?”

Phantasies such as these, presenting themselves at night, extended their terrific
influence far into my waking hours. My nerves became thoroughly unstrung, and I
fell a prey to perpetual horror. I hesitated to ride, or to walk, or to indulge in any exer-
cise that would carry me from home. In fact, I no longer dared trust myself out of the
immediate presence of those who were aware of my proneness to catalepsy, lest, falling
into one of my usual fits, I should be buried before my real condition could be ascer-
tained. I doubted the care, the fidelity of my dearest friends. I dreaded that, in some
trance of more than customary duration, they might be prevailed upon to regard
me as irrecoverable. I even went so far as to fear that, as I occasioned much trou-
ble, they might be glad to consider any very protracted attack as sufficient excuse for
getting rid of me altogether. It was in vain they endeavored to reassure me by the
most solemn promises. I exacted the most sacred oaths, that under no circumstances
they would bury me until decomposition had so materially advanced as to render far-
ther preservation impossible. And, even then, my mortal terrors would listen to no
reason—would accept no consolation. I entered into a series of elaborate precautions.
Among other things, I had the family vault so remodelled as to admit of being read-
ily opened from within. The slightest pressure upon a long lever that extended far
into the tomb would cause the iron portal to fly back. There were arrangements
also for the free admission of air and light, and convenient receptacles for food and
water, within immediate reach of the coffin intended for my reception. This coffin
was warmly and softly padded, and was provided with a lid, fashioned upon the
principle of the vault-door, with the addition of springs so contrived that the feeblest
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movement of the body would be sufficient to set it at liberty. Besides all this, there
was suspended from the roof of the tomb, a large bell, the rope of which, it was
designed, should extend through a hole in the coffin, and so be fastened to one of
the hands of the corpse. But, alas? what avails the vigilance against the Destiny of
man? Not even these well-contrived securities sufficed to save from the uttermost
agonies of living inhumation, a wretch to these agonies foredoomed! 

There arrived an epoch—as often before there had arrived—in which I found
myself emerging from total unconsciousness into the first feeble and indefinite sense
of existence. Slowly—with a tortoise gradation—approached the faint gray dawn
of the psychal day. A torpid uneasiness. An apathetic endurance of dull pain. No
care—no hope—no effort. Then, after a long interval, a ringing in the ears; then,
after a lapse still longer, a prickling or tingling sensation in the extremities; then a
seemingly eternal period of pleasurable quiescence, during which the awakening feel-
ings are struggling into thought; then a brief re-sinking into non-entity; then a sud-
den recovery. At length the slight quivering of an eyelid, and immediately thereupon,
an electric shock of a terror, deadly and indefinite, which sends the blood in torrents
from the temples to the heart. And now the first positive effort to think. And now
the first endeavor to remember. And now a partial and evanescent success. And now
the memory has so far regained its dominion, that, in some measure, I am cognizant
of my state. I feel that I am not awaking from ordinary sleep. I recollect that I have
been subject to catalepsy. And now, at last, as if by the rush of an ocean, my shud-
dering spirit is overwhelmed by the one grim Danger—by the one spectral and ever-
prevalent idea. 

For some minutes after this fancy possessed me, I remained without motion. And
why? I could not summon courage to move. I dared not make the effort which was
to satisfy me of my fate—and yet there was something at my heart which whispered
me it was sure. Despair—such as no other species of wretchedness ever calls into
being—despair alone urged me, after long irresolution, to uplift the heavy lids of
my eyes. I uplifted them. It was dark—all dark. I knew that the fit was over. I knew
that the crisis of my disorder had long passed. I knew that I had now fully recov-
ered the use of my visual faculties—and yet it was dark—all dark—the intense and
utter raylessness of the Night that endureth for evermore. 

I endeavored to shriek-, and my lips and my parched tongue moved convulsively
together in the attempt—but no voice issued from the cavernous lungs, which
oppressed as if by the weight of some incumbent mountain, gasped and palpitated,
with the heart, at every elaborate and struggling inspiration. 

The movement of the jaws, in this effort to cry aloud, showed me that they were
bound up, as is usual with the dead. I felt, too, that I lay upon some hard substance,
and by something similar my sides were, also, closely compressed. So far, I had not
ventured to stir any of my limbs—but now I violently threw up my arms, which
had been lying at length, with the wrists crossed. They struck a solid wooden sub-
stance, which extended above my person at an elevation of not more than six inches
from my face. I could no longer doubt that I reposed within a coffin at last.

And now, amid all my infinite miseries, came sweetly the cherub Hope—for I
thought of my precautions. I writhed, and made spasmodic exertions to force open
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the lid: it would not move. I felt my wrists for the bell-rope: it was not to be found.
And now the Comforter fled for ever, and a still sterner Despair reigned triumphant;
for I could not help perceiving the absence of the paddings which I had so carefully
prepared—and then, too, there came suddenly to my nostrils the strong peculiar odor
of moist earth. The conclusion was irresistible. I was not within the vault. I had fallen
into a trance while absent from home-while among strangers—when, or how, I could
not remember—and it was they who had buried me as a dog—nailed up in some com-
mon coffin—and thrust deep, deep, and for ever, into some ordinary and nameless
grave. 

As this awful conviction forced itself, thus, into the innermost chambers of
my soul, I once again struggled to cry aloud. And in this second endeavor I succeeded.
A long, wild, and continuous shriek, or yell of agony, resounded through the realms
of the subterranean Night. 

“Hillo! hillo, there!” said a gruff voice, in reply. 
“What the devil’s the matter now!” said a second. 
“Get out o’ that!” said a third. 
“What do you mean by yowling in that ere kind of style, like a cattymount?” said

a fourth; and hereupon I was seized and shaken without ceremony, for several min-
utes, by a junto of very rough-looking individuals. They did not arouse me from my
slumber—for I was wide awake when I screamed—but they restored me to the full
possession of my memory. 

This adventure occurred near Richmond, in Virginia. Accompanied by a friend,
I had proceeded, upon a gunning expedition, some miles down the banks of the James
River. Night approached, and we were overtaken by a storm. The cabin of a small
sloop lying at anchor in the stream, and laden with garden mould, afforded us the
only available shelter. We made the best of it, and passed the night on board. I slept
in one of the only two berths in the vessel—and the berths of a sloop of sixty or
twenty tons need scarcely be described. That which I occupied had no bedding of
any kind. Its extreme width was eighteen inches. The distance of its bottom from the
deck overhead was precisely the same. I found it a matter of exceeding difficulty to
squeeze myself in. Nevertheless, I slept soundly, and the whole of my vision—for it
was no dream, and no nightmare—arose naturally from the circumstances of my
position—from my ordinary bias of thought—and from the difficulty, to which I have
alluded, of collecting my senses, and especially of regaining my memory, for a long
time after awaking from slumber. The men who shook me were the crew of the sloop,
and some laborers engaged to unload it. From the load itself came the earthly smell.
The bandage about the jaws was a silk handkerchief in which I had bound up my
head, in default of my customary nightcap. 

The tortures endured, however, were indubitably quite equal for the time, to
those of actual sepulture. They were fearfully—they were inconceivably hideous; but
out of Evil proceeded Good; for their very excess wrought in my spirit an inevitable
revulsion. My soul acquired tone—acquired temper. I went abroad. I took vigorous
exercise. I breathed the free air of Heaven. I thought upon other subjects than Death.
I discarded my medical books. “Buchan” I burned. I read no “Night Thoughts”—
no fustian about churchyards—no bugaboo tales—such as this. In short, I became

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

Edgar Allan Poe, The Premature Burial 317



Perkins−Perkins: 
Selections from American 
Literature

Edgar Allan Poe The Premature Burial © The McGraw−Hill 
Companies, 2000

a new man, and lived a man’s life. From that memorable night, I dismissed forever
my charnel apprehensions, and with them vanished the cataleptic disorder, of which,
perhaps, they had been less the consequence than the cause. 

There are moments when, even to the sober eye of Reason, the world of our
sad Humanity may assume the semblance of a Hell—but the imagination of man is
no Carathis, to explore with impunity its every cavern. Alas! the grim legion of sepul-
chral terrors cannot be regarded as altogether fanciful—but, like the Demons in whose
company Afrasiab made his voyage down the Oxus, they must sleep, or they will
devour us—they must be suffered to slumber, or we perish.
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EDGAR ALLAN POE

The Masque of the Red Death1

The “Red Death” had long devastated the country. No pestilence had ever been so
fatal, or so hideous. Blood was its Avatar and its seal—the redness and the horror
of blood. There were sharp pains, and sudden dizziness, and then profuse bleeding
at the pores, with dissolution. The scarlet stains upon the body and especially
upon the face of the victim, were the pest ban which shut him out from the aid
and from the sympathy of his fellowmen. And the whole seizure, progress and ter-
mination of the disease, were the incidents of half an hour.

But the Prince Prospero was happy and dauntless and sagacious. When his do-
minions were half depopulated, he summoned to his presence a thousand hale and
light-hearted friends from among the knights and dames of his court, and with
these retired to the deep seclusion of one of his castellated abbeys. This was an ex-
tensive and magnificent structure, the creation of the prince’s own eccentric yet au-
gust taste. A strong and lofty wall girdled it in. This wall had gates of iron. The
courtiers, having entered, brought furnaces and massy hammers and welded the
bolts. They resolved to leave means neither of ingress or egress to the sudden im-
pulses of despair or of frenzy from within. The abbey was amply provisioned. With
such precautions the courtiers might bid defiance to contagion. The external world
could take care of itself. In the meantime it was folly to grieve, or to think. The
prince had provided all the appliances of pleasure. There were buffoons, there were
improvisatori, there were ballet-dancers, there were musicians, there was Beauty,
there was wine. All these and security were within. Without was the “Red Death.”

It was toward the close of the fifth or sixth month of his seclusion, and while
the pestilence raged most furiously abroad, that the Prince Prospero entertained
his thousand friends at a masked ball of the most unusual magnificence.

It was a voluptuous scene, that masquerade. But first let me tell of the rooms
in which it was held. There were seven—an imperial suite. In many palaces, how-
ever, such suites form a long and straight vista, while the folding doors slide back
nearly to the walls on either hand, so that the view of the whole extent is scarcely
impeded. Here the case was very different; as might have been expected from the
duke’s love of the bizarre. The apartments were so irregularly disposed that the vi-
sion embraced but little more than one at a time. There was a sharp turn at every
twenty or thirty yards, and at each turn a novel effect. To the right and left, in the

1. Among Poe’s numerous explorations of the theme of death, the present is an allegory, simple, as an
allegory should be. In “The Fall of the House of Usher” and “The Cask of Amontillado” the theme of
death is complicated by the interaction of evil; in “Murders in the Rue Morgue,” by brute force; in
“Ligeia,” by Ligeia’s beauty, intellect, and will to live. In “The Masque of the Red Death” the charac-
ters, in terms of the story, are universal—they simply do not wish to die. The story first appeared in the
May 1842 issue of Graham’s Magazine (edited by Poe) and was collected in Poe’s Tales, 1845.
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middle of each wall, a tall and narrow Gothic window looked out upon a closed
corridor which pursued the windings of the suite. These windows were of stained
glass whose color varied in accordance with the prevailing hue of the decorations
of the chamber into which it opened. That at the eastern extremity was hung, for
example, in blue—and vividly blue went its windows. The second chamber was
purple in its ornaments and tapestries, and here the panes were purple. The third
was green throughout, and so were the casements. The fourth was furnished and
lighted with orange—the fifth with white—the sixth with violet. The seventh
apartment was closely shrouded in black velvet tapestries that hung all over the
ceiling and down the walls, falling in heavy folds upon a carpet of the same mate-
rial and hue. But in this chamber only, the color of the windows failed to corre-
spond with the decorations. The panes here were scarlet—a deep blood color.
Now in no one of the seven apartments was there any lamp or candelabrum, amid
the profusion of golden ornaments that lay scattered to and fro or depended from
the roof. There was no light of any kind emanating from lamp or candle within the
suite of chambers. But in the corridors that followed the suite, there stood, oppo-
site to each window, a heavy tripod, bearing a brazier of fire that projected its rays
through the tinted glass and so glaringly illumined the room. And thus were pro-
duced a multitude of gaudy and fantastic appearances. But in the western or black
chamber the effect of the firelight that streamed upon the dark hangings through
the blood-tinted panes, was ghastly in the extreme, and produced so wild a look
upon the countenances of those who entered, that there were few of the company
bold enough to set foot within its precincts at all.

It was in this apartment, also, that there stood against the western wall, a gi-
gantic clock of ebony. Its pendulum swung to and fro with a dull, heavy, monoto-
nous clang; and when the minute-hand made the circuit of the face, and the hour
was to be stricken, there came from the brazen lungs of the clock a sound which
was clear and loud and deep and exceedingly musical, but of so peculiar a note
and emphasis that, at each lapse of an hour, the musicians of the orchestra were
constrained to pause, momentarily, in their performance, to hearken to the sound;
and thus the waltzers perforce ceased their evolutions; and there was a brief dis-
concert of the whole gay company; and, while the chimes of the clock yet rang, it
was observed that the giddiest grew pale, and the more aged and sedate passed
their hands over their brows as if in confused reverie or meditation. But when the
echoes had fully ceased, a light laughter at once pervaded the assembly; the musi-
cians looked at each other and smiled as if at their own nervousness and folly, and
made whispering vows, each to the other, that the next chiming of the clock should
produce in them no similar emotion; and then, after the lapse of sixty minutes,
(which embrace three thousand and six hundred seconds of the Time that flies)
there came yet another chiming of the clock, and then were the same disconcert
and tremulousness and meditation as before.

But, in spite of these things, it was a gay and magnificent revel. The tastes of
the duke were peculiar. He had a fine eye for colors and effects. He disregarded
the decora of mere fashion. His plans were bold and fiery, and his conceptions
glowed with barbaric lustre. There are some who would have thought him mad.
His followers felt that he was not. It was necessary to hear and see and touch him
to be sure that he was not.
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He had directed, in great part, the movable embellishments of the seven cham-
bers, upon occasion of this great fête; and it was his own guiding taste which had
given character to the masqueraders. Be sure they were grotesque. There were
much glare and glitter and piquancy and phantasm—much of what has been seen
since in “Hernani.”2 There were arabesque figures with unsuited limbs and ap-
pointments. There were delirious fancies such as the madman fashions. There was
much of the beautiful, much of the wanton, much of the bizarre, something of
the terrible, and not a little of that which might have excited disgust. To and fro in
the seven chambers there stalked, in fact, a multitude of dreams. And these—the
dreams—writhed in and about, taking hue from the rooms, and causing the wild
music of the orchestra to seem as the echo of their steps. And, anon, there strikes
the ebony clock which stands in the hall of the velvet. And then, for a moment, all
is still, and all is silent save the voice of the clock. The dreams are stiff-frozen as
they stand. But the echoes of the chime die away—they have endured but an in-
stant—and a light, half-subdued laughter floats after them as they depart. And
now again the music swells, and the dreams live, and writhe to and fro more mer-
rily than ever, taking hue from the many-tinted windows through which stream
the rays from the tripods. But to the chamber which lies most westwardly of the
seven, there are now none of the maskers who venture; for the night is waning
away; and there flows a ruddier light through the blood-colored panes; and the
blackness of the sable drapery appals; and to him whose foot falls upon the sable
carpet, there comes from the near clock of ebony a muffled peal more solemnly
emphatic than any which reaches their ears who indulge in the more remote gai-
eties of the other apartments.

But these other apartments were densely crowded, and in them beat feverishly
the heart of life. And the revel went whirlingly on, until at length there commenced
the sounding of midnight upon the clock. And then the music ceased, as I have
told; and the evolutions of the waltzes were quieted; and there was an uneasy ces-
sation of all things as before. But now there were twelve strokes to be sounded by
the bell of the clock; and thus it happened, perhaps, that more of thought crept,
with more of time, into the meditations of the thoughtful among those who rev-
elled. And thus, too, it happened, perhaps, that before the last echoes of the last
chimes had utterly sunk into silence, there were many individuals in the crowd
who had found leisure to become aware of the presence of a masked figure which
had arrested the attention of no single individual before. And the rumor of this
new presence having spread itself whisperingly around, there arose at length from
the whole company a buzz, finally of terror, of horror, and of disgust.

In an assembly of phantasms such as I have painted, it may well be supposed
that no ordinary appearance could have excited such sensation. In truth the mas-
querade license of the night was nearly unlimited; but the figure in question had
out-Heroded Herod, and gone beyond the bounds of even the prince’s indefinite
decorum. There are chords in the hearts of the most reckless which cannot be
touched without emotion. Even with the utterly lost, to whom life and death are
equally jests, there are matters of which no jest can be made. The whole company,

2. A play by Victor Hugo (1802–1885), presented in 1830.
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indeed, seemed now deeply to feel that in the costume and bearing of the stranger
neither wit nor propriety existed. The figure was tall and gaunt, and shrouded
from head to foot in the habiliments of the grave. The mask which concealed the
visage was made so nearly to resemble the countenance of a stiffened corpse that
the closest scrutiny must have had difficulty in detecting the cheat. And yet all this
might have been endured, if not approved, by the mad revellers around. But the
mummer had gone so far as to assume the type of the Red Death. His vesture was
dabbed in blood—and his broad brow, with all the features of the face, was be-
sprinkled with the scarlet horror.

When the eyes of Prince Prospero fell upon this spectral image (which with a
slow and solemn movement, as if more fully to sustain its role, stalked to and fro
among the waltzers) he was seen to be convulsed, in the first moment with a strong
shudder either of terror or distaste; but, in the next, his brow reddened with rage.

“Who dares?” he demanded hoarsely of the courtiers who stood near him—
“who dares insult us with this blasphemous mockery? Seize him and unmask
him—that we may know whom we have to hang at sunrise, from the battlements!”

It was in the eastern or blue chamber in which stood the Prince Prospero as
he uttered these words. They rang throughout the seven rooms loudly and
clearly—for the prince was a bold and robust man, and the music had become
hushed at the waving of his hand.

It was in the blue room where stood the prince, with a group of pale courtiers
by his side. At first, as he spoke, there was a slight rushing movement of this group
in the direction of the intruder, who at the moment was also near at hand, and
now, with deliberate and stately step, made closer approach to the speaker. But
from a certain nameless awe with which the mad assumptions of the mummer had
inspired the whole party, there were found none who put forth hand to seize him;
so that, unimpeded, he passed within a yard of the prince’s person; and, while the
vast assembly, as if with one impulse, shrank from the centres of the rooms to the
walls, he made his way uninterruptedly, but with the same solemn and measured
step which had distinguished him from the first, through the blue chamber to the
purple—through the purple to the green—through the green to the orange—
through this again to the white—and even thence to the violet, ere a decided move-
ment had been made to arrest him. It was then, however, that the Prince Prospero,
maddening with rage and the shame of his own momentary cowardice, rushed
hurriedly through the six chambers, while none followed him on account of a
deadly terror that had seized upon all. He bore aloft a drawn dagger, and had ap-
proached, in rapid impetuosity, to within three or four feet of the retreating figure,
when the latter, having attained the extremity of the velvet apartment, turned sud-
denly and confronted his pursuer. There was a sharp cry—and the dagger dropped
gleaming upon the sable carpet, upon which, instantly afterwards, fell prostrate in
death the Prince Prospero. Then, summoning the wild courage of despair, a throng
of the revellers at once threw themselves into the black apartment, and, seizing the
mummer, whose tall figure stood erect and motionless within the shadow of the
ebony clock, gasped in unutterable horror at finding the grave-cerements and
corpse-like mask which they handled with so violent a rudeness, untenanted by
any tangible form.
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And now was acknowledged the presence of the Red Death. He had come like
a thief in the night. And one by one dropped the revellers in the blood-
bedewed halls of their revel, and died each in the despairing posture of his fall.
And the life of the ebony clock went out with that of the last of the gay. And the
flames of the tripods expired. And Darkness and Decay and the Red Death held il-
limitable dominion over all.

1842, 1845
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Nathaniel Hawthorne
(1804 –1864)

R
To understand Hawthorne, the reader must set aside an attractive legend. Only accidental cir-
cumstances support the tradition of the shy recluse, brooding in solitude upon the gloomier aspects
of Puritan New England, whose writings are a kind of spiritual autobiography. Instead, during most
of his life, Hawthorne was decidedly a public figure, capable, when necessary, of a certain urban-
ity. As a writer, he set out quite consciously to exploit his antiquarian enthusiasms and his under-
standing of the colonial history of New England. He was absorbed by the enigmas of evil and of
moral responsibility, interwoven with human destiny in nature and in eternity; but in this inter-
est he was not unusual, for he shared it with such contemporaries as Poe, Emerson, and Melville,
and with others more remote, such as Milton and Shakespeare.

It is true that for some years after his graduation from college he lived quietly in quiet Salem,
but a young man engrossed in historical study and in learning the writer’s craft is not notably queer
if he does not seek society or marriage, especially if he is poor. In later years Hawthorne successfully
managed his official duties, made a large circle of friends, and performed the extrovert functions
of a foreign consul with competence, if without joy. The true Hawthorne is revealed just as much
by “The Old Manse,” an essay light-spirited and affectionate, as by “Rappaccini’s Daughter,” “Ethan
Brand,” or The Scarlet Letter.

Born in Salem, Massachusetts, July 4, 1804, Hawthorne was five generations removed from
his Puritan American forebears. When he was twelve, his widowed mother took him to live with
her brother in Maine, but old Salem had already enkindled his antiquarian inclination. To Salem
he returned to prepare for college. At Bowdoin College (1821–1825), where he was, he said, “an
idle student,” but “always reading,” he made a friend of Longfellow, his classmate, and lifetime
intimates of Horatio Bridge and of Franklin Pierce, later President of the United States.

The next twelve years, when he lived in his mother’s Salem home, were years of literary
apprenticeship. He read widely, preparing himself to be the chronicler of the antiquities and the
spiritual temper of colonial New England. His first novel, Fanshawe (1828), an abortive chronicle
of Bowdoin life, was recalled and almost completely destroyed. He made observant walking trips
about Massachusetts; remote portions of New England he frequently visited as the guest of his uncle,
whose extensive stagecoach business provided the means. In 1832 there appeared in a gift book,
The Token, his first published tales, including “The Gentle Boy.” Other stories followed, in The Token
and in various magazines, to be collected in 1837 as Twice-Told Tales (enlarged in 1842), a volume
of masterpieces, but only a few discerning critics, such as Poe, then understood what he was doing.

The Centenary Edition of the Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne was edited by William Charvat and others in 23 vols., 1962–1996. An earlier edition is
The Complete Works, 12 vols., edited by George P. Lathrop, 1883. The Heart of Hawthorne’s Journals was edited by Newton Arvin, 1929. Randall
Stewart edited The American Notebooks of Nathaniel Hawthorne, 1932, and The English Notebooks, 1941. L. Neal Smith and Thomas Woodson edited
four volumes of Hawthorne’s Letters (1984–1987) in the Centenary Edition.

Recent full biographies include Arlin Turner’s Nathaniel Hawthorne: A Biography, 1980; and Edwin Haviland Miller’s Salem Is My Dwelling Place: A Life of
Nathaniel Hawthorne, 1992. Also still useful are G. E. Woodberry’s Nathaniel Hawthorne, 1902; and Randall Stewart’s Nathaniel Hawthorne, 1948. See also
Julian Hawthorne, Nathaniel Hawthorne and His Wife, 2 vols., 1884; Mark Van Doren, Nathaniel Hawthorne, 1949; H. H. Waggoner, Hawthorne, a Critical
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He had become secretly engaged to Sophia Peabody in 1838, and since his stories were not
gaining popular support, he secured employment in the Boston Customs House. Seven months at
Brook Farm, a socialistic cooperative, led him to abandon the idea of taking his bride there; on their
marriage in 1842 they settled in Concord, at the Old Manse, Emerson’s ancestral home. There he
spent four idyllic years, during which the stories of Mosses from an Old Manse (1846) were published
serially and as a volume.

His sales were still meager, and he returned to Salem as surveyor in the Customs House
(1846–1849). He lost this position, with other Democrats, at the next election, but in 1850
he published The Scarlet Letter, which made his fame, changed his fortune, and gave to our literature
its first symbolic novel, a year before the appearance of Melville’s Moby-Dick. In this novel
were concentrated the entire resources of Hawthorne’s creative personality and experience.

After a short time in the Berkshires, Hawthorne settled in 1852 at the Wayside, Concord,
which became his permanent home. He was at the height of his creative activity. The House of
the Seven Gables (1851), a novel of family decadence, was followed by The Blithedale Romance (1852),
a novel on the Brook Farm experiment. Among the tales of The Snow-Image (1851) were “Ethan
Brand” and “The Great Stone Face.” A Wonder Book (1852) and Tanglewood Tales (1853) entered
the literature of juvenile classics.

The Life of Franklin Pierce (1852) was recognized handsomely by the new President, who
appointed his college friend consul at Liverpool (1853–1857). Hawthorne faithfully performed the
duties, which he found uncongenial, while seeing much of England and recording his impressions
in the English Note-Books (1870) and Our Old Home (1863), a sheaf of essays. A long holiday on
the Continent resulted in the French and Italian Note-Books (1871), and The Marble Faun (1860),
a novel with an Italian setting, whose moral allegory, while not satisfactorily clarified, continues to
interest the student of Hawthorne’s thought. In 1860 Hawthorne brought his family back to the
Wayside. He died on May 18, 1864, at Plymouth, New Hampshire, on a walking tour.

Although in many of his stories, and in the two great novels, Hawthorne created genuine
characters and situations, he holds his permanent audience primarily by the interest and the
consistent vitality of his criticism of life. Beyond his remarkable sense of the past, which gives a
genuine ring to the historical reconstructions, beyond his precise and simple style, which is in the
great tradition of familiar narrative, the principal appeal of his work is in the quality of its allegory,
always richly ambivalent, providing enigmas which each reader solves in his or her own terms.
Reference is made, to his discovery of the Puritan past of his family, the persecutors of Quakers and
“witches”; but wherever his interest started, it led him to a long investigation of the problems of
moral and social responsibility. His enemies are intolerance, the hypocrisy that hides the common
sin, and the greed that refuses to share joy; he fears beyond everything withdrawal from humanity,
the cynical suspicion, the arrogant perfectionism that cannot bide its mortal time—whatever
divorces the pride-ridden intellect from the common heart of humanity. It is not enough to call
him the critic of the Puritan; the Quaker or the transcendental extremist might be equally guilty;
and Wakefield, Aylmer, and Ethan Brand are not Puritans. His remedy is in nature and in the
sweetness of a world freed not from sin, but from the corrosive sense of guilt.
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NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE

Preface to The House of the Seven Gables1

When a writer calls his work a Romance, it need hardly be observed that he wishes
to claim a certain latitude, both as to its fashion and material, which he would not
have felt himself entitled to assume had he professed to be writing a Novel. The
latter form of composition is presumed to aim at a very minute fidelity, not merely
to the possible, but to the probable and ordinary course of man’s experience. The
former—while, as a work of art, it must rigidly subject itself to laws, and while it
sins unpardonably so far as it may swerve aside from the truth of the human
heart—has fairly a right to present that truth under circumstances, to a great ex-
tent, of the writer’s own choosing or creation. If he think fit, also, he may so man-
age his atmospherical medium as to bring out or mellow the lights and deepen and
enrich the shadows of the picture. He will be wise, no doubt, to make a very mod-
erate use of the privileges here stated, and, especially, to mingle the Marvellous
rather as a slight, delicate, and evanescent flavor, than as any portion of the actual
substance of the dish offered to the public. He can hardly be said, however, to
commit a literary crime even if he disregard this caution.

In the present work, the author has proposed to himself—but with what suc-
cess, fortunately, it is not for him to judge—to keep undeviatingly within his im-
munities. The point of view in which this tale comes under the Romantic definition
lies in the attempt to connect a bygone time with the very present that is flitting
away from us. It is a legend prolonging itself, from an epoch now gray in the dis-
tance, down into our own broad daylight, and bringing along with it some of its
legendary mist, which the reader, according to his pleasure, may either disregard,
or allow it to float almost imperceptibly about the characters and events for the
sake of a picturesque effect. The narrative, it may be, is woven of so humble a tex-
ture as to require this advantage, and, at the same time, to render it the more diffi-
cult of attainment.

Many writers lay very great stress upon some definite moral purpose, at which
they profess to aim their works. Not to be deficient in this particular, the author
has provided himself with a moral,—the truth, namely, that the wrong-doing of
one generation lives into the successive ones, and, divesting itself of every tempo-
rary advantage, becomes a pure and uncontrollable mischief; and he would feel it
a singular gratification if this romance might effectually convince mankind—or,
indeed, any one man—of the folly of tumbling down an avalanche of ill-gotten
gold, or real estate, on the heads of an unfortunate posterity, thereby to maim and
crush them, until the accumulated mass shall be scattered abroad in its original
atoms. In good faith, however, he is not sufficiently imaginative to flatter himself

1. In this preface Hawthorne discusses some of his aims as a writer of romances rather than novels. See
also his prefaces to The Blithedale Romance and The Marble Faun.
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with the slightest hope of this kind. When romances do really teach anything, or
produce any effective operation, it is usually through a far more subtile process
than the ostensible one. The author has considered it hardly worth his while, there-
fore, relentlessly to impale the story with its moral as with an iron rod,—or, rather,
as by sticking a pin through a butterfly,—thus at once depriving it of life, and caus-
ing it to stiffen in an ungainly and unnatural attitude. A high truth, indeed, fairly,
finely, and skilfully wrought out, brightening at every step, and crowning the final
development of a work of fiction, may add an artistic glory, but is never any truer,
and seldom any more evident, at the last page than at the first.

The reader may perhaps choose to assign an actual locality to the imaginary
events of this narrative. If permitted by the historical connection,—which, though
slight, was essential to his plan,—the author would very willingly have avoided
anything of this nature. Not to speak of other objections, it exposes the romance to
an inflexible and exceedingly dangerous species of criticism, by bringing his fancy-
pictures almost into positive contact with the realities of the moment. It has been
no part of his object, however, to describe local manners, nor in any way to meddle
with the characteristics of a community for whom he cherishes a proper respect and
a natural regard. He trusts not to be considered as unpardonably offending by lay-
ing out a street that infringes upon nobody’s private rights, and appropriating a lot
of land which had no visible owner, and building a house of materials long in use
for constructing castles in the air. The personages of the tale—though they give
themselves out to be of ancient stability and considerable prominence—are really of
the author’s own making, or, at all events, of his own mixing; their virtues can shed
no lustre, nor their defects redound, in the remotest degree, to the discredit of the
venerable town of which they profess to be inhabitants. He would be glad, there-
fore, if—especially in the quarter to which he  alludes—the book may be read
strictly as a Romance, having a great deal more to do with the clouds overhead
than with any portion of the actual soil of the County of Essex.

LENOX, January 27, 1851.
1851
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The Ambitious Guest

Nathaniel Hawthorne

ONE SEPTEMBER NIGHT a family had gathered round their hearth, and piled it
high with the driftwood of mountain streams, the dry cones of the pine, and the splin-
tered ruins of great trees that had come crashing down the precipice. Up the chim-
ney roared the fire, and brightened the room with its broad blaze. The faces of the
father and mother had a sober gladness; the children laughed; the eldest daughter
was the image of Happiness at seventeen; and the aged grandmother, who sat knit-
ting in the warmest place, was the image of Happiness grown old. They had found
the “herb, heart’s-ease,” in the bleakest spot of all New England. This family were
situated in the Notch of the White Hills, where the wind was sharp throughout
the year, and pitilessly cold in the winter—giving their cottage all its fresh inclemency
before it descended on the valley of the Saco. They dwelt in a cold spot and a
dangerous one; for a mountain towered above their heads, so steep, that the stones
would often rumble down its sides and startle them at midnight.

The daughter had just uttered some simple jest that filled them all with mirth,
when the wind came through the Notch and seemed to pause before their cottage—
rattling the door, with a sound of wailing and lamentation, before it passed into
the valley. For a moment it saddened them, though there was nothing unusual in the
tones. But the family were glad again when they perceived that the latch was lifted
by some traveller, whose footsteps had been unheard amid the dreary blast which her-
alded his approach, and wailed as he was entering, and went moaning away from the
door.

Though they dwelt in such a solitude, these people held daily converse with the
world. The romantic pass of the Notch is a great artery, through which the life-blood
of internal commerce is continually throbbing between Maine, on one side, and
the Green Mountains and the shores of the St. Lawrence, on the other. The stage-
coach always drew up before the door of the cottage. The way-farer, with no com-
panion but his staff, paused here to exchange a word, that the sense of loneliness
might not utterly overcome him ere he could pass through the cleft of the mountain,
or reach the first house in the valley. And here the teamster, on his way to Portland
market, would put up for the night; and, if a bachelor, might sit an hour beyond
the usual bedtime, and steal a kiss from the mountain maid at parting. It was one of
those primitive taverns where the traveller pays only for food and lodging, but meets
with a homely kindness beyond all price. When the footsteps were heard, therefore,
between the outer door and the inner one, the whole family rose up, grandmother,
children, and all, as if about to welcome someone who belonged to them, and whose
fate was linked with theirs.

The door was opened by a young man. His face at first wore the melancholy
expression, almost despondency, of one who travels a wild and bleak road, at night-
fall and alone, but soon brightened up when he saw the kindly warmth of his recep-
tion. He felt his heart spring forward to meet them all, from the old woman, who
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wiped a chair with her apron, to the little child that held out its arms to him. One
glance and smile placed the stranger on a footing of innocent familiarity with the
eldest daughter.

“Ah, this fire is the right thing!” cried he; “especially when there is such a pleas-
ant circle round it. I am quite benumbed; for the Notch is just like the pipe of a great
pair of bellows; it has blown a terrible blast in my face all the way from Bartlett.” 

“Then you are going towards Vermont?” said the master of the house, as he
helped to take a light knapsack off the young man’s shoulders.

“Yes; to Burlington, and far enough beyond,” replied he. “I meant to have been
at Ethan Crawford’s tonight; but a pedestrian lingers along such a road as this. It is
no matter; for, when I saw this good fire, and all your cheerful faces, I felt as if you
had kindled it on purpose for me, and were waiting my arrival. So I shall sit down
among you, and make myself at home.”

The frank-hearted stranger had just drawn his chair to the fire when some-
thing like a heavy footstep was heard without, rushing down the steep side of the
mountain, as with long and rapid strides, and taking such a leap in passing the cot-
tage as to strike the opposite precipice. The family held their breath, because they
knew the sound, and their guest held his by instinct.

“The old mountain has thrown a stone at us, for fear we should forget him,” said
the landlord, recovering himself. “He sometimes nods his head and threatens to come
down; but we are old neighbors, and agree together pretty well upon the whole.
Besides we have a sure place of refuge hard by if he should be coming in good earnest.”

Let us now suppose the stranger to have finished his supper of bear’s meat; and,
by his natural felicity of manner, to have placed himself on a footing of kindness with
the whole family, so that they talked as freely together as if he belonged to their moun-
tain brood. He was of a proud, yet gentle spirit—haughty and reserved among the
rich and great; but ever ready to stoop his head to the lowly cottage door, and be like
a brother or a son at the poor man’s fireside. In the household of the Notch he found
warmth and simplicity of feeling, the pervading intelligence of New England, and
a poetry of native growth, which they had gathered when they little thought of it
from the mountain peaks and chasms, and at the very threshold of their romantic
and dangerous abode. He had travelled far and alone; his whole life, indeed, had been
a solitary path; for, with the lofty caution of his nature, he had kept himself apart
from those who might otherwise have been his companions. The family, too, though
so kind and hospitable, had that consciousness of unity among themselves, and
separation from the world at large, which, in every domestic circle, should still keep
a holy place where no stranger may intrude. But this evening a prophetic sympathy
impelled the refined and educated youth to pour out his heart before the simple moun-
taineers, and constrained them to answer him with the same free confidence. And
thus it should have been. Is not the kindred of a common fate a closer tie than that
of birth?

The secret of the young man’s character was a high and abstracted ambition. He
could have borne to live an undistinguished life, but not to be forgotten in the grave.
Yearning desire had been transformed to hope; and hope, long cherished, had become
like certainty, that, obscurely as he journeyed now, a glory was to beam on all his
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pathway—though not, perhaps, while he was treading it. But when posterity should
gaze back into the gloom of what was now the present, they would trace the bright-
ness of his footsteps, brightening as meaner glories faded, and confess that a gifted
one had passed from his cradle to his tomb with none to recognize him.

“As yet,” cried the stranger—his cheek glowing and his eye flashing with
enthusiasm—“as yet, I have done nothing. Were I to vanish from the earth tomor-
row, none would know so much of me as you: that a nameless youth came up at night-
fall from the valley of the Saco, and opened his heart to you in the evening, and
passed through the Notch by sunrise, and was seen no more. Not a soul would ask,
‘Who was he? Whither did the wanderer go?’ But I cannot die till I have achieved
my destiny. Then, let Death come! I shall have built my monument!”

There was a continual flow of natural emotion, gushing forth amid abstracted
reverie, which enabled the family to understand this young man’s sentiments, though
so foreign from their own. With quick sensibility of the ludicrous, he blushed at
the ardor into which he had been betrayed.

“You laugh at me,” said he, taking the eldest daughter’s hand, and laughing him-
self. “You think my ambition as nonsensical as if I were to freeze myself to death on
the top of Mount Washington, only that people might spy at me from the country
round about. And, truly, that would be a noble pedestal for a man’s statue!”

“It is better to sit here by this fire,” answered the girl, blushing, “and be com-
fortable and contented, though nobody thinks about us.”

“I suppose,” said her father, after a fit of musing, “there is something natural in
what the young man says; and if my mind had been turned that way, I might have
felt just the same. It is strange, wife, how his talk has set my head running on things
that are pretty certain never to come to pass.”

“Perhaps they may,” observed the wife. “Is the man thinking what he will do
when he is a widower?”

“No, no!” cried he, repelling the idea with reproachful kindness. “When I think
of your death, Esther, I think of mine, too. But I was wishing we had a good farm in
Bartlett, or Bethlehem, or Littleton, or some other township round the White
Mountains; but not where they could tumble on our heads. I should want to stand
well with my neighbors and be called Squire, and sent to General Court for a term
or two; for a plain, honest man may do as much good there as a lawyer. And when
I should be grown quite an old man, and you an old woman, so as not to be long apart,
I might die happy enough in my bed, and leave you all crying around me. A slate
gravestone would suit me as well as a marble one—with just my name and age, and
a verse of a hymn, and something to let people know that I lived an honest man and
died a Christian.”

“There now!” exclaimed the stranger; “it is our nature to desire a monument, be
it slate or marble, or a pillar of granite, or a glorious memory in the universal heart
of man.”

“We’re in a strange way, tonight,” said the wife, with tears in her eyes. “They say
it’s a sign of something, when folks’ minds go a—wandering so. Hark to the children!” 

They listened accordingly. The younger children had been put to bed in another
room, but with an open door between, so that they could be heard talking busily
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among themselves. One and all seemed to have caught the infection from the fire-
side circle, and were outvying each other in wild wishes, and childish projects, of
what they would do when they came to be men and women. At length a little boy,
instead of addressing his brothers and sisters, called out to his mother.

“I’ll tell you what I wish, mother,” cried he. “I want you and father and grand-
ma’m, and all of us, and the stranger too, to start right away, and go and take a drink
out of the basin of the Flume!”

Nobody could help laughing at the child’s notion of leaving a warm bed, and
dragging them from a cheerful fire, to visit the basin of the Flume—a brook, which
tumbles over the precipice, deep within the Notch. The boy had hardly spoken when
a wagon rattled along the road, and stopped a moment before the door. It appeared
to contain two or three men, who were cheering their hearts with the rough chorus
of a song, which resounded, in broken notes, between the cliffs, while the singers hes-
itated whether to continue their journey or put up here for the night.

“Father,” said the girl, “they are calling you by name.”
But the good man doubted whether they had really called him, and was unwill-

ing to show himself too solicitous of gain by inviting people to patronize his house.
He therefore did not hurry to the door; and the lash being soon applied, the travellers
plunged into the Notch, still singing and laughing, though their music and mirth
came back drearily from the heart of the mountain.

“There, mother!” cried the boy, again. “They’d have given us a ride to the Flume.” 
Again they laughed at the child’s pertinacious fancy for a night ramble. But it

happened that a light cloud passed over the daughter’s spirit; she looked gravely into
the fire, and drew a breath that was almost a sigh. It forced its way, in spite of a lit-
tle struggle to repress it. Then starting and blushing, she looked quickly round the
circle, as if they had caught a glimpse into her bosom. The stranger asked what she
had been thinking of.

“Nothing,” answered she, with a downcast smile. “Only I felt lonesome just
then.”

“Oh, I have always had a gift of feeling what is in other people’s hearts,” said he,
half seriously. “Shall I tell the secrets of yours? For I know what to think when a young
girl shivers by a warm hearth, and complains of lonesomeness at her mother’s side.
Shall I put these feelings into words?”

“They would not be a girl’s feelings any longer if they could be put into words,”
replied the mountain nymph, laughing, but avoiding his eye.

All this was said apart. Perhaps a germ of love was springing in their hearts, so
pure that it might blossom in Paradise, since it could not be matured on earth; for
women worship such gentle dignity as his; and the proud, contemplative, yet kindly
soul is oftenest captivated by simplicity like hers. But while they spoke softly, and he
was watching the happy sadness, the lightsome shadows, the shy yearnings of a
maiden’s nature, the wind through the Notch took a deeper and drearier sound. It
seemed, as the fanciful stranger said, like the choral strain of the spirits of the blast,
who in old Indian times had their dwelling among these mountains, and made their
heights and recesses a sacred region. There was a wail along the road, as if a funeral
were passing. To chase away the gloom, the family threw pine branches on their fire,
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till the dry leaves crackled and the flame arose, discovering once again a scene of
peace and humble happiness. The light hovered about them fondly, and caressed
them all. There were the little faces of the children, peeping from their bed apart,
and here the father’s frame of strength, the mother’s subdued and careful mien, the
high-browed youth, the budding girl, and the good old grandam, still knitting in
the warmest place. The aged woman looked up from her task, and, with fingers ever
busy, was the next to speak.

“Old folks have their notions,” said she, “as well as young ones. You’ve been wish-
ing and planning; and letting your heads run on one thing and another, till you’ve
set my mind a—wandering too. Now what should an old woman wish for, when
she can go but a step or two before she comes to her grave? Children, it will haunt
me night and day till I tell you.”

“What is it, mother?” cried the husband and wife at once.
Then the old woman, with an air of mystery which drew the circle closer round

the fire, informed them that she had provided her grave-clothes some years before—
a nice linen shroud, a cap with a muslin ruff, and everything of a finer sort than she
had worn since her wedding day. But this evening an old superstition had strangely
recurred to her. It used to be said, in her younger days, that if anything were amiss
with a corpse, if only the ruff were not smooth, or the cap did not set right, the corpse
in the coffin and beneath the clods would strive to put up its cold hands and arrange
it. The bare thought made her nervous.

“Don’t talk so, grandmother!” said the girl, shuddering.
“Now,” continued the old woman, with singular earnestness, yet smiling strangely

at her own folly, “I want one of you, my children—when your mother is dressed
and in the coffin—I want one of you to hold a looking-glass over my face. Who knows
but I may take a glimpse at myself, and see whether all’s right?”

“Old and young, we dream of graves and monuments,” murmured the stranger
youth. “I wonder how mariners feel when the ship is sinking, and they, unknown and
undistinguished, are to be buried together in the ocean—that wide and nameless
sepulchre?”

For a moment, the old woman’s ghastly conception so engrossed the minds of
her hearers that a sound abroad in the night, rising like the roar of a blast, had grown
broad, deep, and terrible, before the fated group were conscious of it. The house
and all within it trembled; the foundations of the earth seemed to be shaken, as if
this awful sound were the peal of the last trump. Young and old exchanged one wild
glance, and remained an instant, pale, affrighted, without utterance, or power to
move. Then the same shriek burst simultaneously from all their lips.

“The Slide! The Slide!”
The simplest words must intimate, but not portray, the unutterable horror of the

catastrophe. The victims rushed from their cottage, and sought refuge in what they
deemed a safer spot—where, in contemplation of such an emergency, a sort of bar-
rier had been reared. Alas! they had quitted their security, and fled right into the
pathway of destruction. Down came the whole side of the mountain, in a cataract of
ruin. Just before it reached the house, the stream broke into two branches—shivered
not a window there, but overwhelmed the whole vicinity, blocked up the road, and
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annihilated everything in its dreadful course. Long ere the thunder of the great Slide
had ceased to roar among the mountains, the mortal agony had been endured, and
the victims were at peace. Their bodies were never found.

The next morning, the light smoke was seen stealing from the cottage chim-
ney up the mountain side. Within, the fire was yet smouldering on the hearth, and
the chairs in a circle round it, as if the inhabitants had but gone forth to view the
devastation of the Slide, and would shortly return, to thank Heaven for their
miraculous escape. All had left separate tokens, by which those who had known
the family were made to shed a tear for each. Who has not heard their name? The
story has been told far and wide, and will forever be a legend of these mountains.
Poets have sung their fate.

There were circumstances which led some to suppose that a stranger had been
received into the cottage on this awful night, and had shared the catastrophe of all
its inmates. Others denied that there were sufficient grounds for such a conjecture.
Wo for the high-souled youth, with his dream of Earthly Immortality! His name and
person utterly unknown; his history, his way of life, his plans, a mystery never to be
solved, his death and his existence equally a doubt! Whose was the agony of that
death moment?
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Herman Melville
(1819–1891)

R
Melville’s parents were both of substantial New York families, but his father’s bankruptcy, soon
followed by his death, left the mother in financial difficulties when the boy was only twelve. She
then settled near Albany, where Melville for a time attended the local academy. Following a brief
career as a clerk in his brother’s store and in a bank, he went to sea at the age of nineteen. His
experiences as a merchant sailor on the St. Lawrence and ashore in the slums of Liverpool, later
recalled in Redburn, awakened the abhorrence, expressed throughout his fiction, of the darkness of
human deeds, and the evil seemingly inherent in nature itself. After this first brief seafaring interlude,
he taught school and began to write sporadically.

In 1841, he shipped once more before the mast, aboard a Fair Haven whaler, the Acushnet,
bound for the Pacific. Altogether, it was nearly four years before he returned from the South Seas.
After eighteen months he deserted the whaler, in company with a close friend, at Nukuhiva, in the
Marquesas Islands. In Typee, these adventures are embellished by fictional license, but the author
and “Toby” Green certainly spent at least a month among the handsome Marquesan Taipis, whose
free and idyllic island life was flawed by their regrettable habit of eating their enemies. A passing
whaler provided an “escape” to Tahiti. Melville soon shipped on another whaler, Charles and Henry
of Nantucket, which carried him finally to the Hawaiian Islands. In Honolulu he enlisted for naval
service, aboard the U.S.S. United States, and was discharged fourteen months later at Boston.

The youth had had a compelling personal experience, and he at once set to work producing
a fiction based in part on his own adventures, employing literary materials which he was the first
American writer to exploit. Typee (London and New York, 1846) was the first modern novel of
South Seas adventure, as the later Moby-Dick was the first literary classic of whaling. Indeed, his
significant novels almost all reflect his experiences prior to his discharge from the navy. His impulsive
literary energies drove him steadily for eleven years, during which he was the author of ten major
volumes; after 1857 he published no fiction, and his life fell into seeming confusion, producing
an enigma endlessly intriguing to his critics.

In the beginning he was almost embarrassed by success. Typee was at once recognized for the
merits which have made it a classic, but its author was notoriously identified as the character
who had lived with cannibals, and loved the dusky Fayaway—an uncomfortable position for a young
New Yorker just married to the daughter of a Boston chief justice. Omoo (1847), somewhat inferior
to Typee, was also a successful novel of Pacific adventures. Mardi (1849) began to puzzle a public
impatient of symbolic enigmas; but Redburn (1849) and White-Jacket (1850) were novels of exciting
adventure, although the first, as has been suggested above, devotes much of its energy to sociological

The standard edition is The Complete Writings of Herman Melville, The Northwestern-Newbury Editions, in progress at Northwestern University under the
general editorship of Harrison Hayford, Hershel Parker, and George Thomas Tanselle. Earlier is The Works of Herman Melville, 16 vols., London,
1922–1924. Melville’s journals appeared as Journal of a Visit to London and the Continent (Eleanor Melville Metcalf), 1948; and Journal of a Visit to
Europe and the Levant * * * (H. C. Horsford), 1955. The Letters * * * , 1960, is a collection edited by Merrell R. Davis and W. H. Gilman.

Hershel Parker, Herman Melville: A Biography, Vol. 1, 1819–1851, 1996, is the most complete biographical treatment for the years covered.
Earlier and still useful are Leon Howard, Herman Melville: A Biography, 1951, and Jay Leyda, The Melville Log: A Documentary Life of Herman
Melville, 1951. R. M. Weaver, Herman Melville: Mariner and Mystic, 1921, was the first full-length biography. Later notable biographies and studies
are John Freeman, Herman Melville, 1926; Lewis Mumford, Herman Melville, 1929, revised, 1963; Charles R. Anderson, Melville in the South
Seas, 1939; William Braswell, Melville’s Religious Thought, 1943; W. E. Sedgwick, Herman Melville: The Tragedy of Mind, 1944; H. P. Vincent, The
Trying Out of Moby Dick, 1949, and The Tailoring of Melville’s White Jacket, 1970; Eleanor Melville Metcalf, Herman Melville: Cycle and Epicycle,
1953; E. H. Rosenberry, Melville and the Comic Spirit, 1955; James Baird, Ishmael, 1956; Perry Miller, The Raven and the Whale * * * ,
1956; Newton Arvin, Herman Melville, 1950, 1957; Tyrus Hillway, Herman Melville, rev. ed. 1979; Edward H. Rosenberg, Melville, 1979;
T. W. Herbert, Jr., Marquesan Encounters: Melville and the Meaning of Civilization, 1980; William B. Dillingham, Melville’s Later Novels, 1986;
Merton M. Sealts, Jr., Melville’s Reading, 1988; and Neal L. Tolchin, Mourning, Gender, and Creativity in the Art of Herman Melville, 1988.
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satire, while the second emphasizes the floggings and other cruelties and degradations then imposed
upon enlisted men in naval service and seamen generally.

In 1851, Melville’s masterpiece, Moby-Dick, was published. A robust and realistic novel of
adventure, drawing upon the author’s fascination with the whale and whaling, it achieves a
compelling symbolism in the character of Captain Ahab, whose monomaniacal fury against the
whale, or the evil it represents to him, sends him to his death. This book may be seen as one of a
trilogy, including the earlier Mardi and the later Pierre (1852), but neither of the others is wholly
comprehensible or successful. Together, however, they represent the struggle of humanity against
its destiny at various levels of experience.

In 1850, Melville had established a residence at Arrowhead, a farm near Pittsfield, Massachusetts.
There, completing Moby-Dick, with Hawthorne nearby, a stimulating new friend, he was at the height
of his career—see his perceptive “Hawthorne,” below. Yet he published but one more distinguished
volume of fiction—The Piazza Tales (1856), a collection of such smaller masterpieces as “Benito
Cereno,” “Bartleby the Scrivener,” and “The Encantadas.” Pierre was denounced on moral grounds,
and because there was marked confusion of narrative elements and symbolism in that strange novel
of incest. Israel Potter (1855) and The Confidence-Man (1857) are now of some interest but were
not then successful; they marked his last effort to make a career of literature. Readers in general
did not understand the symbolic significance of his works, his sales were unsatisfactory, and when
the plates of his volumes were destroyed in a publisher’s fire, the books were not reprinted. Four
volumes of poems, not then well received, have been better appreciated in recent years.

After some hard and bitter years he settled down humbly in 1866 as a customs inspector in
New York, at the foot of Gansevoort Street, which had been named for his mother’s distinguished
family. Before doing so, however, he launched himself on a pursuit of certainty, a tour to the Holy
Land, that inspired Clarel. In this uneven poem there are profound spiritual discoveries and
descriptive sketches or lyrics of power substantiating the lyric vision of his novels. His versification
anticipated the twentieth-century techniques. The Civil War involved him deeply in a human cause
and produced sensitive poetry in Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War (1866). Besides Clarel (1867),
two much smaller volumes of poetry were John Marr and Other Sailors (1888) and Timoleon (1891).

In Billy Budd, printed below, the novelist recaptured his highest powers during the very last
years of his life. He worked on the novelette from November 1888 until April 1891, and the
manuscript was not fully prepared for press when he died the following September 28 (see the
first note to Billy Budd). The story is related to the author’s earliest adventures at sea; its theme
has obvious connection with that of Moby-Dick; yet the essential spirit of the work cancels the
infuriated rebellion of Captain Ahab. In its reconciliation of the temporal with the eternal there
is a sense of luminous peace and atonement.

Melville’s greatness shines above the stylistic awkwardness of many passages, the blurred
outlines that result from the confusion of autobiography with invented action, the tendency of the
author to lose control of his own symbols, or to set the metaphysical thunderbolt side by side
with factual discussion or commonplace realism. Having survived the neglect of his contemporaries
and the elaborate attentions of recent critics, he emerges secure in the power and influence of Typee,
Moby-Dick, The Piazza Tales, Billy Budd, and a number of poems.
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HERMAN MELVILLE

Bartleby the Scrivener1

A Story of Wall Street

I am a rather elderly man. The nature of my avocations, for the last thirty years, has
brought me into more than ordinary contact with what would seem an interesting
and somewhat singular set of men, of whom, as yet, nothing, that I know of, has
ever been written—I mean, the law-copyists, or scriveners. I have known very many
of them, professionally and privately, and, if I pleased, could relate divers histories,
at which good-natured gentlemen might smile, and sentimental souls might weep.
But I waive the biographies of all other scriveners, for a few passages in the life of
Bartleby, who was a scrivener, the strangest I ever saw, or heard of. While, of other
law-copyists, I might write the complete life, of Bartleby nothing of that sort can be
done. I believe that no materials exist, for a full and satisfactory biography of this
man. It is an irreparable loss to literature. Bartleby was one of those beings of whom
nothing is ascertainable, except from the original sources, and, in his case, those are
very small. What my own astonished eyes saw of Bartleby, that is all I know of him,
except, indeed, one vague report, which will appear in the sequel.

1. Melville wrote and published serially fifteen short stories between 1853 and 1856. “Bartleby,” the
first published, appeared anonymously in Putnam’s Monthly Magazine, November and December 1853.
It was collected in Piazza Tales, 1856. It stands among this author’s greatest creations, enigmatic but
convincingly alive. It is one of the few of Melville’s writings in which the consistency between the mean-
ing and its formal embodiment is entirely satisfactory; although small in scale, the story contains huge
meanings, a related cluster of them, each with bold and various connotations.

Critical interpretations have probably placed too much emphasis on certain parallels between
Melville’s human situation and that of Bartleby, forgetting that every artist of value creates something
“out of himself”; what matters is the resulting work of art. Like Bartleby, Melville was a “scrivener,” or
writer. Melville also refused to copy out the ideas of others, or even his own, in response to popular de-
mand; he too “preferred” to withdraw. Like Bartleby, he also distrusted the economic compulsion of so-
ciety; he resented the financial assistance of his wife’s father. He did not believe that his brother’s practice
of law, or that the law itself, necessarily promoted the cause of justice, nor that the lawyer was more
“successful” because he grew rich. However, Bartleby’s fictional withdrawal from life represents an an-
cient and universal theme of history, legend, and literature, and Melville succeeded in universalizing his
version of the theme.

Melville’s achievement depends not only on the character of Bartleby but also on the unnamed narra-
tor, another of his best characters. This elderly lawyer is “a safe man,” prudent, methodical, and given
to the easiest, if dullest, pursuit of the lawyer—taking care of other people’s money for a tidy percent-
age. He is neither good nor bad, but uncommitted: The gradual unfolding of the lawyer’s human under-
standing, responding to Bartleby’s passive resistance against all that he is or serves, until he is on
Bartleby’s side—this theme is perhaps central.

The other two scriveners, Turkey and Nippers, support the conventional system of the law and the
profits, and their reward is paid in neuroses, alcoholism, ulcers, and unacknowledged envy of Bartleby’s
superiority. Environment takes on symbolic value—the frequent references to the “Tombs,” or prison,
merge with descriptions of the jail-like office, the inhuman place of murder, and the prison yard, where
Bartleby at last sleeps “with kings and counselors.” Sleep, death, participation and withdrawal, and var-
ious concepts of human responsibility appear in patterns of suggestive if not symbolic meaning.
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Ere introducing the scrivener, as he first appeared to me, it is fit I make some
mention of myself, my employés, my business, my chambers, and general surround-
ings; because some such description is indispensable to an adequate understanding
of the chief character about to be presented. Imprimis:2 I am a man who, from his
youth upwards, has been filled with a profound conviction that the easiest way of
life is the best. Hence, though I belong to a profession proverbially energetic and
nervous, even to turbulence, at times, yet nothing of that sort have I ever suffered
to invade my peace. I am one of those unambitious lawyers who never address a
jury, or in any way draw down public applause; but, in the cool tranquillity of a
snug retreat, do a snug business among rich men’s bonds, and mortgages, and title-
deeds. All who know me, consider me an eminently safe man. The late John Jacob
Astor,3 a personage little given to poetic enthusiasm, had no hesitation in pro-
nouncing my first grand point to be prudence; my next, method. I do not speak it
in vanity, but simply record the fact, that I was not unemployed in my profession
by the late John Jacob Astor; a name which, I admit, I love to repeat; for it hath a
rounded and orbicular sound to it, and rings like unto bullion. I will freely add,
that I was not insensible to the late John Jacob Astor’s good opinion.

Some time prior to the period at which this little history begins, my avoca-
tions had been largely increased. The good old office, now extinct in the State of
New York, of a Master in Chancery, had been conferred upon me. It was not a
very arduous office, but very pleasantly remunerative. I seldom lose my temper;
much more seldom indulge in dangerous indignation at wrongs and outrages; but
I must be permitted to be rash here and declare, that I consider the sudden and vi-
olent abrogation of the office of Master in Chancery, by the new Constitution, as
a—premature act; inasmuch as I had counted upon a life-lease of the profits,
whereas I only received those of a few short years.4 But this is by the way.

My chambers were up stairs, at No.—Wall Street. At one end, they looked
upon the white wall of the interior of a spacious skylight shaft, penetrating the
building from top to bottom.

This view might have been considered rather tame than otherwise, deficient
in what landscape painters call “life.” But, if so, the view from the other end of
my chambers offered, at least, a contrast, if nothing more. In that direction, my
windows commanded an unobstructed view of a lofty brick wall, black by age
and everlasting shade; which wall required no spy-glass to bring out its lurking
beauties, but, for the benefit of all near-sighted spectators, was pushed up to within
ten feet of my window-panes. Owing to the great height of the surrounding build-
ings, and my chambers being on the second floor, the interval between this wall
and mine not a little resembled a huge square cistern.

At the period just preceding the advent of Bartleby, I had two persons as copy-
ists in my employment, and a promising lad as an office-boy. First, Turkey; sec-

2. In the first place.
3. John Jacob Astor (1763–1848), a penniless German immigrant at twenty-one; shrewd, ambitious,
and single-mindedly materialistic, he became a pioneer and monopolist of the western fur trade, on
which he built an empire—a fine example of the economic society which Bartleby’s employer serves.
4. Courts of chancery dealt with equity law; hence decisions were rendered on judicial opinion, often
negotiated. Whoever else lost, the master always won his fees.
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ond, Nippers; third, Ginger Nut. These may seem names, the like of which are not
usually found in the Directory. In truth, they were nicknames, mutually conferred
upon each other by my three clerks, and were deemed expressive of their respec-
tive persons or characters. Turkey was a short, pursy Englishman, of about my
own age—that is, somewhere not far from sixty. In the morning, one might say,
his face was of a fine florid hue, but after twelve o’clock, meridian—his dinner
hour—it blazed like a grate full of Christmas coals; and continued blazing—but,
as it were, with a gradual wane—till six o’clock, P.M., or thereabouts; after which,
I saw no more of the proprietor of the face, which, gaining its meridian with the
sun, seemed to set with it, to rise, culminate, and decline the following day, with
the like regularity and undiminished glory. There are many singular coincidences I
have known in the course of my life, not the least among which was the fact, that,
exactly when Turkey displayed his fullest beams from his red and radiant counte-
nance, just then, too, at that critical moment, began the daily period when I con-
sidered his business capacities as seriously disturbed for the remainder of the
twenty-four hours. Not that he was absolutely idle, or averse to business then; far
from it. The difficulty was, he was apt to be altogether too energetic. There was a
strange, inflamed, flurried, flighty recklessness of activity about him. He would be
incautious in dipping his pen into his inkstand. All his blots upon my documents
were dropped there after twelve o’clock, meridian. Indeed, not only would he be
reckless, and sadly given to making blots in the afternoon, but, some days, he went
further, and was rather noisy. At such times, too, his face flamed with augmented
blazonry, as if cannel coal had been heaped on anthracite. He made an unpleasant
racket with his chair; spilled his sand-box; in mending his pens, impatiently split
them all to pieces, and threw them on the floor in a sudden passion; stood up, and
leaned over his table, boxing his papers about in a most indecorous manner, very
sad to behold in an elderly man like him. Nevertheless, as he was in many ways a
most valuable person to me, and all the time before twelve o’clock, meridian, was
the quickest, steadiest creature, too, accomplishing a great deal of work in a style
not easily to be matched—for these reasons, I was willing to overlook his eccen-
tricities, though, indeed, occasionally, I remonstrated with him. I did this very gen-
tly, however, because, though the civilest, nay, the blandest and most reverential of
men in the morning, yet, in the afternoon, he was disposed, upon provocation, to
be slightly rash with his tongue—in fact, insolent. Now, valuing his morning ser-
vices as I did, and resolved not to lose them—yet, at the same time, made uncom-
fortable by his inflamed ways after twelve o’clock—and being a man of peace,
unwilling by my admonitions to call forth unseemly retorts from him, I took upon
me, one Saturday noon (he was always worse on Saturdays) to hint to him, very
kindly, that, perhaps, now that he was growing old, it might be well to abridge his
labors; in short, he need not come to my chambers after twelve o’clock, but, din-
ner over, had best go home to his lodgings, and rest himself till tea-time. But no;
he insisted upon his afternoon devotions. His countenance became intolerably fer-
vid, as he oratorically assured me—gesticulating with a long ruler at the other end
of the room—that if his services in the morning were useful, how indispensable,
then, in the afternoon?

“With submission, sir,” said Turkey, on this occasion, “I consider myself your
right-hand man. In the morning I but marshall and deploy my columns; but in the
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afternoon I put myself at their head, and gallantly charge the foe, thus”—and he
made a violent thrust with the ruler.

“But the blots, Turkey,” intimated I.
“True; but, with submission, sir, behold these hairs! I am getting old. Surely,

sir, a blot or two of a warm afternoon is not to be severely urged against gray
hairs. Old age—even if it blot the page—is honorable. With submission, sir, we
both are getting old.”

This appeal to my fellow-feeling was hardly to be resisted. At all events, I saw
that go he would not. So, I made up my mind to let him stay, resolving, neverthe-
less, to see to it that, during the afternoon, he had to do with my less important
papers.

Nippers, the second on my list, was a whiskered, sallow, and, upon the whole,
rather piratical-looking young man, of about five-and-twenty. I always deemed
him the victim of two evil powers—ambition and indigestion. The ambition was
evinced by a certain impatience of the duties of a mere copyist, an unwarrantable
usurpation of strictly professional affairs such as the original drawing up of legal
documents. The indigestion seemed betokened in an occasional nervous testiness
and grinning irritability, causing the teeth to audibly grind together over mistakes
committed in copying; unnecessary maledictions, hissed, rather than spoken, in
the heat of business; and especially by a continual discontent with the height of
the table where he worked. Though of a very ingenious mechanical turn, Nippers
could never get this table to suit him. He put chips under it, blocks of various
sorts, bits of pasteboard, and at last went so far as to attempt an exquisite adjust-
ment, by final pieces of folded blotting-paper. But no invention would answer. If,
for the sake of easing his back, he brought the table-lid at a sharp angle well up
towards his chin, and wrote there like a man using the steep roof of a Dutch house
for his desk, then he declared that it stopped the circulation in his arms. If now he
lowered the table to his waistbands, and stooped over it in writing, then there was
a sore aching in his back. In short, the truth of the matter was, Nippers knew not
what he wanted. Or, if he wanted anything, it was to be rid of a scrivener’s table
altogether. Among the manifestations of his diseased ambition was a fondness he
had for receiving visits from certain ambiguous-looking fellows in seedy coats,
whom he called his clients. Indeed, I was aware that not only was he, at times,
considerable of a ward-politician, but he occasionally did a little business at the
justices’ courts, and was not unknown on the steps of the Tombs.5 I have good
reason to believe, however, that one individual who called upon him at my cham-
bers, and who, with a grand air, he insisted was his client, was no other than a
dun, and the alleged title-deed, a bill. But, with all his failings, and the annoyances
he caused me, Nippers, like his compatriot Turkey, was a very useful man to me;
wrote a neat, swift hand; and, when he chose, was not deficient in a gentlemanly
sort of deportment. Added to this, he always dressed in a gentlemanly sort of way;
and so, incidentally, reflected credit upon my chambers. Whereas, with respect to
Turkey, I had much ado to keep him from being a reproach to me. His clothes
were apt to look oily, and smell of eatinghouses. He wore his pantaloons very

5. Then the most unsavory prison in New York City and the prison of maximum security.
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loose and baggy in summer. His coats were execrable; his hat not to be handled.
But while the hat was a thing of indifference to me, inasmuch as his natural civil-
ity and deference, as a dependent Englishman, always led him to doff it the mo-
ment he entered the room, yet his coat was another matter. Concerning his coats, I
reasoned with him; but with no effect. The truth was, I suppose, that a man with
so small an income could not afford to sport such a lustrous face and a lustrous
coat at one and the same time. As Nippers once observed, Turkey’s money went
chiefly for red ink. One winter day, I presented Turkey with a highly respectable-
looking coat of my own—a padded gray coat, of a most comfortable warmth, and
which buttoned straight up from the knee to the neck. I thought Turkey would ap-
preciate the favor, and abate his rashness and obstreperousness of afternoons. But
no; I verily believe that buttoning himself up in so downy and blanket-like a coat
had a pernicious effect upon him—upon the same principle that too much oats are
bad for horses. In fact, precisely as a rash, restive horse is said to feel his oats, so
Turkey felt his coat. It made him insolent. He was a man whom prosperity harmed.

Though, concerning the self-indulgent habits of Turkey, I had my own private
surmises, yet, touching Nippers, I was well persuaded that, whatever might be his
faults in other respects, he was, at least, a temperate young man. But, indeed, na-
ture herself seemed to have been his vintner, and, at his birth, charged him so thor-
oughly with an irritable, brandy-like disposition, that all subsequent potations
were needless. When I consider how, amid the stillness of my chambers, Nippers
would sometimes impatiently rise from his seat, and stooping over his table, spread
his arms wide apart, seize the whole desk, and move it, and jerk it, with a grim,
grinding motion on the floor, as if the table were a perverse voluntary agent, intent
on thwarting and vexing him, I plainly perceive that, for Nippers, brandy-and-
water were altogether superfluous.

It was fortunate for me that, owing to its peculiar cause—indigestion—the ir-
ritability and consequent nervousness of Nippers were mainly observable in the
morning, while in the afternoon he was comparatively mild. So that, Turkey’s
paroxysms only coming on about twelve o’clock, I never had to do with their ec-
centricities at one time. Their fits relieved each other, like guards. When Nippers’
was on, Turkey’s was off; and vice versa. This was a good natural arrangement,
under the circumstances.

Ginger Nut, the third on my list, was a lad, some twelve years old. His father
was a carman, ambitious of seeing his son on the bench instead of a cart, before
he died. So he sent him to my office, as student at law, errand-boy, cleaner and
sweeper, at the rate of one dollar a week. He had a little desk to himself, but he
did not use it much. Upon inspection, the drawer exhibited a great array of the
shells of various sorts of nuts. Indeed, to this quick-witted youth, the whole noble
science of the law was contained in a nutshell. Not the least among the employ-
ments of Ginger Nut, as well as one which he discharged with the most alacrity,
was his duty as cake and apple purveyor for Turkey and Nippers. Copying law-
papers being proverbially a dry, husky sort of business, my two scriveners were
fain to moisten their mouths very often with Spitzenbergs,6 to be had at the nu-

6. An esteemed variety of apple.
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merous stalls nigh the Custom House and Post Office. Also, they sent Ginger Nut
very frequently for that peculiar cake—small, flat, round, and very spicy—after
which he had been named by them. Of a cold morning, when business was but
dull, Turkey would gobble up scores of these cakes, as if they were mere wafers—
indeed, they sell them at the rate of six or eight for a penny—the scrape of his pen
blending with the crunching of the crisp particles in his mouth. Of all the fiery
afternoon blunders and flurried rashness of Turkey, was his once moistening a
ginger-cake between his lips, and clapping it on to a mortgage, for a seal. I came
within an ace of dismissing him then. But he mollified me by making an oriental
bow, and saying—

“With submission, sir, it was generous of me to find you in stationery on my
own account.”

Now my original business—that of a conveyancer and title hunter, and
drawer-up of recondite documents of all sorts—was considerably increased by re-
ceiving the Master’s office. There was now great work for scriveners. Not only
must I push the clerks already with me, but I must have additional help.

In answer to my advertisement, a motionless young man one morning stood
upon my office threshold, the door being open, for it was summer. I can see that
figure now—pallidly neat, pitiably respectable, incurably forlorn! It was Bartleby.

After a few words touching his qualifications, I engaged him, glad to have
among my corps of copyists a man of so singularly sedate an aspect, which I
thought might operate beneficially upon the flighty temper of Turkey, and the fiery
one of Nippers.

I should have stated before that ground-glass folding-doors divided my
premises into two parts, one of which was occupied by my scriveners, the other by
myself. According to my humor, I threw open these doors, or closed them. I re-
solved to assign Bartleby a corner by the folding-doors, but on my side of them,
so as to have this quiet man within easy call, in case any trifling thing was to be
done. I placed his desk close up to a small side-window in that part of the room, a
window which originally had afforded a lateral view of certain grimy brickyards
and bricks, but which, owing to subsequent erections, commanded at present no
view at all, though it gave some light. Within three feet of the panes was a wall,
and the light came down from far above, between two lofty buildings, as from a
very small opening in a dome. Still further to a satisfactory arrangement, I pro-
cured a high green folding screen, which might entirely isolate Bartleby from my
sight, though not remove him from my voice. And thus, in a manner, privacy and
society were conjoined.

At first, Bartleby did an extraordinary quantity of writing. As if long famish-
ing for something to copy, he seemed to gorge himself on my documents. There
was no pause for digestion. He ran a day and night line, copying by sunlight and
by candle-light. I should have been quite delighted with his application, had he
been cheerfully industrious. But he wrote on silently, palely, mechanically.

It is, of course, an indispensable part of a scrivener’s business to verify the ac-
curacy of his copy, word by word. Where there are two or more scriveners in an
office, they assist each other in this examination, one reading from the copy, the
other holding the original. It is a very dull, wearisome, and lethargic affair. I can
readily imagine that, to some sanguine temperaments, it would be altogether in-
tolerable. For example, I cannot credit that the mettlesome poet, Byron, would
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have contentedly sat down with Bartleby to examine a law document of, say five
hundred pages, closely written in a crimpy hand.

Now and then, in the haste of business, it had been my habit to assist in com-
paring some brief document myself, calling Turkey or Nippers for this purpose.
One object I had, in placing Bartleby so handy to me behind the screen, was, to
avail myself of his services on such trivial occasions. It was on the third day, I
think, of his being with me, and before any necessity had arisen for having his
own writing examined, that, being much hurried to complete a small affair I had
in hand, I abruptly called to Bartleby. In my haste and natural expectancy of in-
stant compliance, I sat with my head bent over the original on my desk, and my
right hand sideways, and somewhat nervously extended with the copy, so that,
immediately upon emerging from his retreat, Bartleby might snatch it and proceed
to business without the least delay.

In this very attitude did I sit when I called to him, rapidly stating what it was
I wanted him to do—namely, to examine a small paper with me. Imagine my sur-
prise, nay, my consternation, when, without moving from his privacy, Bartleby, in
a singularly mild, firm voice, replied, “I would prefer not to.”

I sat awhile in perfect silence, rallying my stunned faculties. Immediately it
occurred to me that my ears had deceived me, or Bartleby had entirely misunder-
stood my meaning. I repeated my request in the clearest tone I could assume; but
in quite as clear a one came the previous reply, “I would prefer not to.”

“Prefer not to,” echoed I, rising in high excitement, and crossing the room
with a stride. “What do you mean? Are you moonstruck? I want you to help me
compare this sheet here—take it,” and I thrust it towards him.

“I would prefer not to,” said he.
I looked at him steadfastly. His face was leanly composed; his gray eye dimly

calm. Not a wrinkle of agitation rippled him. Had there been the least uneasiness,
anger, impatience or impertinence in his manner; in other words, had there been
anything ordinarily human about him, doubtless I should have violently dismissed
him from the premises. But as it was, I should have as soon thought of turning my
pale plaster-of-paris bust of Cicero out of doors. I stood gazing at him awhile, as
he went on with his own writing, and then reseated myself at my desk. This is very
strange, thought I. What had one best do? But my business hurried me. I con-
cluded to forget the matter for the present, reserving it for my future leisure. So,
calling Nippers from the other room, the paper was speedily examined.

A few days after this, Bartleby concluded four lengthy documents, being qua-
druplicates of a week’s testimony taken before me in my High Court of Chancery.
It became necessary to examine them. It was an important suit, and great accuracy
was imperative. Having all things arranged, I called Turkey, Nippers, and Ginger
Nut, from the next room, meaning to place the four copies in the hands of my
four clerks, while I should read from the original. Accordingly, Turkey, Nippers,
and Ginger Nut had taken their seats in a row, each with his document in his hand,
when I called to Bartleby to join this interesting group.

“Bartleby! quick, I am waiting.”
I heard a slow scrape of his chair legs on the uncarpeted floor, and soon he

appeared standing at the entrance of his hermitage.
“What is wanted?” said he, mildly.
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“The copies, the copies,” said I, hurriedly. “We are going to examine them.
There”—and I held towards him the fourth quadruplicate.

“I would prefer not to,” he said, and gently disappeared behind the screen.
For a few moments I was turned into a pillar of salt,7 standing at the head of

my seated column of clerks. Recovering myself, I advanced towards the screen,
and demanded the reason for such extraordinary conduct.

“Why do you refuse?”
“I would prefer not to.”
With any other man I should have flown outright into a dreadful passion,

scorned all further words, and thrust him ignominiously from my presence. But
there was something about Bartleby that not only strangely disarmed me, but, in a
wonderful manner, touched and disconcerted me. I began to reason with him.

“These are your own copies we are about to examine. It is labor saving to
you, because one examination will answer for your four papers. It is common
usage. Every copyist is bound to help examine his copy. Is it not so? Will you not
speak? Answer!”

“I prefer not to,” he replied in a flute-like tone. It seemed to me that, while I
had been addressing him, he carefully revolved every statement that I made; fully
comprehended the meaning; could not gainsay the irresistible conclusion; but, at the
same time, some paramount consideration prevailed with him to reply as he did.

“You are decided, then, not to comply with my request—a request made ac-
cording to common usage and common sense?”

He briefly gave me to understand, that on that point my judgment was sound.
Yes: his decision was irreversible.

It is not seldom the case that, when a man is browbeaten in some unprecedented
and violently unreasonable way, he begins to stagger in his own plainest faith. He
begins, as it were, vaguely to surmise that, wonderful as it may be, all the justice
and all the reason is on the other side. Accordingly, if any disinterested persons are
present, he turns to them for some reinforcement for his own faltering mind.

“Turkey,” said I, “what do you think of this? Am I not right?”
“With submission, sir,” said Turkey, in his blandest tone, “I think that you are.”
“Nippers,” said I, “what do you think of it?”
“I think I should kick him out of the office.”
(The reader of nice perceptions will here perceive that, it being morning,

Turkey’s answer is couched in polite and tranquil terms, but Nippers replies in ill-
tempered ones. Or, to repeat a previous sentence, Nippers’ ugly mood was on duty,
and Turkey’s off.)

“Ginger Nut,” said I, willing to enlist the smallest suffrage in my behalf,
“what do you think of it?”

“I think, sir, he’s a little luny,” replied Ginger Nut, with a grin.
“You hear what they say,” said I, turning towards the screen, “come forth

and do your duty.”
But he vouchsafed no reply. I pondered a moment in sore perplexity. But once

more business hurried me. I determined again to postpone the consideration of
this dilemma to my future leisure. With a little trouble we made out to examine

7. The punishment of Lot’s wife (Genesis 19:26).
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the papers without Bartleby, though at every page or two Turkey deferentially
dropped his opinion, that this proceeding was quite out of the common; while
Nippers, twitching in his chair with a dyspeptic nervousness, ground out, between
his set teeth, occasional hissing maledictions against the stubborn oaf behind the
screen. And for his (Nippers’) part, this was the first and the last time he would do
another man’s business without pay.

Meanwhile Bartleby sat in his hermitage, oblivious to everything but his own
peculiar business there.

Some days passed, the scrivener being employed upon another lengthy work.
His late remarkable conduct led me to regard his ways narrowly. I observed that he
never went to dinner; indeed, that he never went anywhere. As yet I had never, of
my personal knowledge, known him to be outside of my office. He was a perpetual
sentry in the corner: At about eleven o’clock though, in the morning, I noticed that
Ginger Nut would advance toward the opening in Bartleby’s screen, as if silently
beckoned thither by a gesture invisible to me where I sat. The boy would then leave
the office, jingling a few pence, and reappear with a handful of ginger-nuts, which
he delivered in the hermitage, receiving two of the cakes for his trouble.

He lives, then, on ginger-nuts, thought I; never eats a dinner, properly speak-
ing; he must be a vegetarian, then, but no; he never eats even vegetables, he eats
nothing but ginger-nuts. My mind then ran on in reveries concerning the probable
effects upon the human constitution of living entirely on ginger-nuts. Ginger-nuts
are so called, because they contain ginger as one of their peculiar constituents, and
the final flavoring one. Now, what was ginger? A hot, spicy thing. Was Bartleby
hot and spicy? Not at all. Ginger, then, had no effect upon Bartleby. Probably he
preferred it should have none.

Nothing so aggravates an earnest person as a passive resistance. If the individ-
ual so resisted be of a not inhumane temper, and the resisting one perfectly harm-
less in his passivity, then, in the better moods of the former, he will endeavor
charitably to construe to his imagination what proves impossible to be solved by
his judgment. Even so, for the most part, I regarded Bartleby and his ways. Poor
fellow! thought I, he means no mischief; it is plain he intends no insolence; his as-
pect sufficiently evinces that his eccentricities are involuntary. He is useful to me. I
can get along with him. If I turn him away, the chances are he will fall in with
some less indulgent employer, and then he will be rudely treated, and perhaps
driven forth miserably to starve. Yes. Here I can cheaply purchase a delicious self-
approval. To befriend Bartleby; to humor him in his strange wilfulness, will cost
me little or nothing, while I lay up in my soul what will eventually prove a sweet
morsel for my conscience. But this mood was not invariable with me. The passive-
ness of Bartleby sometimes irritated me. I felt strangely goaded on to encounter
him in new opposition—to elicit some angry spark from him answerable to my
own. But, indeed, I might as well have essayed to strike fire with my knuckles
against a bit of Windsor soap. But one afternoon the evil impulse in me mastered
me, and the following little scene ensued:

“Bartleby,” said I, “when those papers are all copied, I will compare them
with you.”

“I would prefer not to.”
“How? Surely you do not mean to persist in that mulish vagary?”
No answer.
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I threw open the folding-doors nearby, and turning upon Turkey and Nip-
pers, exclaimed:

“Bartleby a second time says, he won’t examine his papers. What do you think
of it, Turkey?”

It was afternoon, be it remembered. Turkey sat glowing like a brass boiler; his
bald head steaming; his hands reeling among his blotted papers.

“Think of it?” roared Turkey. “I think I’ll just step behind his screen, and
black his eyes for him!”

So saying, Turkey rose to his feet and threw his arms into a pugilistic posi-
tion. He was hurrying away to make good his promise, when I detained him,
alarmed at the effect of incautiously rousing Turkey’s combativeness after dinner.

“Sit down, Turkey,” said I, “and hear what Nippers has to say. What do you
think of it, Nippers? Would I not be justified in immediately dismissing Bartleby?”

“Excuse me, that is for you to decide, sir. I think his conduct quite unusual,
and, indeed, unjust, as regards Turkey and myself. But it may only be a passing
whim.”

“Ah,” exclaimed I, “you have strangely changed your mind, then—you speak
very gently of him now.”

“All beer,” cried Turkey; “gentleness is effects of beer—Nippers and I dined
together to-day. You see how gentle I am, sir. Shall I go and black his eyes?”

“You refer to Bartleby, I suppose. No, not to-day, Turkey,” I replied; “pray,
put up your fists.”

I closed the doors, and again advanced towards Bartleby. I felt additional in-
centives tempting me to my fate. I burned to be rebelled against again. I remem-
bered that Bartleby never left the office.

“Bartleby,” said I, “Ginger Nut is away; just step around to the Post Office,
won’t you?” (it was but a three minutes’ walk) “and see if there is anything for me.”

“I would prefer not to.”
“You will not?”
“I prefer not.”
I staggered to my desk, and sat there in a deep study. My blind inveteracy re-

turned. Was there any other thing in which I could procure myself to be ignomin-
iously repulsed by this lean, penniless wight?—my hired clerk? What added thing
is there, perfectly reasonable, that he will be sure to refuse to do?

“Bartleby!”
No answer.
“Bartleby,” in a louder tone.
No answer.
“Bartleby,” I roared.
Like a very ghost, agreeably to the laws of magical invocation, at the third

summons, he appeared at the entrance of his hermitage.
“Go to the next room, and tell Nippers to come to me.”
“I prefer not to,” he respectfully and slowly said, and mildly disappeared.
“Very good, Bartleby,” said I, in a quiet sort of serenely-severe self-possessed

tone, intimating the unalterable purpose of some terrible retribution very close at
hand. At the moment I half intended something of the kind. But upon the whole,
as it was drawing towards my dinner-hour, I thought it best to put on my hat and
walk home for the day, suffering much from perplexity and distress of mind.
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Shall I acknowledge it? The conclusion of this whole business was, that it soon
became a fixed fact of my chambers, that a pale young scrivener, by the name of
Bartleby, had a desk there; that he copied for me at the usual rate of four cents a
folio (one hundred words); but he was permanently exempt from examining the
work done by him, that duty being transferred to Turkey and Nippers, out of com-
pliment, doubtless, to their superior acuteness; moreover, said Bartleby was never,
on any account, to be dispatched on the most trivial errand of any sort; and that
even if entreated to take upon him such a matter, it was generally understood that
he would “prefer not to”—in other words, that he would refuse point-blank.

As days passed on, I became considerably reconciled to Bartleby. His steadi-
ness, his freedom from all dissipation, his incessant industry (except when he chose
to throw himself into a standing revery behind his screen), his great stillness, his
unalterableness of demeanor under all circumstances, made him a valuable acqui-
sition. One prime thing was this—he was always there—first in the morning, con-
tinually through the day, and the last at night. I had a singular confidence in his
honesty. I felt my most precious papers perfectly safe in his hands. Sometimes, to
be sure, I could not, for the very soul of me, avoid falling into sudden spasmodic
passions with him. For it was exceeding difficult to bear in mind all the time those
strange peculiarities, privileges, and unheard-of exemptions, forming the tacit stip-
ulations on Bartleby’s part under which he remained in my office. Now and then,
in the eagerness of dispatching pressing business, I would inadvertently summon
Bartleby, in a short, rapid tone, to put his finger, say, on the incipient tie of a bit of
red tape with which I was about compressing some papers. Of course, from be-
hind the screen the usual answer, “I prefer not to,” was sure to come; and then,
how could a human creature, with the common infirmities of our nature, refrain
from bitterly exclaiming upon such perverseness—such unreasonableness? How-
ever, every added repulse of this sort which I received only tended to lessen the
probability of my repeating the inadvertence.

Here it must be said, that, according to the custom of most legal gentlemen
occupying chambers in densely-populated law buildings, there were several keys
to my door. One was kept by a woman residing in the attic, which person weekly
scrubbed and daily swept and dusted my apartments. Another was kept by Turkey
for convenience sake. The third I sometimes carried in my own pocket. The fourth
I knew not who had.

Now, one Sunday morning I happened to go to Trinity Church, to hear a cele-
brated preacher, and finding myself rather early on the ground I thought I would
walk round to my chambers for a while. Luckily I had my key with me; but upon
applying it to the lock, I found it resisted by something inserted from the inside.
Quite surprised, I called out; when to my consternation a key was turned from
within; and thrusting his lean visage at me, and holding the door ajar, the appari-
tion of Bartleby appeared, in his shirtsleeves, and otherwise in a strangely tattered
deshabille, saying quietly that he was sorry, but he was deeply engaged just then,
and—preferred not admitting me at present. In a brief word or two, he moreover
added, that perhaps I had better walk round the block two or three times, and by
that time he would probably have concluded his affairs.

Now, the utterly unsurmised appearance of Bartleby, tenanting my law-chambers
of a Sunday morning, with his cadaverously gentlemanly nonchalance, yet withal
firm and self-possessed, had such a strange effect upon me, that incontinently I
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slunk away from my own door, and did as desired. But not without sundry twinges
of impotent rebellion against the mild effrontery of this unaccountable scrivener.
Indeed, it was his wonderful mildness chiefly, which not only disarmed me, but
unmanned me, as it were. For I consider that one, for the time, is a sort of un-
manned when he tranquilly permits his hired clerk to dictate to him, and order
him away from his own premises. Furthermore, I was full of uneasiness as to what
Bartleby could possibly be doing in my office in his shirtsleeves, and in an other-
wise dismantled condition of a Sunday morning. Was anything amiss going on?
Nay, that was out of the question. It was not to be thought of for a moment that
Bartleby was an immoral person. But what could he be doing there?—copying?
Nay again, whatever might be his eccentricities, Bartleby was an eminently deco-
rous person. He would be the last man to sit down to his desk in any state ap-
proaching to nudity. Besides, it was Sunday; and there was something about
Bartleby that forbade the supposition that he would by any secular occupation vi-
olate the proprieties of the day.

Nevertheless, my mind was not pacified; and full of a restless curiosity, at last
I returned to the door. Without hindrance I inserted my key, opened it, and en-
tered. Bartleby was not to be seen. I looked round anxiously, peeped behind his
screen; but it was very plain that he was gone. Upon more closely examining the
place, I surmised that for an indefinite period Bartleby must have ate, dressed, and
slept in my office, and that too without plate, mirror, or bed. The cushioned seat
of a rickety old sofa in one corner bore the faint impress of a lean, reclining form.
Rolled away under his desk, I found a blanket; under the empty grate, a blacking
box and brush; on the chair, a tin basin, with soap and a ragged towel; in a news-
paper a few crumbs of ginger-nuts and a morsel of cheese. Yes, thought I, it is evi-
dent enough that Bartleby has been making his home here, keeping bachelor’s hall
all by himself. Immediately then the thought came sweeping across me, what mis-
erable friendlessness and loneliness are here revealed! His poverty is great; but his
solitude, how horrible! Think of it. Of a Sunday, Wall Street is deserted as Petra;8

and every night of every day it is an emptiness. This building, too, which of week-
days hums with industry and life, at nightfall echoes with sheer vacancy, and all
through Sunday is forlorn. And here Bartleby makes his home; sole spectator of a
solitude which he has seen all populous—a sort of innocent and transformed Mar-
ius brooding among the ruins of Carthage!9

For the first time in my life a feeling of overpowering stinging melancholy
seized me. Before, I had never experienced aught but a not unpleasing sadness.
The bond of a common humanity now drew me irresistibly to gloom. A fraternal
melancholy! For both I and Bartleby were sons of Adam. I remembered the bright
silks and sparkling faces I had seen that day, in gala trim, swan-like sailing down
the Mississippi of Broadway; and I contrasted them with the pallid copyist, and
thought to myself, Ah, happiness courts the light, so we deem the world is gay;

8. A city in Palestine, rediscovered by explorers in 1812 after having been deserted and lost for cen-
turies.
9. Caius Marius (155–86 B.C.), plebeian general and consul of Rome, after notable victories in Africa,
betrayed by patricians and exiled, became a popular figure of nineteenth-century democratic literature
and art.
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but misery hides aloof, so we deem that misery there is none. These sad fancy-
ings—chimeras, doubtless, of a sick and silly brain—led on to other and more spe-
cial thoughts, concerning the eccentricities of Bartleby. Presentiments of strange
discoveries hovered round me. The scrivener’s pale form appeared to me laid out,
among uncaring strangers, in its shivering winding-sheet.

Suddenly I was attracted by Bartleby’s closed desk, the key in open sight left
in the lock.

I mean no mischief, seek the gratification of no heartless curiosity, thought
I; besides, the desk is mine, and its contents, too, so I will make bold to look
within. Everything was methodically arranged, the papers smoothly placed. The
pigeon-holes were deep, and removing the files of documents, I groped into their re-
cesses. Presently I felt something there, and dragged it out. It was an old bandanna
handkerchief, heavy and knotted. I opened it, and saw it was a savings’ bank.

I now recalled all the quiet mysteries which I had noted in the man. I remem-
bered that he never spoke but to answer; that, though at intervals he had con-
siderable time to himself, yet I had never seen him reading—no, not even a
newspaper; that for long periods he would stand looking out, at his pale window
behind the screen, upon the dead brick wall; I was quite sure he never visited any
refectory or eating-house; while his pale face clearly indicated that he never drank
beer like Turkey, or tea and coffee even, like other men; that he never went any-
where in particular that I could learn; never went out for a walk, unless, indeed,
that was the case at present; that he had declined telling who he was, or whence
he came, or whether he had any relatives in the world; that though so thin and
pale, he never complained of ill-health. And more than all, I remembered a certain
unconscious air of pallid—how shall I call it?—of pallid haughtiness, say, or rather
an austere reserve about him, which had positively awed me into my tame com-
pliance with his eccentricities, when I had feared to ask him to do the slightest
incidental thing for me, even though I might know, from his long-continued mo-
tionlessness, that behind his screen he must be standing in one of those dead-wall
reveries of his.

Revolving all these things, and coupling them with the recently discovered
fact, that he made my office his constant abiding place and home, and not forget-
ful of his morbid moodiness; revolving all these things, a prudential feeling began
to steal over me. My first emotions had been those of pure melancholy and sincer-
est pity; but just in proportion as the forlornness of Bartleby grew and grew to my
imagination, did that same melancholy merge into fear, that pity into repulsion.
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. To a sensitive being, pity is not seldom pain.
And when at last it is perceived that such pity cannot lead to effectual succor, com-
mon sense bids the soul be rid of it. What I saw that morning persuaded me that
the scrivener was the victim of innate and incurable disorder. I might give alms to
his body; but his body did not pain him; it was his soul that suffered, and his soul
I could not reach.

I did not accomplish the purpose of going to Trinity Church that morning.
Somehow, the things I had seen disqualified me for the time from church-going. I

348 LITR220



Perkins−Perkins: 
Selections from American 
Literature

Herman Melville Bartleby the Scrivener © The McGraw−Hill 
Companies, 2007

walked homeward, thinking what I would do with Bartleby. Finally, I resolved
upon this—I would put certain calm questions to him the next morning, touching
his history, etc., and if he declined to answer them openly and unreservedly (and I
supposed he would prefer not), then to give him a twenty dollar bill over and
above whatever I might owe him, and tell him his services were no longer required;
but that if in any other way I could assist him, I would be happy to do so, espe-
cially if he desired to return to his native place, wherever that might be, I would
willingly help to defray the expenses. Moreover, if, after reaching home, he found
himself at any time in want of aid, a letter from him would be sure of a reply.

The next morning came.
“Bartleby,” said I, gently calling to him behind his screen.
No reply.
“Bartleby,” said I, in a still gentler tone, “come here; I am not going to ask

you to do anything you would prefer not to do—I simply wish to speak to you.”
Upon this he noiselessly slid into view.
“Will you tell me, Bartleby, where you were born?”
“I would prefer not to.”
“Will you tell me anything about yourself?”
“I would prefer not to.”
“But what reasonable objection can you have to speak to me? I feel friendly

towards you.”
He did not look at me while I spoke, but kept his glance fixed upon my bust of

Cicero, which, as I then sat, was directly behind me, some six inches above my head.
“What is your answer, Bartleby?” said I, after waiting a considerable time for

a reply, during which his countenance remained immovable, only there was the
faintest conceivable tremor of the white attenuated mouth.

“At present I prefer to give no answer,” he said, and retired into his hermitage.
It was rather weak in me I confess, but his manner, on this occasion, nettled

me. Not only did there seem to lurk in it a certain calm disdain, but his perverse-
ness seemed ungrateful, considering the undeniable good usage and indulgence he
had received from me.

Again I sat ruminating what I should do. Mortified as I was at his behavior,
and resolved as I had been to dismiss him when I entered my office, nevertheless I
strangely felt something superstitious knocking at my heart, and forbidding me to
carry out my purpose, and denouncing me for a villain if I dared to breathe one
bitter word against this forlornest of mankind. At last, familiarly drawing my
chair behind his screen, I sat down and said: “Bartleby, never mind, then, about
revealing your history; but let me entreat you, as a friend, to comply as far as may
be with the usages of this office. Say now, you will help to examine papers tomor-
row or next day: in short, say now, that in a day or two you will begin to be a lit-
tle reasonable:—say so, Bartleby.”

“At present I would prefer not to be a little reasonable,” was his mildly ca-
daverous reply.

Just then the folding-doors opened, and Nippers approached. He seemed suf-
fering from an unusually bad night’s rest, induced by severer indigestion than com-
mon. He overheard those final words of Bartleby.
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“Prefer not, eh?” gritted Nippers—“I’d prefer him, if I were you, sir,” ad-
dressing me—“I’d prefer him; I’d give him preferences, the stubborn mule! What
is it, sir, pray, that he prefers not to do now?”

Bartleby moved not a limb.
“Mr. Nippers,” said I, “I’d prefer that you would withdraw for the present.”
Somehow, of late, I had got into the way of involuntarily using this word “pre-

fer” upon all sorts of not exactly suitable occasions. And I trembled to think that
my contact with the scrivener had already and seriously affected me in a mental
way. And what further and deeper aberration might it not yet produce? This appre-
hension had not been without efficacy in determining me to summary measures.

As Nippers, looking very sour and sulky, was departing, Turkey blandly and
deferentially approached.

“With submission, sir,” said he, “yesterday I was thinking about Bartleby
here, and I think that if he would but prefer to take a quart of good ale every day,
it would do much towards mending him, and enabling him to assist in examining
his papers.”

“So you have got the word, too,” said I, slightly excited.
“With submission, what word, sir?” asked Turkey, respectfully crowding him-

self into the contracted space behind the screen, and by so doing, making me jostle
the scrivener. “What word, sir?”

“I would prefer to be left alone here,” said Bartleby, as if offended at being
mobbed in his privacy.

“That’s the word, Turkey,” said I—“that’s it.”
“Oh, prefer? oh yes—queer word. I never use it myself. But, sir, as I was say-

ing, if he would but prefer—”
“Turkey,” interrupted I, “you will please withdraw.”
“Oh certainly, sir, if you prefer that I should.”
As he opened the folding-door to retire, Nippers at his desk caught a glimpse

of me, and asked whether I would prefer to have a certain paper copied on blue
paper or white. He did not in the least roguishly accent the word “prefer.” It was
plain that it involuntarily rolled from his tongue. I thought to myself, surely I must
get rid of a demented man, who already has in some degree turned the tongues, if
not the heads of myself and clerks. But I thought it prudent not to break the dis-
mission at once.

The next day I noticed that Bartleby did nothing but stand at his window in
his dead-wall revery. Upon asking him why he did not write, he said that he had
decided upon doing no more writing.

“Why, how now? what next?” exclaimed I, “do no more writing?”
“No more.”
“And what is the reason?”
“Do you not see the reason for yourself?” he indifferently replied.
I looked steadfastly at him, and perceived that his eyes looked dull and glazed.

Instantly it occurred to me, that his unexampled diligence in copying by his dim
window for the first few weeks of his stay with me might have temporarily im-
paired his vision.

I was touched. I said something on condolence with him. I hinted that of
course he did wisely in abstaining from writing for a while; and urged him to em-
brace that opportunity of taking wholesome exercise in the open air. This, how-
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ever, he did not do. A few days after this, my other clerks being absent, and being
in a great hurry to dispatch certain letters by the mail, I thought that, having noth-
ing else earthly to do, Bartleby would surely be less inflexible than usual, and carry
these letters to the post-office. But he blankly declined. So, much to my inconve-
nience, I went myself.

Still added days went by. Whether Bartleby’s eyes improved or not, I could
not say. To all appearance, I thought they did. But when I asked him if they did,
he vouchsafed no answer. At all events, he would do no copying. At last, in reply
to my urgings, he informed me that he had permanently given up copying.

“What!” exclaimed I; “suppose your eyes should get entirely well—better
than ever before—would you not copy then?”

“I have given up copying,” he answered, and slid aside.
He remained as ever, a fixture in my chamber. Nay—if that were possible—he

became still more of a fixture than before. What was to be done? He would do
nothing in the office; why should he stay there? In plain fact, he had now become
a millstone to me, not only useless as a necklace, but afflictive to bear. Yet I was
sorry for him. I speak less than truth when I say that, on his own account, he oc-
casioned me uneasiness. If he would but have named a single relative or friend, I
would instantly have written, and urged their taking the poor fellow away to some
convenient retreat. But he seemed alone, absolutely alone in the universe. A bit of
wreck in the mid-Atlantic. At length, necessities connected with my business tyr-
annized over all other considerations. Decently as I could, I told Bartleby that in
six days’ time he must unconditionally leave the office. I warned him to take mea-
sures, in the interval, for procuring some other abode. I offered to assist him in
this endeavor, if he himself would but take the first step towards a removal. “And
when you finally quit me, Bartleby,” added I, “I shall see that you go not away en-
tirely unprovided. Six days from this hour, remember.”

At the expiration of that period, I peeped behind the screen, and lo! Bartleby
was there.

I buttoned up my coat, balanced myself; advanced slowly towards him,
touched his shoulder, and said, “The time has come; you must quit this place; I
am sorry for you; here is money; but you must go.”

“I would prefer not,” he replied, with his back still towards me.
“You must.”
He remained silent.
Now I had an unbounded confidence in this man’s common honesty. He had

frequently restored to me sixpences and shillings carelessly dropped upon the floor,
for I am apt to be very reckless in such shirt-button affairs. The proceeding, then,
which followed will not be deemed extraordinary.

“Bartleby,” said I, “I owe you twelve dollars on account; here are thirty-two;
the odd twenty are yours—Will you take it?” and I handed the bills towards him.

But he made no motion.
“I will leave them here, then,” putting them under a weight on the table. Then

taking my hat and cane and going to the door, I tranquilly turned and added—
“After you have removed your things from these offices, Bartleby, you will of
course lock the door—since every one is now gone for the day but you—and if
you please, slip your key underneath the mat, so that I may have it in the morn-
ing. I shall not see you again; so good-bye to you. If, hereafter, in your new place

Herman Melville, Bartleby the Scrivener 351



Perkins−Perkins: 
Selections from American 
Literature

Herman Melville Bartleby the Scrivener © The McGraw−Hill 
Companies, 2007

of abode, I can be of any service to you, do not fail to advise me by letter. Good-
bye, Bartleby, and fare you well.”

But he answered not a word; like the last column of some ruined temple, he
remained standing mute and solitary in the middle of the otherwise deserted room.

As I walked home in a pensive mood, my vanity got the better of my pity. I
could not but highly plume myself on my masterly management in getting rid of
Bartleby. Masterly I call it, and such it must appear to any dispassionate thinker.
The beauty of my procedure seemed to consist in its perfect quietness. There was
no vulgar bullying, no bravado of any sort, no choleric hectoring, and striding to
and fro across the apartment, jerking out vehement commands for Bartleby to
bundle himself off with his beggarly traps. Nothing of the kind. Without loudly
bidding Bartleby depart—as an inferior genius might have done—I assumed the
ground that depart he must; and upon that assumption built all I had to say. The
more I thought over my procedure, the more I was charmed with it. Nevertheless,
next morning, upon awakening, I had my doubts—I had somehow slept off the
fumes of vanity. One of the coolest and wisest hours a man has, is just after he
awakes in the morning. My procedure seemed as sagacious as ever—but only in
theory. How it would prove in practice—there was the rub. It was truly a beauti-
ful thought to have assumed Bartleby’s departure; but, after all, that assumption
was simply my own, and none of Bartleby’s. The great point was, not whether I
had assumed that he would quit me, but whether he would prefer to do so. He
was more a man of preferences than assumptions.

After breakfast, I walked down town, arguing the probabilities pro and con.
One moment I thought it would prove a miserable failure, and Bartleby would be
found all alive at my office as usual; the next moment it seemed certain that I
should find his chair empty. And so I kept veering about. At the corner of Broad-
way and Canal Street, I saw quite an excited group of people standing in earnest
conversation.

“I’ll take odds he doesn’t,” said a voice as I passed.
“Doesn’t go?—done!” said I, “put up your money.”
I was instinctively putting my hand in my pocket to produce my own, when I

remembered that this was an election day. The words I had overheard bore no ref-
erence to Bartleby, but to the success or non-success of some candidate for the
mayoralty. In my intent frame of mind, I had, as it were, imagined that all Broad-
way shared in my excitement, and were debating the same question with me. I
passed on, very thankful that the uproar of the street screened my momentary 
absent-mindedness.

As I had intended, I was earlier than usual at my office door. I stood listening
for a moment. All was still. He must be gone. I tried the knob. The door was
locked. Yes, my procedure had worked to a charm; he indeed must be vanished.
Yet a certain melancholy mixed with this: I was almost sorry for my brilliant suc-
cess. I was fumbling under the door mat for the key which Bartleby was to have
left there for me, when accidentally my knee knocked against a panel, producing a
summoning sound, and in response a voice came to me from within—“Not yet; I
am occupied.”

It was Bartleby.
I was thunderstruck. For an instant I stood like the man who, pipe in mouth,

was killed one cloudless afternoon long ago in Virginia, by summer lightning; at
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his own warm open window he was killed, and remained leaning out there upon
the dreamy afternoon, till some one touched him, when he fell.

“Not gone!” I murmured at last. But again obeying that wondrous ascen-
dancy which the inscrutable scrivener had over me, and from which ascendancy,
for all my chafing, I could not completely escape, I slowly went down stairs and
out into the street, and while walking round the block, considered what I should
next do in this unheard-of perplexity. Turn the man out by an actual thrusting I
could not; to drive him away by calling him hard names would not do; calling in
the police was an unpleasant idea; and yet, permit him to enjoy his cadaverous tri-
umph over me—this, too, I could not think of. What was to be done? or, if noth-
ing could be done, was there anything further that I could assume in the matter?
Yes, as before I had prospectively assumed that Bartleby would depart, so now I
might retrospectively assume that departed he was. In the legitimate carrying out
of this assumption, I might enter my office in a great hurry, and pretending not to
see Bartleby at all, walk straight against him as if he were air. Such a proceeding
would in a singular degree have the appearance of a home-thrust. It was hardly
possible that Bartleby could withstand such an application of the doctrine of as-
sumption. But upon second thoughts the success of the plan seemed rather dubi-
ous. I resolved to argue the matter over with him again.

“Bartleby,” said I, entering the office, with a quietly severe expression, “I am
seriously displeased. I am pained, Bartleby. I had thought better of you. I had
imagined you of such a gentlemanly organization, that in any delicate dilemma a
slight hint would suffice—in short, an assumption. But it appears I am deceived.
Why,” I added, unaffectedly starting, “you have not even touched that money
yet,” pointing to it, just where I had left it the evening previous.

He answered nothing.
“Will you, or will you not, quit me?” I now demanded in a sudden passion,

advancing close to him.
“I would prefer not to quit you,” he replied, gently emphasizing the not.
“What earthly right have you to stay here? Do you pay any rent? Do you pay

any taxes? Or is this property yours?”
He answered nothing.
“Are you ready to go on and write now? Are your eyes recovered? Could you

copy a small paper for me this morning? or help examine a few lines? or step
round to the post-office? In a word, will you do anything at all, to give a coloring
to your refusal to depart the premises?”

He silently retired into his hermitage.
I was now in such a state of nervous resentment that I thought it but prudent

to check myself at present from further demonstrations. Bartleby and I were alone.
I remembered the tragedy of the unfortunate Adams and the still more unfortu-
nate Colt in the solitary office of the latter; and how poor Colt, being dreadfully
incensed by Adams, and imprudently permitting himself to get wildly excited, was
at unawares hurried into his fatal act—an act which certainly no man could pos-
sibly deplore more than the actor himself.1 Often it had occurred to me in my pon-

1. The murder of Samuel Adams by John C. Colt in January 1842 sensationally involved the unwed
mother of his child. Condemned to be hanged in November, he committed suicide a half hour before the
end. Melville’s interest is allegedly reflected earlier in the final scene of Pierre.
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derings upon the subject that had that altercation taken place in the public street,
or at a private residence, it would not have terminated as it did. It was the circum-
stance of being alone in a solitary office, up stairs, of a building entirely unhal-
lowed by humanizing domestic associations—an uncarpeted office, doubtless, of a
dusty, haggard sort of appearance—this it must have been, which greatly helped
to enhance the irritable desperation of the hapless Colt.

But when this old Adam of resentment rose in me and tempted me concerning
Bartleby, I grappled him and threw him. How? Why, simply by recalling the divine
injunction: “A new commandment give I unto you, that ye love one another.”2

Yes, this it was that saved me. Aside from higher considerations, charity often op-
erates as a vastly wise and prudent principle—a great safeguard to its possessor.
Men have committed murder for jealousy’s sake, and anger’s sake, and hatred’s
sake, and selfishness’ sake, and spiritual pride’s sake; but no man, that ever I heard
of, ever committed a diabolical murder for sweet charity’s sake. Mere self-interest,
then, if no better motive can be enlisted, should, especially with high-tempered
men, prompt all beings to charity and philanthropy. At any rate, upon the occa-
sion in question, I strove to drown my exasperated feelings towards the scrivener
by benevolently construing his conduct. Poor fellow, poor fellow! thought I, he
don’t mean anything; and besides, he has seen hard times, and ought to be in-
dulged.

I endeavored, also, immediately to occupy myself, and at the same time to
comfort my despondency. I tried to fancy, that in the course of the morning, at
such time as might prove agreeable to him, Bartleby, of his own free accord, would
emerge from his hermitage and take up some decided line of march in the direc-
tion of the door. But no. Half-past twelve o’clock came; Turkey began to glow in
the face, overturn his inkstand, and become generally obstreperous; Nippers
abated down into quietude and courtesy; Ginger Nut munched his noon apple;
and Bartleby remained standing at his window in one of his profoundest dead-
wall reveries. Will it be credited? Ought I to acknowledge it? That afternoon I left
the office without saying one further word to him.

Some days now passed, during which, at leisure intervals I looked a little into
“Edwards on the Will,” and “Priestley on Necessity.”3 Under the circumstances,
those books induced a salutary feeling. Gradually I slid into the persuasion that
these troubles of mine, touching the scrivener, had been all predestinated from
eternity, and Bartleby was billeted upon me for some mysterious purpose of an all-
wise Providence, which it was not for a mere mortal like me to fathom. Yes,
Bartleby, stay there behind your screen, thought I; I shall persecute you no more;
you are harmless and noiseless as any of these old chairs; in short, I never feel so
private as when I know you are here. At last I see it, I feel it; I penetrate to the pre-
destinated purpose of my life. I am content. Others may have loftier parts to enact;

2. The words of Jesus to his disciples (John 13:34).
3. Two works calculated to inspire him to accept the inevitable with grace. Jonathan Edwards, whose
Freedom of the Will (1754), a masterpiece of Calvinistic theology, deals with the relations of the human
will with predestination and grace; Joseph Priestley (1733–1804), scientist and nonconformist Unitarian
who adopted the new United States in his last decade, rejected Calvinism but based his theory of necessity
on natural determinism.
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but my mission in this world, Bartleby, is to furnish you with office-room for such
period as you may see fit to remain.

I believe that this wise and blessed frame of mind would have continued with
me, had it not been for the unsolicited and uncharitable remarks obtruded upon
me by my professional friends who visited the rooms. But thus it often is, that the
constant friction of illiberal minds wears out at last the best resolves of the more
generous. Though to be sure, when I reflected upon it, it was not strange that peo-
ple entering my office should be struck by the peculiar aspect of the unaccount-
able Bartleby, and so be tempted to throw out some sinister observations
concerning him. Sometimes an attorney, having business with me, and calling at
my office, and finding no one but the scrivener there, would undertake to obtain
some sort of precise information from him touching my whereabouts; but without
heeding his idle talk, Bartleby would remain standing immovable in the middle of
the room. So after contemplating him in that position for a time, the attorney
would depart, no wiser than he came.

Also, when a reference was going on, and the room full of lawyers and wit-
nesses, and business driving fast, some deeply-occupied legal gentleman present,
seeing Bartleby wholly unemployed, would request him to run round to his (the
legal gentleman’s) office and fetch some papers for him. Thereupon, Bartleby
would tranquilly decline, and yet remain idle as before. Then the lawyer would
give a great stare, and turn to me. And what could I say? At last I was made aware
that all through the circle of my professional acquaintance, a whisper of wonder
was running round, having reference to the strange creature I kept at my office.
This worried me very much. And as the idea came upon me of his possibly turning
out a long-lived man, and keeping occupying my chambers, and denying my au-
thority; and perplexing my visitors; and scandalizing my professional reputation;
and casting a general gloom over the premises; keeping soul and body together to
the last upon his savings (for doubtless he spent but half a dime a day), and in the
end perhaps outlive me, and claim possession of my office by right of his perpet-
ual occupancy: as all these dark anticipations crowded upon me more and more,
and my friends continually intruded their relentless remarks upon the apparition
in my room; a great change was wrought in me. I resolved to gather all my facul-
ties together, and forever rid me of this intolerable incubus.

Ere revolving any complicated project, however, adapted to this end, I first
simply suggested to Bartleby the propriety of his permanent departure. In a calm
and serious tone, I commended the idea to his careful and mature consideration.
But, having taken three days to meditate upon it, he apprised me, that his original
determination remained the same; in short, that he still preferred to abide with me.

What shall I do? I now said to myself, buttoning up my coat to the last but-
ton. What shall I do? what ought I to do? what does conscience say I should do
with this man, or, rather, ghost. Rid myself of him, I must; go, he shall. But how?
You will not thrust him, the poor, pale, passive mortal—you will not thrust such a
helpless creature out of your door? you will not dishonor yourself by such cru-
elty? No, I will not, I cannot do that. Rather would I let him live and die here, and
then mason up his remains in the wall. What, then, will you do? For all your coax-
ing, he will not budge. Bribes he leaves under your own paper-weight on your
table; in short, it is quite plain that he prefers to cling to you.
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Then something severe, something unusual must be done. What! surely you
will not have him collared by a constable, and commit his innocent pallor to the
common jail? And upon what ground could you procure such a thing to be
done?—a vagrant, is he? What! he a vagrant, a wanderer, who refuses to budge? It
is because he will not be a vagrant, then, that you seek to count him as a vagrant.
That is too absurd. No visible means of support: there I have him. Wrong again:
for indubitably he does support himself, and that is the only unanswerable proof
that any man can show of his possessing the means so to do. No more, then. Since
he will not quit me, I must quit him. I will change my offices; I will move else-
where, and give him fair notice, that if I find him on my new premises I will then
proceed against him as a common trespasser.

Acting accordingly, next day I thus addressed him: “I find these chambers too
far from the City Hall; the air is unwholesome. In a word, I propose to remove my
offices next week, and shall no longer require your services. I tell you this now, in
order that you may seek another place.”

He made no reply, and nothing more was said.
On the appointed day I engaged carts and men, proceeded to my chambers,

and, having but little furniture, everything was removed in a few hours. Through-
out, the scrivener remained standing behind the screen, which I directed to be re-
moved the last thing. It was withdrawn; and, being folded up like a huge folio, left
him the motionless occupant of a naked room. I stood in the entry watching him a
moment, while something from within me upbraided me.

I re-entered, with my hand in my pocket—and—and my heart in my mouth.
“Good-bye, Bartleby; I am going—good-bye, and God some way bless you;

and take that,” slipping something in his hand. But it dropped upon the floor, and
then—strange to say—I tore myself from him whom I had so longed to be rid of.

Established in my new quarters, for a day or two I kept the door locked, and
started at every footfall in the passages. When I returned to my rooms, after any
little absence, I would pause at the threshold for an instant, and attentively listen,
ere applying my key. But these fears were needless. Bartleby never came nigh me.

I thought all was going well, when a perturbed-looking stranger visited me,
inquiring whether I was the person who had recently occupied rooms at No.—
Wall Street.

Full of forebodings, I replied that I was.
“Then, sir,” said the stranger, who proved a lawyer, “you are responsible for

the man you left there. He refuses to do any copying; he refuses to do anything; he
says he prefers not to; and he refuses to quit the premises.”

“I am very sorry, sir,” said I, with assumed tranquillity, but an inward tremor,
“but, really, the man you allude to is nothing to me—he is no relation or appren-
tice of mine, that you should hold me responsible for him.”

“In mercy’s name, who is he?”
“I certainly cannot inform you. I know nothing about him. Formerly I em-

ployed him as a copyist; but he has done nothing for me now for some time past.”
“I shall settle him, then—good morning, sir.”
Several days passed, and I heard nothing more; and, though I often felt a char-

itable prompting to call at the place and see poor Bartleby, yet a certain squea-
mishness, of I know not what, withheld me.
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All is over with him, by this time, thought I, at last, when, through another
week, no further intelligence reached me. But, coming to my room the day after, I
found several persons waiting at my door in a high state of nervous excitement.

“That’s the man—here he comes,” cried the foremost one, whom I recognized
as the lawyer who had previously called upon me alone.

“You must take him away, sir, at once,” cried a portly person among them,
advancing upon me, and whom I knew to be the landlord of No.—Wall Street.
“These gentlemen, my tenants, cannot stand it any longer; Mr. B——,” pointing
to the lawyer, “has turned him out of his room, and he now persists in haunting
the building generally, sitting upon the banisters of the stairs by day, and sleeping
in the entry by night. Everybody is concerned; clients are leaving the offices; some
fears are entertained of a mob; something you must do, and that without delay.”

Aghast at this torrent, I fell back before it, and would fain have locked myself
in my new quarters. In vain I persisted that Bartleby was nothing to me—no more
than to any one else. In vain—I was the last person known to have anything to do
with him, and they held me to the terrible account. Fearful, then, of being exposed
in the papers (as one person present obscurely threatened), I considered the mat-
ter, and, at length, said, that if the lawyer would give me a confidential interview
with the scrivener, in his (the lawyer’s) own room, I would, that afternoon, strive
my best to rid them of the nuisance they complained of.

Going up stairs to my old haunt, there was Bartleby silently sitting upon the
banister at the landing.

“What are you doing here, Bartleby?” said I.
“Sitting upon the banister,” he mildly replied.
I motioned him into the lawyer’s room, who then left us.
“Bartleby,” said I, “are you aware that you are the cause of great tribulation

to me, by persisting in occupying the entry after being dismissed from the office?”
No answer.
“Now one of two things must take place. Either you must do something, or

something must be done to you. Now what sort of business would you like to en-
gage in? Would you like to re-engage in copying for some one?”

“No; I would prefer not to make any change.”
“Would you like a clerkship in a dry-goods store?”
“There is too much confinement about that. No, I would not like a clerkship;

but I am not particular.”
“Too much confinement,” I cried, “why, you keep yourself confined all 

the time!”
“I would prefer not to take a clerkship,” he rejoined, as if to settle that little

item at once.
“How would a bar-tender’s business suit you? There is no trying of the eye-

sight in that.”
“I would not like it at all; though, as I said before, I am not particular.”
His unwonted wordiness inspirited me. I returned to the charge.
“Well, then, would you like to travel through the country collecting bills for

the merchants? That would improve your health.”
“No, I would prefer to be doing something else.”
“How, then, would going as a companion to Europe, to entertain some young

gentleman with your conversation—how would that suit you?”
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“Not at all. It does not strike me that there is anything definite about that. I
like to be stationary. But I am not particular.”

“Stationary you shall be, then,” I cried, now losing all patience, and, for the
first time in all my exasperating connection with him, fairly flying into a passion.
“If you do not go away from these premises before night, I shall feel bound—in-
deed, I am bound—to—to—to quit the premises myself!” I rather absurdly con-
cluded, knowing not with what possible threat to try to frighten his immobility
into compliance. Despairing of all further efforts, I was precipitately leaving him,
when a final thought occurred to me—one which had not been wholly unindulged
before.

“Bartleby,” said I, in the kindest tone I could assume under such exciting cir-
cumstances, “will you go home with me now—not to my office, but my dwelling—
and remain there till we can conclude upon some convenient arrangement for you
at our leisure? Come, let us start now, right away.”

“No: at present I would prefer not to make any change at all.”
I answered nothing; but, effectually dodging every one by the suddenness and

rapidity of my flight, rushed from the building, ran up Wall Street towards Broad-
way, and, jumping into the first omnibus, was soon removed from pursuit. As soon
as tranquillity returned, I distinctly perceived that I had now done all that I possi-
bly could, both in respect to the demands of the landlord and his tenants, and with
regard to my own desire and sense of duty, to benefit Bartleby, and shield him
from rude persecution. I now strove to be entirely care-free and quiescent; and my
conscience justified me in the attempt; though, indeed, it was not so successful as I
could have wished. So fearful was I of being again hunted out by the incensed
landlord and his exasperated tenants, that, surrendering my business to Nippers,
for a few days, I drove about the upper part of the town and through the suburbs,
in my rockaway; crossed over to Jersey City and Hoboken, and paid fugitive visits
to Manhattanville and Astoria. In fact, I almost lived in my rockaway for the time.

When again I entered my office, lo, a note from the landlord lay upon the
desk. I opened it with trembling hands. It informed me that the writer had sent to
the police, and had Bartleby removed to the Tombs as a vagrant. Moreover, since I
knew more about him than any one else, he wished me to appear at that place,
and make a suitable statement of the facts. These tidings had a conflicting effect
upon me. At first I was indignant; but, at last, almost approved. The landlord’s en-
ergetic, summary disposition, had led him to adopt a procedure which I do not
think I would have decided upon myself; and yet, as a last resort, under such pe-
culiar circumstances, it seemed the only plan.

As I afterwards learned, the poor scrivener, when told that he must be con-
ducted to the Tombs, offered not the slightest obstacle, but, in his pale, unmoving
way, silently acquiesced.

Some of the compassionate and curious by-standers joined the party; and
headed by one of the constables arm-in-arm with Bartleby, the silent procession
filed its way through all the noise, and heat, and joy of the roaring thoroughfares
at noon.

The same day I received the note, I went to the Tombs, or, to speak more prop-
erly, the Halls of Justice. Seeking the right officer, I stated the purpose of my call,
and was informed that the individual I described was, indeed, within. I then as-
sured the functionary that Bartleby was a perfectly honest man, and greatly to be
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compassionated, however unaccountably eccentric. I narrated all I knew, and
closed by suggesting the idea of letting him remain in as indulgent confinement as
possible, till something less harsh might be done—though, indeed, I hardly knew
what. At all events, if nothing else could be decided upon, the alms-house must re-
ceive him. I then begged to have an interview.

Being under no disgraceful charge, and quite serene and harmless in all his
ways, they had permitted him freely to wander about the prison, and, especially,
in the inclosed grass-platted yards thereof. And so I found him there, standing all
alone in the quietest of the yards, his face towards a high wall, while all around,
from the narrow slits of the jail windows, I thought I saw peering out upon him
the eyes of murderers and thieves.

“Bartleby!”
“I know you,” he said, without looking round—“and I want nothing to say

to you.”
“It was not I that brought you here, Bartleby,” said I, keenly pained at his im-

plied suspicion. “And to you, this should not be so vile a place. Nothing reproach-
ful attaches to you by being here. And see, it is not so sad a place as one might
think. Look, there is the sky, and here is the grass.”

“I know where I am,” he replied, but would say nothing more, and so I left him.
As I entered the corridor again, a broad meat-like man, in an apron, accosted

me, and, jerking his thumb over his shoulder, said—“Is that your friend?”
“Yes.”
“Does he want to starve? If he does, let him live on the prison fare, that’s all.”
“Who are you?” asked I, not knowing what to make of such an unofficially

speaking person in such a place.
“I am the grub-man. Such gentlemen as have friends here, hire me to provide

them with something good to eat.”
“Is this so?” said I, turning to the turnkey.
He said it was.
“Well, then,” said I, slipping some silver into the grub-man’s hands (for so they

called him), “I want you to give particular attention to my friend there; let him
have the best dinner you can get. And you must be as polite to him as possible.”

“Introduce me, will you?” said the grub-man, looking at me with an expres-
sion which seemed to say he was all impatience for an opportunity to give a speci-
men of his breeding.

Thinking it would prove of benefit to the scrivener, I acquiesced; and, asking
the grub-man his name, went up with him to Bartleby.

“Bartleby, this is a friend; you will find him very useful to you.”
“Your sarvant, sir, your sarvant,” said the grub-man, making a low salutation

behind his apron. “Hope you find it pleasant here, sir; nice grounds—cool apart-
ments—hope you’ll stay with us some time—try to make it agreeable. What will
you have for dinner today?”

“I prefer not to dine to-day,” said Bartleby, turning away. “It would disagree
with me; I am unused to dinners.” So saying, he slowly moved to the other side of
the inclosure, and took up a position fronting the dead-wall.

“How’s this?” said the grub-man, addressing me with a stare of astonishment.
“He’s odd, ain’t he?”

“I think he is a little deranged,” said I, sadly.
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“Deranged? deranged is it? Well, now, upon my word, I thought that friend
of yourn was a gentleman forger; they are always pale and genteel-like, them forg-
ers. I can’t help pity ’em—can’t help it, sir. Did you know Monroe Edwards?” he
added, touchingly, and paused. Then, laying his hand pietously on my shoulder,
sighed, “he died of consumption at Sing-Sing.4 So you weren’t acquainted with
Monroe?”

“No, I was never socially acquainted with any forgers. But I cannot stop
longer. Look to my friend yonder. You will not lose by it. I will see you again.”

Some few days after this, I again obtained admission to the Tombs, and went
through the corridors in quest of Bartleby; but without finding him.

“I saw him coming from his cell not long ago,” said a turnkey, “may be he’s
gone to loiter in the yards.”

So I went in that direction.
“Are you looking for the silent man?” said another turnkey, passing me.

“Yonder he lies—sleeping in the yard there. ’Tis not twenty minutes since I saw
him lie down.”

The yard was entirely quiet. It was not accessible to the common prisoners.
The surrounding walls, of amazing thickness, kept off all sounds behind them.
The Egyptian character of the masonry weighed upon me with its gloom. But a
soft imprisoned turf grew under foot. The heart of the eternal pyramids, it seemed,
wherein, by some strange magic, through the clefts, grass-seed, dropped by birds,
had sprung.

Strangely huddled at the base of the wall, his knees drawn up, and lying on
his side, his head touching the cold stones, I saw the wasted Bartleby. But nothing
stirred. I paused; then went close up to him; stooped over, and saw that his dim
eyes were open; otherwise he seemed profoundly sleeping. Something prompted
me to touch him. I felt his hand, when a tingling shiver ran up my arm and down
my spine to my feet.

The round face of the grub-man peered upon me now. “His dinner is ready.
Won’t he dine to-day, either? Or does he live without dining?”

“Lives without dining,” said I, and closed the eyes.
“Eh!—He’s asleep, ain’t he?”
“With kings and counselors,”5 murmured I.
There would seem little need for proceeding further in this history. Imagina-

tion will readily supply the meagre recital of poor Bartleby’s interment. But, ere
parting with the reader, let me say, that if this little narrative has sufficiently inter-
ested him, to awaken curiosity as to who Bartleby was, and what manner of life
he led prior to the present narrator’s making his acquaintance, I can only reply,
that in such curiosity I fully share, but am wholly unable to gratify it. Yet here I
hardly know whether I should divulge one little item of rumor, which came to my
ear a few months after the scrivener’s decease. Upon what basis it rested, I could

4. The state prison at Ossining, New York.
5. Job in his misery (3:14) wished he were dead “with kings and counsellors of the earth, which built
desolate places for themselves.”
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never ascertain; and hence, how true it is I cannot now tell. But, inasmuch as this
vague report has not been without a certain suggestive interest to me, however sad,
it may prove the same with some others; and so I will briefly mention it. The report
was this: that Bartleby had been a subordinate clerk in the Dead Letter Office at
Washington, from which he had been suddenly removed by a change in the admin-
istration. When I think over this rumor, hardly can I express the emotions which
seize me. Dead letters! does it not sound like dead men? Conceive a man by nature
and misfortune prone to a pallid hopelessness, can any business seem more fitted to
heighten it than that of continually handling these dead letters, and assorting them
for the flames? For by the cart-load they are annually burned. Sometimes from out
the folded paper the pale clerk takes a ring—the finger it was meant for, perhaps,
moulders in the grave; a bank-note sent in swiftest charity—he whom it would re-
lieve, nor eats nor hungers any more; pardon for those who died despairing; hope
for those who died unhoping; good tidings for those who died stifled by unrelieved
calamities. On errands of life, these letters speed to death.

Ah, Bartleby! Ah, humanity!
1853, 1856
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