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Glendinning" (pp. 9-10). He is lacking, it turns out, both in 
personal qualities and in historical opportunities. When he tries 
on his grandfather's military vest, "the pockets [fall] below his 
knees" (p. 38). When he recalls his forebears' deeds, "ten thousand 
mailed thoughts started up in Pierre's soul, and glared round for 
some insulted good cause to defend" (p. 20), but then he considers 
his own meager prospects. How can he hope to equal the heroics 
of his paternal great-grandfather, who took the land from the 
Indians? Although "mortally wounded," the narrator tells us, the 
old general had "sat unhorsed on his saddle in the grass, with his 
dying voice, still cheering his men in the fray" (pp. 9-10)­
hence the name Saddle Meadows. What deeds can Pierre hope 
to accomplish to match those of his Revolutionary grandfather, 
"grand old Pierre Glendinning"? The portrait of that hero moves 
his third-generation heir to "an infinite and mournful longing": 

Pierre's grandfather [was] an American gentleman ... during a fire 
in the old manorial mansion, with one dash of his foot, he had 
smitten down an oaken door, to admit the buckets of his negro 
slaves . ... In a night-scuffle in the wilderness before the Revolution­
ary War, he had annihilated two Indian savages by making recipro­
cal bludgeons of their heads. And all this was done by the mildest 
hearted, and most blue-eyed gentleman in the world ... a gentle, 
white-haired worshipper of all the household gods; the gentlest hus­
band, and the gentlest father; the kindest of masters to his slaves 
... a sweet-hearted, charitable Christian; in fine, a pure, cheerful, 
childlike, blue-eyed, divine old man ... fit image of his God . ... The 
majestic sweetness of this portrait was truly wonderful ... a glorious 
gospel framed and hung upon the wall, and declaring to all people, 
as from the Mount, that man is a noble, god-like being, full of 
choicest juices. (pp. 37-38; my italics) 

The satire is excessive, especially considering that Melville 
modelled these republican demigods on his own forebears, and 
this portrait in particular on his maternal grandfather, Peter 
Gansevoort, "the hero of Fort Stanwix", after whom he and his 
wife had just named their second child. 41 But then, the same tone 
of excess characterizes all of the passages I quoted, beginning with 
the portrait of majestic Greylock, overflowing with "bounteouS 
fertilizations." In all cases, it is the voice of the betrayed idealist, 
an excess of outrage bred in an excess of hope. On some level, I 
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have been suggesting, this is Melville's voice, but it would be as 
imprecise to equate the two as it would be to equate Melville with 
his optimistic-naive narrator. * The bitter parodist of the "sweet 
dreams" of Saddle Meadows has his own, equally illusory faith in 
order, the nightmare vision of catastrope by design. And the rela­
tion between the optimist and the pessimist (as between Pierre 
and Vivia) develops through a series of dualisms that recast con­
flict into counter-dependence. Moby-Dick builds on a disjunction 
of separate voices and narrative modes. Pierre is the story of con­
tradictory forms of narration seeking their separate voices and 
finding instead their common source in a dominant cultural 
rhetoric. 

•Melville's own views here-insofar as they can be identified by negation, 
in contradistinction to the vicws of hiS narrators--tend toward the secular, the 
non-apocalyptic, and the cyclical. I have in mind the outlook he first sets out in 
Mardi, in the midst of his narrative of Vivenza (the United States), in the form of 
an anonymous scroll purporting to be "A Voice from the Gods." Vivenza's "grand 
error," it explains, lies in the 

"conceit that Mardi [the worldJ is now In the last scene of the last act of 
her drama and that all preceding events were ordained to bring about the 
catastrophe you believe to be at hand-a universal and permanent republic. 

"May it please you, those who hold to these things arc fools. 
"Time is made up of vanous ages; and eaeh thinks its own a novclty. 

But Imbedded in the walls of the pyramids ... sculptured stones are found 
belonging to yet older fabncs. And as the mound-building period of yore, 
so every age thmks its erections WIll forever endure. But ... while deriving 
their substance from the past, succeeding generations in time themselves 
decay.... 

"Throughout all eternity the parts of the past arc but parts of the future 
reversed." (Mardi. and a Voyage Thither, In Tvpee. Omoo, ManiJ, ed. G. 
Thomas Tanselle [Library of America: New York, 1982], pp. 1181, 11831 

This outlook, let me add, is implicit In the Dedication. As distinct from the mythic 
mountain-the Greylock who is either the figure of silence or else thc figural 
Titan, son of Aurora and type of the Messiah-there is the geological mountain: 
"Greylock," the product of hoary age, and Image of the cyclical process whcreby 
"the parts of the past"-New World and Old, Memnon and Hamlet, Pierre Sr., and 
the Pierre before him-"are but parts of the future reversed." But this voice is not 
developed in the narrative proper (though it may be traced by indirection through 
the abundant Imagery of New World "ruins," "torsoes," "amputations," and "an­
tiquities"l. What 1 termed the third authorial voice serves largely to mediate 
between these contrapuntal chroniclers of Pierre's destiny/fate. This relativist 
View functions by indirection as a distancing device from the various rhetorical 
constructions that make up the novel's plot and action. In a separate essay 1discuss 
Melville's subsequent development of this distancing technique, through The 
Piazza Tales and Clarel. 
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For however we interpret the mystery of Pierre, Sr., the family 
taint is symbolic-the legacy of the fathers, Pierre's in particular 
and the country's in general. Isabel's face, the narrator remarks, 
first appeared to Pierre as a "shadow" from "[o]ut of the heart of 
mirthfulness ... vaguely historic and prophetic; backward, hint­
ing of some irrevocable sin; forward, pointing to some inevitable 
ill" (p. 54). Whatever her actual origins, she is a true daughter 
of the Glendinnings-the excluded immigrant sewing-girl who 
embodies the hidden, illegitimate side of their history. Isabel's 
shadow falls across all aspects of Saddle Meadows: across Indian 
mounds and traces of slave-quarters; across Mary Glendinning's 
abuse of DeIly Ulver; across Falsgrave's abuse of religious princi­
ple; across the relation between master and servant, lady and 
tenant farmer; across the class hierarchy thriving "in the heart of 
a republic" (p. 17). Whether or not Isabel is literally related to 
Pierre, she is his sister metaphorically, and he is right to claim 
her as part of his patrimony, and right to want to redress her 
wrongs. "Believe me," says the mocking narrator, "you will pro­
nounce Pierre a thorough-going Democrat in time: perhaps a little 
too Radical altogether to your fancy" (p. 18). Isabel offers Pierre 
precisely what he seeks-the "insulted good cause" through 
which he might "cap" the heroism of the fathers. And with that 
offering she gives him the incentive and the means to do just the 
reverse. Both by his unspoken sexual attraction to her and by his 
too-much-protested reason for action (to keep the paternal line 
intact and unsullied), Pierre manages not only to recapitulate the 
past's "irrevocable sin," but to bring this to its "inevitable ill." 

Pierre has a good deal of astute social commentary, but Mel­
ville concentrates on the mode of disclosure, rather than on the 
facts disclosed. Even as Isabel de-mythicizes the Saddle Meadows 
Eden she re-mythicizes it as Babylon. She is modelled on the 
victimized orphans and weaver-girls of sentimental fiction, where 
in fact this character type often serves as a focus of social criticism. 
In this sense, the popular novels to which 1 referred earlier are 
epitomized by the best-seller of 1852, Uncle Tom's Cabin; or Life 
Among the Lowly. But Pierre hardly describes Isabel's cabin, and 
(apart from Lady Glendinning's emblematic visit to the Sewing 
Circle) it tells us very little about life among the lowly. Instead, 
the various kinds of corruption that Isabel brings into view (sexual, 
moral, and economic) make her into a kind of walking allegory of 
the catastrophic view of history. That is why the narrator connects 

her so emphatically to the "cruel, blood-shedding times" (p. 92) 
of the French Revolution. The Revolution and the Terror that 
followed provided the major modern precedent for a failed repub­
lic. From 1790 on, and with special force after the collapse of the 
Second Republic in 1852, American patriots had been describing 
France as America's figural antithesis: the Beast of Babylon, Anti­
christ incarnate. In Pierre that symbolic contrast becomes histo­
riographical ambiguity. In country and city alike, Isabel's mystic 
song echoes the apocalyptic refrain, "MYSTERY, BABYLON THE 
GREAT, MOTHER OF HARLOTS, AND OF THE ABOMINA­
TIONS OF THE EARTH" (Rev. 17:5), referring not to the Old 
World now, but to the New. * 

The scriptural ground of reference here, the Book of Revela­
tion, may be the single most sustained literary source in Pierre. 
The age of the family phaeton means 666, the number of Anti­
christ (Rev. 3: 18); the name of the road to the Glendinning man­
sion, Locust Lane, evokes the plagues of the Latter Days (Rev. 
9:3); Saddle Meadows is described as the land of toads and scorpi­
ons (Rev. 11 :7,18:4); New York City is emblemized by the Scarlet 
Whore (Rev. 17: I, 19:2); and so on, through the images of Gog and 
Magog (Rev. 20:8,22: 18) in which the narrator frames the novel's 
violent end. Pierre kills his cousin Glen, thus annihilating once 
and for all the "historic line of Glendinning," representing 
America, representing the course of history itself. It is a catastro­
phe which submerges the historical, aesthetic, and psychological 

•Isabel does not therefore transcend history. On the contrary: it is one of 
Melville's central points that the origins and ends of her rhetoric of transcendence 
("mystery," "soul," "inmost truth") are conspicuously historical. It is her purpose 
to enter into Glendinning history, not to oppose (or even exposeI it. The proof 
she offers of her "true identity"-her claim to respectability-is a "complete 
deciphering of the talismanic word, Glendinning" on her (alleged) father's handker­
chief, which has the letter "G" inscribed on it (p. 175). The deciphering process 
makes for a talismanic moment in its own right: 

"Glendinning, thought I, what is that? It sounds something like gentle­
man;-Glen-din-ning;-just as many syllables as gentleman; and-G-it 
begins with the same letter; yet; it must mean my father. I will think 
of him by that word now;-I will not think of the gentleman, but of 
Glendinning. ... /A]s 1 grew up ... that word was ever humming in my 
head. I saw that it would prove the key to more." (p. 175) 

It amounts to a memorable emblem-scene of interpretation: a witty parody of 
esoteric reading I"the key to more"l that reveals the personal and political dImen­
sions (class, gender, self-interest, upward mobility I of literary exegesis. 
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dimensions of the narrative under the trope of the end-time, and 
which from the start gives a special American meaning to the 
narrator's invocations of Fate: 

in the ... vaingloriousness of his youthful soul ... how unadmon­
ished was our Pierre by that ... prophetic lesson taught, not less by 
Palmyra's quarries, than by Palmyra's ruins. Among those ruins is a 
crumbling, uncompleted shaft ... the proudstone that should have 
stood among the clouds [Rev. 21:17], Time left abased beneath the 
soil. Oh, what quenchless feud is this, that Time hath with the sons 
of Men [Rev. 14:14]! ... 

Now Pierre stands on this noble pedastal; we shall see if he keeps 
that fine footing; we shall see if Fate hath not just a little bit of a 
small word or two to say in this world ... we shall see if that blessing 
pass from him as did the divine blessing from the Hebrews [ef. Mal. 
2:2, Rom. 15:29, Gal. 3:14, Heb. 12:17, Rev. 5:13]; we shall yet see 
whether this wee bit of latinity be very far out of the way-Nema 
contra Dellm, nisi Deus ipse· (pp. 12-13, 17,20) 

•Melville found this "strange, but most striking proverb," in 1849, in 
Goethe's autobiography, Poetry and Truth. Goethe uses it to speculate about the 
daemonic element that takes possession of certain kind of heroic individual: 

Such persons are not always the most eminent men, either morally 
or intellectually ... [but] a tremendous energy seems to be seated in them. 
... All the moral powers combined are of no avail against them; in vain 
does the more enlightened portion of mankind attempt to throw suspicion 
upon them as deceived if not deceivers ... they are to be overcome by 
nothing but the universe itself. 

In Pierre, this daemonic universal takes the form of Fate, and specifically the fatal 
curse (inverse of Israel's blessing) by which the father's sins are visited upon the 
children even unto the third or the fourth generation-or until, by the immutable 
laws of mutability, they are overcome by the universe itself. This reversal of 
Goethe's meaning is symptomatic of the contrast between European individuality 
and American representative individualism, where "genius" or "greatness" is 
transformed into a mode of democratic figuralism. Melville turns the figura, of 
course, against the concept of manifest destiny, but he does so by mvoking its 
traditional manifestations: Old World ruins, European artifice versus American 
nature, prophecies of Israel's "divine blessings." Pierre embodies God's unalterable 
Willinemo contra Deum) in its inherent self-contradiction (nisi Deus ipse). Thus 
the "prophetic lesson" which the narrator draws from his triple history (Palmyra, 
America, Pierre), leads simultaneously backward, from Pierre to the ruins of Pal­
myra, and forward, "vaingloriously," from Pierre's forefathers to Pierre, "son of 
Men," inversion of the apocalyptic Son of Man. 

~ 
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As one critic has put it, II Pierre is written in the mood as well as 
the metaphor of the biblical Apocalypse." 42 

This judgment expresses the view of Pierre's doomsday narra­
tor. But his is only one view, as is that of his opposite, and beyond 
their competing figural interpretations the novel tells us little or 
nothing to suggest the end of history. Indeed, Melville indicates 
just the reverse. To begin with, all of Pierre's beginnings and 
endings are self-mocking, like the Dedication. Isabel enters the 
story as the fill-in for a blank in lithe illuminated scroll of [Pierre'sl 
Hfe"- the " one hiatus ... in that sweetly-writ manuscript"-and 
exits as a romance arbor of" ebon vines" (pp. II, 421). Lucy enters 
as the American Juliet (Shakespeare's heroine as played by, say, 
Fanny Fern) and exits, "noiselessly" and precipitously, "shrunk 
up like a scroll" (p. 418). As for the protagonist, the narrator tells 
us in introducing him: 

we have been thus decided in asserting the great genealogical and 
real-estate dignity of some families in America, because in doing so 
we poetically establish the condition of Master Pierre Glendinning. 

. . And to the observant reader the sequel will not fail to show, how 
important is this circumstance.... Nor will any man dream that 
the last chapter was merely intended for a foolish bravado. (p. 17) 

In that "last chapter" Pierre exclaims, in his final "bravado" (a 
parody of Elizabethan revenge tragedy, as represented in Victorian 
melodrama): 

"Here, then, is the untimely, timely, end;-LIfe's last chapter well 
stitched into the middle' Nor book, nor author of the book, hath any 
sequel, though each hath its last lettering!-It is ambiguous still." 
(p.418) 

Clearly, for "the observant reader," the reference here is not so 
much to Pierre as it is to Pierre, into the middle of which the 
author has stitched Plinlimmon's ambiguous letterings. As 
though to emphasize the point, the narrator tells us near the 
novel's end (in an imitation of Carlyle's Teufelsdrockh that antici­
pates the manikin of Henry Adams's Education): 

years after [Pierre's death], an old jew Clothesman rummaged over 
a surtout of Pierre's ... [and] his lynx-like fingers happened to feel 
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something foreign between the cloth and the heavy quilted bomba­
zine lining. He ripped open the skirt, and found several old pamphlet 
pages, soft and worn almost to tissue, but still legible enough to 
reveal the title-"Chronometricals and Horologicals." Pierre must 
have ignorantly thrust it into his pocket, in the stage, and it had 
worked through a rent there, and ... helped pad the padding. So that 
all the time ... he himself was wearing the pamphlet.' (pp. 342­
3431 

Pad for the padding: Pierre's "untidy termination" is just one 
more in an interminable series of doubles/inversions. The steady 
development from the interwoven "I's" of the Dedication (through 
parody, selfhood, and history) finds one more tum of Pierre's geo­
logical spiral in the mirror images of Glen and Pierre. The two 
cousins are the same age; each is an only son; each was a child 
when his father died; one is described as the other's "personal 
duplicate," his "other self"; each is a wooer of Lucy; each may be 
said to have inherited Saddle Meadows (pp. 253-254). Glen Stanly 
(Germanic variant of "stone") is the "Europeanized" city cousin, 
the artificial aristocrat corrupted by Old World ways (p. 256). 
These terms apply to Pierre as well: his French name, the artifice 
of his aristocratic lineage, the corruption in his country estate 
(and in his city dwelling, too), and the Old World legacy of Pierre, 
Sr., which recurs in the son's "marriage" to Isabel. 

I do not mean to deny the contrast between them: Glen is a 
socialite, all fashion, whereas Pierre is an absolutist, "all Truth's" 
(p. 160). I mean rather that in broad cultural terms that contrast 
reveals them as two sides of the representative American-prag­
matist and idealist, in the dual tradition (mainstream and opposi­
tional) we have come to associate with Franklin and Edwards or 

'This little history might profitably be compared to Hawthorne's introduc­
tory account of the wanderings of the scarlet letter, which reveal the Custom­
House A to be the legacy of Puritanism and the Revolution. The fact that Pierre 
"wears" the "rag pamphlet" Ip. 242) through the various stages of his agon-and 
that in doing so he becomes an incarnation of its "lettering," a walking emblem 
of the correspondence it insinuates between horologicals and chronometricals­
invites us to interpret it as a reversal of Hester's A. Pierre offers an expose from 
within of the dynamics of pluralist interpretation that The Scarlet Letter cele­
brates, and Plinlimmon's pamphlet is the model of the distancing, alienating, and 
analytical (as opposed to syntheticI techniques this involves. 
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Thoreau.' And in this broad sense, it is important to Melville's 
meaning that it should be the idealist who kills the pragmatist, 
because the facts have not lived up to the dream. It is also 
important to Melville's meaning that we can interpret this the 
other way around. Glen is acting, he himself believes, on behalf 
of a higher morality, whereas Pierre, in spite of what he believes, 
has been conforming all along (as Lucy's fiance, Pierre Sr.'s 
dutiful son, "American Hamlet," would-be Christ, and self­
reliant author) to cultural norms and expectations. From either 
perspective, the pseudo-apocalyptic "fatal encounter" between 
Pierre and Glendinning-in whose "circumstances" Pierre sees 

• Melville was to satirize this tradition in 1855 through the dualism of Frank­
lin and John Paul Jones, and indeed, through the ambiguities of each. Franklin is the 
"man of wisdom ... man of utility," the "Plato-like" contriver of Poor Richard's 
Almanac, famous alike for his "pastoral simplicity," "politic grace," "polished 
Italian tact," and" Arcadian unaffectedness" (Israel Potter: His Fifty Years of 
Exile, in Pierre, Israel Potter, The Piazza Tales, The Confidence Man. Uncollected 
Prose, Billy Budd, ed. Harrison Hayford [Library of America: New York, 1984], pp. 
470,476,479). Jones is the "American type" of "idealism" mixed with "savage" 
"violence"-and also, ambiguously, with a Pierre-like affinity to horologicals: 

" 'God helps those that help themselves.' That's been my experi­
ence.... What pamphlet is this? 'Poor Richard,' hey' reads very much 
as Doctor Franklin speaks." 

"He wrote it," said Israel. 
"Aye? ... I must get me a copy of this, and wear it around my neck 

for a charm." Ip. 494) 

Like Glen, Pierre fails in both guises-both as a chronometer and as a horologue­
because in either guise he is so culturally made-up, Glen is the creature of the 
culture he conforms to; Pierre, of the culture he rebels against. For all his intermina­
ble talk about repudiating and being himself, Pierre remains the product of Saddle 
Meadows even, or especially, in the city, where his earlier "religion of the home" 
is transmuted into the effort to make the utopian vision of individuality manifest 
in the terms of American individualism. We are told that this would-be Titan sees 
the futility of his revolt when he realizes (or as the mocking narrator putS it, 
"seemed to see" in his "self-supposed non-understanding") that he stands "entirely 
alone," deserted by "even the paternal gods" (pp. 413,343, 471I-precisely, that 
is, at the point when the aspiring god-like antinomian should feel most empowered. 
Throughout the novel, this narrator harps upon the contradictions between demo­
cratic progress and radical individuality I"all the world does never gregariously 
advance to Truth, but only here and there some of its individuals do; and by 
advancing, leave the rest behind," \p. 1961)· His savage critique of the language of 
representative individualism is dramatized at every stage of Pierre's career and on 
every level of Pierre's claims to American Selfhood, including his claims to repre­
sent "Young America in Literature." 
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"indices to all immensities," and whose audience he imagines 
to be "the drawn-up worlds in widest space" (pp. 413-414)_ 
belies both versions of American history, millennial and cata­
strophic .• 

Pierre might have become a figure of social protest, like Bar­
tleby, whom in some ways he resembles (as copiest, as prisoner, 
and as walled-in individualist). Or he might have become the 
subject of an absolutist's tragedy of mind, like Ahab, whom he 
also resembles, and whose language he sometimes echoes (mainly 
to parody). But Melville was not seeking here to advance alterna­
tive ways or outlooks. Pierre is a dramatization of the traps of 
cultural symbology: a meta-history of continuing revolution; a 
sustained critique of the rhetoric of alternative America's in 
the United States. It begins as a satire of social failings, judged 
by the standard of American ideals. It ends as a satiric representa­
tion of ideals enveloped in the "coilings" of the world that fostered 
them. 

The result is a searching commentary on the relation between 
violence and myth in America. The acts of murder and suicide 
that end the novel speak to the dynamics of hope and outrage in 
American history, the spiral of promise and frustration, rededica­
tion and further outrage, which seems always at the edge of explo­
sion, and which (from Melville's day to ours) has often sought 

"The novel's climax is carefully prepared for this purpose-first, the publish­
er's rejection letter, confirming Pierre's professional failure; then, the letter from 
Lucy's "protectors," confirming his social disgrace; and finally his Ahab-like solilo­
quy on revenge: 

"now am I hate-shod' On these [two letters] I will skate to my acquittal! 
No longer do I hold terms with aught. World's bread of life [from his 
profession] and world's breath of Isocial] honor, both are snatched from me; 
and I defy all world's bread and breath [pun on "letter and spirit"]. Here I 

. challenge one and all ... to do battle' ... Now I go out to meet my 
fate." (pp. 413-414) 

Appropriately, the confrontation with Glen Stanly is described in a series of dou­
blings: 

clapping both hands to his two breasts, Pierre, on both sides shaking off 
the sudden white grasp of two rushing girls, tore out both pistols, and 
rushed headlong upon Glen. 

"For thy one blow, take here two deaths'. 
Spatterings of his own kindred blood were upon the pavement; his 

own hand had extinguished his house. (p. 417) 
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release in dream- or nightmare-visions of the apocalypse. Here, 
toO, the action tends toward either doomsday or millennium; but 
there is no telos, no release, only a procession of ambiguities that 
circle round each other and then seem to recede endlessly, two by 
twO, into silence: "Cast thy eye in there on Vivia," "it is Ence1a­
dus," "All's o'er and ye know him not"-"And yet it follows not 
from this, that God's truth is one thing and man's truth another; 
but ... by their very contradictions they are made to correspond" 
(p.249). 

Pierre is an inside narrative of the myth-making process. It 
builds upon a series of questions of fact which are never resolved 
because the issues they pose do not matter; or rather, because they 
matter only in their irrelevance, as "mysteries" that open into the 
problematics of rhetoric. Their motif might be taken from the 
Dedication: "whether Greylock benignantly incline his hoary 
crown or no." It makes no difference whether or not Pierre, Sr., 
is technically Isabel's father, because she really is his daughter, 
metaphorically. It makes no difference whether or not Pierre and 
Isabel did commit incest, because the consequences either way 
lead into the incestuous realities of language and the mind. It 
makes no difference whether or not Pierre"actually" had a "thor­
ough understanding" of Plinlimmon's pamphlet (p. 343)-as the 
narrator claims he may-because Pierre embodies and enacts its 
ambiguities. It makes no difference whether or not "Vivia's book" 
will ever be published, because in the long view it has been pub­
lished as Pierre' (and perhaps as Pierre's predecessor as well, inso­
far as the accounts of Pierre at work constitute a "grotesque par­
ody,,43 of Melville writing Moby-Dick). It makes no difference 
which of the conflicting narrators of Pierre is the author, because 
the real unity of the novel lies in its apparent dissonance, a series 
of divergent voices which are made to correspond by their very 

"In this sense at least Melville had the last word not only about Pierre itself, 
but about its reception. The two last letters that Pierre receives may be said to 
mirror the two letters from Isabel which in effect inspire the creation of Vivia; and 
accordingly, the publisher's rejection of Vivia's epistolary "slips" makes Pierre's 
catastrophe a foreshadowing of the novel's reviews: 

"SIR: - You are a swindler. Upon the pretence of writing a popular 
novel for us, you have been ... passing through our press the sheets of a 

blasphemous rhapsody. 
(Signed) STEEL, FLINT, & ASBESTOS" (p. 414) 
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contradictions. Moby-Dick is Melville's American Apocalypse. 
Pierre is a story about the rhetoric of the Apocalypse (among 
many other texts) which works itself out in an apocalypse of 
rhetoric. 

I mean apocalypse now in its primal sense: "to unveil," "to 
reveal." In this sense, the first reviewers were right. As an inquiry 
into the ways that the rhetoric of "America" sustained itself 
through two centuries of discontinuity, violence, and change, 
Pierre really does strike with an impious hand at the very founda­
tions of American society. It is also a self-immolating inquiry into 
Melville's inability to escape his culture, and the most scathing 
review ever written of his own ill-fated literary career. This latter 
aspect of Pierre lies outside the scope of this chapter; but I might 
mention in conclusion that even here the tribute to Mount Grey­
lock provides a good vantage point for analysis. It has the right 
concerns for discussing Melville's development, including those 
of authorship and patronage. It has the right setting: the Berkshire 
"amphitheatre" where he composed much of his finest work. It 
foreshadows the books that follow directly after Pierre-Israel 
Potter, dedicated "To His Highness, the Bunker-Hill Monument," 
and The Piazza Tales, whose title story concerns an "inland 
voyage" to Mount Greylock-and it has the suggestive precedent 
of Melville's dedication of Moby-Dick, the year before Pierre, "To 
Nathaniel Hawthorne, In Token of His Genius.,,44 

Ambiguous Nathaniel Hawthorne! He seems to have nodded 
benignantly in Melville's direction in the heady summer of 1851, 
when they picnicked together on Greylock's summit, and once 
thereafter, on November 12, 1856, when Melville visited him in 
Liverpool, en route to the Holy Land. We "took a pretty long walk 
together," Hawthorne recorded in his journal, 

and sat down in a hollow among the sand hills (sheltering ourselves 
from the high, cool wind) .... Melville, as he always does, began to 
reason of Providence and futurity, and of everything that hes beyond 
the human ken, and informed me that he had "pretty much made 
up his mind to be annihilated." ... It is strange how he persists ... 
in wandering to and fro over these deserts, as dIsmal and monotonous 
as the sand hills amid which we were sitting.... [Still,] he has a very 
high and noble nature, and [is] better worth immortahty than most 
of us:' 
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I take this to be a generous tribute. Hawthorne preferred to keep 
within the human ken, if only to keep faith in providence and 
futurity. And that faith, in turn, gave him a liberal breadth of 
sympathy for those who persisted in other ways, even to the brink 
of annihilation. The same irony that allowed him to see through 
the rhetoric of manifest destiny without having his belief in pro­
gress shaken, helped him to understand (if not quite to endorse) 
those who said No-in-thunder, and to appreciate the high and 
noble nature that shone through Melville's strange, dismal, and 
(to him) monotonous speculations. 

But my subject is Melville's Pierre, not his relation to Haw­
thorne. Insofar as the novel's Dedication recalls the the ambitions 
of Moby-Dick, it evokes the process of Melville's creative un­
folding, from 1846 to 1851, from popular fiction (Typee, Gmoo) to 
novels of self-discovery (Mardi, Redburn, White-Jacket) to what 
he termed (thinking not only of Hawthorne and Shakespeare, but 
of his own epic work then in progress) "the great Art of Telling 
the Truth." In Mardi, "claiming kin with mountains," he had 
fixed his sights on a "Konstanza" which, however "crazy," would 
"create the creative." Two years later he wrote to his father-in­
law, Lemuel Shaw: "it is my earnest desire to write the sort of 
books which are said to 'fail'-Pardon this egotism." That high 
egotism asserted itself later in 1850, in his moving letter to Haw­
thorne concerning his literary hopes ("Lord, when shall we be done 
growing?"), and more movingly still, in Ishmael's meditation, or 
perhaps (according to the judgment of recent authorities) Ahab's, 
on the ambiguities of self-discovery: 

There is no steady unretracing progress in this life; we do not ad­
vance through fixed gradations, and at the last one pause:-through 
infancy's unconscious spell, boyhood's thoughtless faith, adoles­
cence' doubt (the common doom), then scepticism, then disbelief, 
resting at last in manhood's pondering repose of If. But once gone 
through, we trace the round again; and are infants, boys, and men, 

and Ifs eternally.46 

The homage to Mount Greylock might well be read as an interpre­
tation of the energizing tensions behind that astonishing develop­
ment, connecting as it does the unfathomable otherness of Typee 
to the majestic, mute white whale. It is a terrible ambiguity of 
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American literary history that that interpretation should first have 
been set out in the fourfold quasi-allegory of Pierre: literally, a 
satire of popular fiction; psychologically, a critique of the rhetoric 
of selfhood; historically, a tale of two America's; and propheti ­
cally, a failed book (entitled "Herman Melville Crazy") about the 
failure of symbolic art. 

9 

Emerson, Individualism, and 
Liberal Dissent 

What we may be witnessing is ... the end of history as such: 
that is, the end point of mankind's ideological evolution and the 
universalization of Western liberal democracy as the final form 
of human government.... [T]he victory of liberalism has oc­
curred primarily in the realm of ideas or consciousness and is as 
yet incomplete in the real or material world. But there are power­
ful reasons for believing that it is the ideal that will govern the 
material world in the long run. 

Francis Fukuyama, "The End of History?" National Interest, 
XVI (1989j, 4 

Let me assure him, in case he's worried, that there certainly 
are ["journals on the left"]. One of them, now entering its 36th 
year and going strong, is Dissent.... We do it on our own, 
"grubby" or not. And perhaps ... we come closer to traditions 
of American individualism than the conservative journals. 

Irving Howe, "Letter to the Editor," in response to 
fames Atlas's article on Fukuyama, New York Times 

Magazine, CXXXIX (November 19, 19891, 14 

And they stretched forth their hands, 
through love of the farther shore. 

Virgil, Aeneid, Book VI' 

'Quoted in Kenneth Burke, "I, Eye, Ay-Emerson's Early Essay on 'Nature': 
Thoughts on the Machinery of Transcendence," Sewanee Review, LXXIV 119661, 
894.	 Burke explains: 

In the early part of his trip to the underworld, Virgil encountered those of 
the dead who could not cross Cocytus and the Stygian swamps. Charon 
would not ferry them to their final abode because they had not been buried. 
Then comes the famous line: 

Tendebantque manus ripae ulterioris amore.. 
That is the pattern. Whether there is or is not an ultimate shore towards 
which we, the unburied, would cross, transcendence involves dialectical 
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