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ABSTRACT 

 This project considers the objective and material manifestations of invention, as 

well as the subjective processes (creative and mechanical) that invention signifies, in 

order to examine the historical, aesthetic, and ideological roles that invention plays within 

American literature, from the mid-nineteenth century through modernism.  While I am 

concerned with invention’s historical trajectory—I trace its promotion (what I call the 

“rhetoric of invention”) in popular periodicals throughout the last half of the nineteenth 

century and into the twentieth—I’m ultimately interested in theorizing invention as a 

concept that requires an examination of both history and aesthetics.  I argue that 

invention calls attention to a paradox within American culture that literary texts are 

especially adept at revealing:  the newness that invention fetishizes often contains a 

violent, eruptive underside, which American literary authors both depict and complicate.

 In chapter 1 I establish the project’s foundation, which is to explain how invention 

became such a culturally prominent mode of action, how inventions came to symbolize 

the march of American “progress,” and how inventors became the ideal American subject:  

an individual who sustains both himself and his nation by conjoining manual and 

intellectual processes.  By investigating the depiction of invention in popular periodicals, 

lectures, and histories of invention (a mode which became quite popular in nineteenth-

century America), I treat the rhetoric of invention as a text which can be close-read for 

what it reveals about the role of American artifice in the nation’s self-conception, and in 

turn, how these ideas could support both subversive and ideological ends.   
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 Herman Melville’s Typee (1846) is a perfect example of invention’s multiples 

uses.  In chapter two I argue that Typee delivers a series of inventive counter-narratives 

that disarm the stereotypes that support colonization, and that deflate the sense of 

superiority that propelled Western colonialism.  Using the rhetoric of invention against 

itself, including its portrayal of patents and intellectual property as necessary regulative 

mechanisms in the advancement of technology and industry (and hence, civilization 

itself), Typee undermines this logic by tapping into the subversive potential of invention 

as a creative force.   

 Beginning with the premise that 9/11 compels an urgent reevaluation of A 

Connecticut Yankee’s representation of mechanized slaughter—in which electricity and 

Gatling guns reduce tens of thousands of Arthurian knights to “slush”—chapter two 

examines the various historical, aesthetic and disciplinary roles played by a specific 

American invention:  the world’s first automatic weapon.  Arguing that its power to 

subdue crowds was due more to its cultural status than its actual use, I examine the 

paradox presented by a weapon like the Gatling gun:  that its elegant appearance and 

functionality, as well as the latency of the threat it posed, was a power that operated by 

taking advantage of aesthetic perception and experience.  The project’s final chapter 

investigates the poetry and prose of Ezra Pound and Mina Loy for the enthusiasm it 

registers for, as Pound phrased it, “Machine Art.”  I argue that the formal invention that 

drove modernism cannot be divorced from the prominence of mechanical invention that 

American culture and industry made prominent (and in some cases, fetishized) through 

the turn of the century. 
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INTRODUCTION:  A BRIEF HISTORY OF INVENTION 
 
 The inventive faculty of man tends more directly than any other intellectual power 
 he possesses to raise him in the scale of creation above the brutes.  Nearly every 
 advance he makes beyond the exercise of his natural instincts is caused by 
 invention—by that power of the mind which combines known properties in 
 different ways to obtain new results. 
 
          Frederick C. Bakewell, Great Facts: A Popular  
                     History and Description of the Most Remarkable 
                     Inventions During the Present Century (1860) 
 

 “Invention” is often invoked in contemporary discourses with a curious lack of 

consciousness regarding the word’s sudden dynamism and pervasiveness.  It seems 

nowadays that anything can be invented, that everything that exists is the product of 

invention, and that everyone, whether they are aware of it or not, invents. 1 When Harold 

Bloom describes Shakespeare as having “invented” the human,2

                                                 
1  The ubiquitous, if unexamined use of “invention” as a historical signifier (i.e., the world changed after x 
was invented) can be found with very little difficulty simply by perusing all the book and article titles that 
claim something was invented.  Consider the diversity of the following concepts, things, and places that 
authors, from various fields (academic and non-academic), have claimed were “invented”:  America, art, 
autonomy, banking, capitalism, chic, clouds, comfort, culture, ethnicity, fire, happiness, honey, hysteria, 
infinity, journalism, kindness, liberty, literature, memory, paradise, peace, pornography, progress, prose, 
race, racism, religion, secrecy, solitude, sodomy, style, suspicion, the real, the self, the West, the wheel, the 
world, tradition, and truth.    

 or when Toni Morrison 

asserts that all Western cultures, and the United States in particular, have “contributed to 

some aspect of an invented Africa” (7), they reestablish and validate a contemporary 

function of the word that has become especially prominent and fashionable:  whereas 

Jacques Derrida has noted that the only two historically “authorized” uses of “invention” 

 
2 “Shakespeare will go on explaining us, in part because he invented us,” Bloom writes (Preface, xviii).  I 
contend that “invented” here has a singular connotation that cannot be grasped by its synonyms, such as 
“created” or “constructed.”  I also contend that Bloom, like many others who use this word in a similar 
fashion, fails to consider the implications of this usage. 
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describe the making of machines and stories,3 now even the most fundamental units of 

material and immaterial “reality” are subject to inventive processes.  Invention has 

become, well beyond its more humble origins, a historiographical term that signals a 

certain type of historical becoming, or epistemic shift, that is caused by whatever it is that 

has been invented.  Yet the word’s conspicuousness, like Poe’s purloined letter, is also its 

disguise.  For all the work “invention” performs, it remains, with a couple important 

exceptions, virtually un-theorized and un-historicized, which is of course ironic since it 

performs so much heavy-lifting as a historical signifier.4

 Yet, even if we limit invention’s meaning to the process of making stories or 

machines, the co-existence of these meanings still raises significant questions about how 

technology and literature are brought forth into existence.  For if machines and stories are 

wrought by processes that can both be described by the same term, this suggests there 

might be connections between such supposedly disparate practices as writing literature 

and engineering technology.  Invention transgresses the divides between disciplines, 

 

                                                 
 
3 Derrida writes in “Psyche:  Inventions of the Other” (an essay first published in 1989, based on a lectures  
he delivered at Harvard in 1983 and 1984):  “Within an area of discourse that has been fairly well 
stabilized since the end of the seventeenth century in Europe, there are only two major types of authorized 
examples for invention.  On the one hand, people invent stories (fictional or fabulous), and on the other 
hand they invent machines, technical devices or mechanisms, in the broadest sense of the word” (32).  Of 
course, Derrida continues the essay only to deconstruct this double-usage and the authority that allows 
these meanings to coexist, while disguising the contradictions of such an authorization. 
 
4 Derrida’s attempt to defamiliarize “invention” was in part a reaction, not only to the word’s inherent 
complexities, but also a response to the ubiquity of “invention” as a word that, at the time of he first 
delivered his speeches, was widely privileged “in vocabulary, book titles, the rhetoric of advertising, 
literary criticism, political oratory, and even in the passwords of art, morality, and religion.  A strange 
return of a desire for invention” (42).  This trend, over twenty years later, has certainly not abated, and has 
perhaps even gained momentum.  A simple search in any library catalog, or the MLA database, provides 
evidence for the fact that “invention” has retained its currency (especially in book titles), but is still being 
handled in the same way that Bloom and Morrison handle it:  as a given, stable concept.    
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methodologies, and epistemologies; at the same time, however, invention is very 

responsive to the demands of commodification, and widely appropriated by various 

ideologies.  Full of ironic possibility, invention refers to an event that is both spontaneous 

(often the work of genius) and also the result of collaboration, manual labor, and dogged 

trial and error.  An irony that necessitates even further explaining, since invention does 

not only name a process laid claim to by all manner of “thinker-tinkers,”5

 The relationship between stories and machines, for example, that “invention” calls 

attention to interested Derrida in the early 1980s, but his deconstruction of the term never 

really took root—it did not force any careful reconsideration of the concept—and so the 

contradictions (and potentialities) that Derrida found in the history of the word 

“invention” have survived even his very thorough examination.  Though Derrida did 

consider some of the term’s shiftiness within the history of rhetoric and philosophy, one 

thing he did not recognize was the specific importance that “invention” has had in 

American history—the centrality of its role in the rhetoric of American nationalism—

which may account for its continuing durability and its ability to deflect even the most 

 but also names 

the product of that very process:  in the material world, the iconic “invention,” 

mechanized symbol of industrial progress; in the immaterial world, the fictions created 

by the inventing artist.  There are few, if any words in the English language as burdened, 

or as enduring, as “invention.”    

                                                 
5 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man.  “Though invisible I am in the great American tradition of tinkers.  That 
makes me kin to Ford, Edison and Franklin.  Call me, since I have a theory and a concept, a ‘thinker-
tinker’” (7).  This passage is a telling example of a particularly American conceptualization of invention, in 
which hero-inventors become national heroes, and in which “tinkering” as opposed to more intellectual 
methods, defines the act of invention, despite the usually quite rigorous and indeed intellectual and 
systematized realities of inventive processes. 
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thoroughgoing deconstruction.  Though Derrida’s essay remains, by far, the most 

sophisticated treatment of “invention,” his failure to historicize the concept undermined 

the force of his examination. 

 Or to be fair, it is not that Derrida failed, but that, as he points out, invention itself 

is a type of deconstruction already:  “Deconstruction is inventive or it is nothing at all,” 

he writes, in Psyche:  Inventions of the Other.  To deconstruct invention, then, would be 

to deconstruct a deconstruction, a task which keeps Derrida’s hands full, and makes 

historicizing somewhat beside the point.  Though historicizing may have been 

superfluous to Derrida’s method, his essay does not disqualify the possibility that a 

historical understanding might actually reveal something about invention’s formal and 

theoretical possibilities.  For in order to establish and explore invention’s history and its 

critical/theoretical potential, we must begin to understand the work it performs through 

the centuries (particularly the last three), a task that Derrida initiated but did not quite 

complete.  

 It is not difficult to understand why “invention” eludes deconstruction.  Its 

signifying potential is matched by an equally impressive grammatical malleability that 

hides its shiftiness behind a façade of familiarity.  Worn and familiar in the manner of a 

dependable metaphor, “invention” is employed, with the assumption of semantic 

stability, to signify a wide range of practices and objects, actions and things, verb and 

noun.  If it were not for its ubiquity—if it were slightly less operative—its dynamism 

would not be quite so troubling.  For unlike a dependable metaphor overworking itself 

toward eventual platitude, invention’s overuse perhaps betrays not a lack of meaning, but 
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an overabundance, a symptom of our unwillingness to confront the consequences of its 

overreaching. The cost of our use and conception of “invention” is paid for by a blindness 

to what it disguises behind its multipurpose grammar: an abiding and busy rhetoric, its 

ironies disguised by its ideological functions.6

 The ideology of invention can be traced back to a period in American history 

when “invention” was an especially potent catchword that played an integral role in 

nationalist rhetoric and the ideologies that supported nationalist endeavors, including 

capitalist expansion, colonialism, and the military, financial and geographical takeover of 

the western United States, or, the set of practices that came to be collectively justified as 

a fulfillment of Manifest Destiny.  Invention became, for someone like Frederick C. 

Bakewell and his fellow historians of invention, nothing less than the most distinctive 

trait separating “man” from the “brutes,” a distinction that inevitably supported the racial 

and nationalist context that provided justification for westward expansion.  By the time 

Bakewell writes his compendium, his words would have been a recognizable example of 

a particular strain of discourse very prevalent throughout mid-nineteenth-century 

America in magazines, newspapers, pulpits, schools, and lecture circuits, a rhetoric that 

promoted the accomplishments of American inventors and their inventions.  Lacking 

more tangible measures for the progress of American civilization, especially in 

comparison to their European forbears, inventions became explicit symbols for the march 

 

                                                 
 
6 According to Paul de Man in Allegories of Reading, the “couple grammar/rhetoric,” though “not a binary 
opposition since they in no way exclude each other,” provide a model for thinking about the relationship 
between the literal and the figural—a word’s denotations (its use in grammar), and a word’s connotations 
(its metaphorical or rhetorical possibilities)—precisely because they constantly destabilize each other (3-
19). 
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of American progress and were an abundant source of national pride.  They marked the 

growth of the American economy as well as the singularity of American innovation.  

They seemed to justify Abraham Lincoln’s astonishing claim in his 1859 “Second 

Lecture on Discoveries and Inventions,” that the three most significant developments in 

the history of invention, and hence, of civilization itself, were writing and printing, patent 

laws, and “the discovery of America” (361).  It was not just that America was inventing 

at a more rapid rate, but that the best and most advanced inventions could only be 

invented in America, by American inventors.  In the swirl of discourses that defined mid-

nineteenth-century America, it was the promotion of invention that remained one of the 

most pervasive, and most readily appropriated by America’s most enthusiastic flag-

wavers. 

 The most representative inventions, the cotton gins, the steam engines, the light 

bulbs, the gatling guns, played an even more prominent role.  Beyond their obvious use-

value, they provided the American people with a powerful set of iconographic reference 

points that seemed to provide proof of their makers’ superiority, over Nature, and over 

other nations.  The railroad and the steam engine contained a rhetorical, symbolic, and 

even an aesthetic force, but they were also terribly convenient tools for transporting 

people and goods quickly and efficiently. “A locomotive,” Leo Marx writes, “is a perfect 

symbol because its meaning need not be attached to it by a poet; it is inherent in its 

physical attributes.”7

                                                 
7 Though Marx attributes this observation to John Stuart Mill in Mill’s review (published in the October 
1840 issues of The Edinburgh Review) of Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, his gloss of 
Mill’s observations contains a force and precision that was not present in Mill’s formulation:  “As the 
people in general become aware of the most important physical discoveries, they are liable to form a rather 

  Invention, then, was an activity well-suited to a people who had 
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just invented their nation.  Their material inventions seemed to justify, and provide 

material evidence for, the righteous aggrandizement of the world’s fastest-growing 

democracy.  The power and efficacy of American machines provided powerful 

justification for however else these inventions might be used, especially when they were 

used in the pursuit of conquest over nature, natives, and nations.   

 If technology provided Americans physical, material proof of their putative 

superiority at a time when what it meant to be called “American” was still being 

formulated, American literary authors, critics, editors, and publishers were experiencing a 

lesser degree of success in establishing a homegrown national literature that could finally 

distinguish itself from British influence.  While in the 1840s inventors were enjoying 

unprecedented success and prestige, American writers were still responding to the 

question posited by an Englishman in 1820:  “In the four quarters of the globe, who reads 

an American book?”8

                                                                                                                                                 
contemptuous opinion of their ancestors.  The mere visible fruits of scientific progress in a wealthy society, 
the mechanical improvements, the steam-engines, the railroads, carry the feeling of admiration for modern 
and disrespect for ancient times, down even to the wholly uneducated classes” (Mill 69-70). 

  The goal of this chapter is to establish, then, the historical context 

in which “invention” became such an important concept for two, seemingly, very 

different groups of Americans, inventors and artists, at a time when the trajectories of 

these two professions, economically and culturally, were headed in different directions.  

By establishing the parameters of the rhetorical promotion of invention—the reasons why 

it was so successful, the most common arguments made for the legitimacy of American 

 
8  Evert Duyckinck, that ubiquitous, if not entirely effectual force of the New York literary scene of the 
1840s and ‘50s, was forced to incorporate Typee, for example, into his Wiley & Putnam series, “Library of 
American Books,” which was, according to Parker, “a self-conscious rebuttal to the Edinburgh Review” 
question of 1820 (v. 1, 371).  
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inventiveness, and the ideology that drove and benefitted from these arguments—this 

chapter will help to make sense of the context that caused American literary authors to 

become so ambivalent regarding invention:  their denunciation of certain inventions 

(especially violent ones), and their simultaneous willingness to conceive of their art in 

inventive terms, taking advantage of the aesthetic possibilities of inventing and 

reinventing literary and poetic genres.  What each of these authors and poets—Melville, 

Twain, Pound, Loy—intuit, and in some cases, explicitly make clear, are the stakes 

involved, the human cost and the human advantage, of a nation so intent on inventing its 

way to cultural, political, and economic prominence.  

 Functioning as a kind of long introduction to invention before the project turns 

toward American literary texts, this chapter will begin to distinguish between the two 

main potentialities embedded within invention:  the (ab)use of the concept for ideological 

and nationalist purposes—the “rhetoric of invention”—and the converse possibility that 

invention contains eruptive, progressive, and even revolutionary capabilities, capabilities 

inherent to the “aesthetic labor” that invention requires.  What this chapter will register, 

then, is a kind of doubleness at the heart of invention.  Ideology cannot wholly account 

for invention’s potential as a revolutionary, subversive idea.  Invention’s insistence upon 

newness and progress is potentially disruptive of ideology’s stranglehold.9

                                                 
 

  And yet, 

invention’s potential destructiveness remains the ever possible risk that resides within its 

revolutionary potential—the tendency of humans to expend their inventiveness on self-

9 “…invention ought to produce a disordering mechanism, that when it makes its appearance it ought to 
open up a space of unrest or turbulence for every status assignable to it.  Is it not then spontaneously 
destabilizing, even deconstructive?” (Derrida 42). 
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destruction.  While invention was the most lauded form of creative and mechanical 

artifice in the formation of American modernity, it also represented the human capacity to 

invent machines and mythologies that were self-destructive, violent, and oppressive.   

 What the writers this project focuses upon reveal—which the promoters of 

invention never really admit—is that the inventiveness that drives even the most 

beneficial, non-violent technologies and the most aesthetically pleasurable artifacts is 

always supplementary, and even potentially, an act of betrayal:  the will to invent arises 

out of the implicit logic that human existence is fundamentally unsatisfactory.  Humanity 

invents, and marks itself as “human” because it invents, at the same time that it must 

admit that it invents because, despite the singularity of human inventiveness, to be human 

itself is never enough.  The promoters of invention remain either unconscious of this fact, 

or they simply choose to ignore the vacuum that their rhetoric attempts to fill. 

 While this chapter is more concerned with delineating the rhetoric of invention 

rather than “aesthetic labor”—a term I use to describe the productive, creative aspect of 

invention that I discuss more fully in chapter two—it is necessary to say a few words 

about this distinction.  First of all, to distinguish between these two sides of invention is 

not to insist that they can be permanently divorced, or that invention can somehow be 

purified. “Aesthetic labor,” which I am using to name the procedural commonalities 

inherent to constructing stories and machines, is also a phrase I am using to address the 

absence of critical terminology relating to these processes.  First of all, aesthetic labor is 

what is left of “invention” after its mythological, transcendent, romantic, and fetishized 

qualities are filtered out; it attempts to get at the materiality of inventive procedures, even 
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while it recognizes that the absence of viable terminology to describe the creative act 

likely exists for a very good reason:  the creative act, as experienced and recalled by all 

types of artificers, is a very difficult experience to describe with words, and the reason 

why “aesthetics” has at times been dogged by frustratingly abstract terminology.  By 

calling attention to the material procedures inherent to inventing stories or inventing 

machines, even when these procedures are cognitive, “aesthetic labor” would attempt to 

describe the aesthetic experience of creative ideation by grounding this experience in the 

material, phenomenological world.  It would attempt to account for, but not necessarily 

solve, the contradictions inherent to this process, and that are inherent to “invention,” 

such as the simultaneous occurrence, within the creative process, of both spontaneity and 

re-vision. Aesthetic labor comes into focus, for example, when one keeps reading 

Wordsworth’s “Preface to the Second Edition of the Lyrical Ballads” (1798) beyond its 

most famous declaration—“For all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful 

feelings”—in order to encounter Wordsworth’s true meaning:  “and though this be true, 

Poems to which any value can be attached were never produced on any variety of 

subjects but by a man who, being possessed of more than usual organic sensibility, had 

also thought longly and deeply.”  Aesthetic labor is what is left when invention is taken 

seriously as a creative force, and when the ideologies that feed upon the mythological 

idea of invention are punctured.   

 

*** 
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 Invention, after all, has not always been such a potent concept.  While one of the 

goals of this project is to re-theorize invention by examining the aesthetics that underlie 

its processes, and the rhetoric that hijacked invention for the sake of nationalist 

promotion, this process cannot get underway without detouring back into invention’s 

(pre-)history.  The temporary deflation of invention—this puncturing of its mythological 

force—can only begin by tracing the concept back to its more humble origins as a 

rhetorical concept.  Invention, or its Latin predecessor, inventio, has roots dating back to 

Greek and Roman philosophy.  Inventio was originally a term limited to describing the 

first and preliminary step in constructing a composition or an argument.  Inventio 

described “the finding of subject-matter,” a skill distinct from “dispositio (arrangement), 

elocutio (expression or style), pronuntiatio (delivery), and memoria (memory)” (Langer 

136, Marsh and Brogan 628).  Given that these subsequent steps could not be taken 

without the original invention, the status of this aspect of the compositional and rhetorical 

process was especially privileged.  That said, classical thinkers did not necessarily intend 

for inventio to connote originality.  To invent simply meant to generate ideas, and it was 

never stipulated just how original those ideas had to be in order to qualify as pure and 

true inventions.  Sometimes invention was viewed in opposition to imitation, and 

sometimes as being nearly analogous (Langer 138).  

 During the European Renaissance invention started to shift and its meanings 

began to multiply.  During this period, Ullrich Langer writes, “the term invention has 

many senses…a ‘discovery,’ a ‘finding,’ the ‘faculty of discovery’ but also the ‘thing 

found’; something close to ‘imagination,’ ‘wit,’ and positively or pejoratively a 
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‘technique’ or ‘artifice’” (136).  A poignant example of invention’s increasing 

importance as a creative and critical concept can be read in Sir Philip Sidney’s The 

Defense of Poesy (1595), where invention takes on a newer, more dramatic meaning, as a 

quality that distinguishes poets from astronomers, musicians, lawyers, grammarians, 

historians, metaphysicians, logicians, and physicians: 

 Only the poet, disdaining to be tied to any such subjection, lifted up with the 
 vigor of his own invention, doth grow in effect another nature, in making things 
 either better than nature bringeth forth, or, quite anew forms such as never were in 
 nature, as the Heroes, Demigods, Cyclops, Chimeras, Furies, and such like:  so as 
 he goeth hand in hand with nature, not enclosed within the narrow warrant of her 
 gifts, but freely ranging only within the zodiac of his own wit. (936) 
 
Sidney’s use of invention borrows from the classical idea that the ability to invent is a 

skill that is more important than others, that it is generative of other rhetorical and 

creative procedures which can only follow invention.  However, Sidney takes this 

hierarchical characteristic that lies within invention’s previous usage, and amplifies it to 

draw distinctions, not only between certain creative processes, but between certain types 

of creators.  The idea was that the poet did not have to work with what he had, did not 

have to combine known properties (a la Bakewell) but that he could truly invent new 

ones, a notion of invention which gave the poet new license, and the concept of invention 

new authority. Though invention was never traditionally tied to notions of originality, 

Sidney’s privileging of invention as a quintessential characteristic of the poet (and not 

necessarily the first step in a series of procedures that anyone could take), and his 

insistence that this quality is the measure by which a creator’s value could be tested, 

made way for a conception of invention which was truly…an invention. 



 23 

 Though Sidney’s reconfiguration would take firmer hold with the ascendency of 

Romanticism, eighteenth-century writers were more equivocal about invention and its 

role in artistic creation.  Alexander Pope’s An Essay on Criticism aligns invention with 

“wit” as one of the essential characteristics of a good poet (the practice of “judgment” 

being the other important quality); yet, while Pope admonishes those who “…dryly plain, 

without invention’s aid, / Write dull receipts how poems may be made (ll. 114-115), his 

ideas regarding poetic invention are not nearly as daring as Sidney’s.  For Pope, poetic 

inspiration does not supplement nature, or stand apart from nature’s purview, but instead 

springs directly from nature: 

 First follow Nature, and your Judgment frame 
 By her just Standard, which is still the same; 
 Unerring Nature, still divinely bright, 
 One clear, unchanged and Universal Light, 
 Life, force, and beauty, must to all impart, 
 At once the source, and end, and test of art. (ll. 68-73) 
 
Pope’s prescription for both writing and judging poetry seeks to strike a balance between 

holding oneself too fast to previous traditions and standing too far apart from that which 

would connect the poet or critic to that tradition.  Nature, then, becomes the common 

source by which poets may replenish their inventive capacities without becoming too 

derivative, or too eccentric.   

 Pope’s fellow Augustan Samuel Johnson’s use of the term is contextual.  In 

“Rambler 121” Johnson uses the Greeks and Romans as examples of one culture that is 

inventive, and another that is imitative.  He writes that “experience can boast of very few 

additions to ancient fable. The wars of Troy, and the travels of Ulysses, have furnished 

almost all succeeding poets with incidents, characters, and sentiments. The Romans are 
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confessed to have attempted little more than to display in their own tongue the inventions 

of the Greeks” (Johnson).  Here Johnson clearly claims for the Greeks, and especially for 

Homer above Virgil, a more privileged place in the pantheon of cultural and literary 

history, because the Greeks were inventive and the Romans were not.  However, in 

reference to Shakespeare, Johnson is clearly more skeptical of invention, especially when 

invention takes the imagination too far afield from the realm of common experience:  

“The irregular combinations of fanciful invention may delight awhile by that novelty of 

which the common satiety of life sends us all in quest; but the pleasures of sudden 

wonder are soon exhausted, and the mind can only repose on the stability of truth” 

(“Preface” 2727).  Here we see invention used pejoratively, a usage that would become 

more common in the nineteenth century when to be accused of inventing (especially by a 

reviewer or critic) meant to be accused of lying.  Though Shakespeare can be fanciful, he 

is still “the poet of nature, the poet that holds up to his readers a faithful mirror of 

manners and of life,” a quality that seems, for Johnson, to be antithetical to inventiveness 

(2727).  Perhaps, for Johnson, there was only so much inventing a writer could 

accomplish; the real task for the belated author (and everyone is belated after Homer), is 

not to invent, but to record. 

 It was not until Percy Shelley’s “A Defence of Poetry” (1821, 1840) that 

invention’s praise would once again be sung by such a full-throated advocate as Sidney 

was three hundred years before him.  Shelley’s Defence, which was a response to Thomas 

Love Peacock’s “The Four Ages of Poetry,” in which he essentially argues for the 

abandonment of poetry for science, marshaled “invention” to counter Peacock’s 
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insistence that the present moment was a “brass” age, in which “poetry seek[s] novelty in 

pseudo-simplicity” (Reiman and Powers 479).  In other words, Peacock argued that, the 

store of poetic invention having been entirely exhausted, the poets of the early nineteenth 

century were merely pretending to invent by repeating “village legends” (Wordsworth) 

and the “dreams of crazy theologians and the mysticism of German metaphysics” 

(Coleridge).  To counter Peacock (even though Shelley had his own qualms with 

Wordsworth and Coleridge), Shelley invokes invention to describe why and how poets 

are the “unacknowledged legislators of the world.”  Poets, for example, are “the inventors 

of the arts of life” (482).  When describing the impact of “Lord Bacon” (a scientist and a 

poet), Shelley argues that “All the authors of revolution in opinion are not only 

necessarily poets as they are inventors” (485).  When addressing the accomplishments of 

“mechanists” versus those of poets, Shelley claims that it is imagination, not reason, that 

provides the basis for the development of the “grosser sciences,” which should never be 

“exalted” above “the direction expression of the inventive and creative faculty itself,” 

which poetry most thoroughly embodies (502).  Finally, Shelley recognizes (as Melville 

would after him), that the inventive faculty, when not tempered by the proper instincts, 

could be abused:  “To what but a cultivation of the mechanical arts in a degree 

disproportioned to the presence of the creative faculty, which is the basis of all 

knowledge, is to be attributed the abuse of all invention for abridging and combining 

labour, to the exasperation of the inequality of mankind?” (503). For Shelley, invention 

was accessible beyond poetry, but could only be wielded responsibly by poets who 
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understood that the “creative faculty”—“the basis of all knowledge”—must maintain its 

precedence among all of the faculties that constitute the act of inventing. 

 I rehearse this brief history of invention to illustrate that the rhetoricization of 

invention, though it is most intense in the nineteenth century, is the result of many 

centuries of the term shifting to the needs of its speakers.  Though I seek to isolate the 

doubleness of invention in order to view it from the perspective of both history (the 

rhetoric of invention) and aesthetics (invention as aesthetic labor), it should be clear that 

any attempt to arrest invention in a certain time and place, or within a certain intellectual 

or aesthetic milieu, must necessarily put a halt, as well, to one of invention’s most 

perpetual characteristics—its refusal to stay put as a stable signifier.  There is an 

uncertainty principle operating, then, in any examination of this concept.  It can never 

really be taken out of its historical or aesthetic context; at the same time, the word seems 

to constantly double back upon itself so that even its shifting contexts can never fully 

explain it. 

 What should also be clear by this point is that despite invention’s 

deconstructiveness, its potential hostility toward ideology, the “aesthetic labor” that 

resides within it is not meant to be understood as an essentially ahistorical or apolitical 

condensation of invention.  The relationship between literature and politics I am 

proposing is one that is informed by the possibilities and contradictions inherent to 

invention.  It presupposes that invention crosses epistemological boundaries and contains 

epistemological blank spaces that are a consequence of its over-articulation and under-

theorization. In the nineteenth century, invention spreads itself thin as a signifier for the 
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creative act, which ironically results in its assuming a density of meanings and practices.  

Yet, these meanings and practices do not simply suggest possible connections between 

the art, industry and politics of the age; rather, instead of simply bridging these 

institutions, disciplines, and epistemologies, “invention” suggests a common genealogy 

before institutions and disciplines diverge into specializations and form their own 

epistemologies and practices.  

 Invention, then, is not interdisciplinary, it is pre-disciplinary.  It suggests a return 

to beginnings and the initial stirrings of the creative act; it straddles theory and practice, it 

violates our distinctions between the imaginative and the real.  It names the process 

common to every type of making, and this process is primarily aesthetic without being 

ahistorical or immaterial.  Invention is pre-disciplinary, but that does not mean it is not 

influenced by local contingencies or that its nature is essentially trans-historical; rather it 

is best understood as a word that carries with it its etymological traces, but that also 

adapts to the needs of a particular era.  As this particular type of aesthetic experience 

occurs in nineteenth-century America, it begins to take on political meanings, and indeed 

to function politically—as a word with very divergent possibilities, capable of supporting 

and subverting prevalent nationalist and capitalist ideologies.  Invention is what J. Hillis 

Miller terms a “complex word” whose various meanings can function like a set of tropes 

do in a narrative.10

                                                 
 

  And in the story of America’s creation in the eighteenth, and 

10 Tropes, for Miller, are an essential aspect of any “narrative,” along with “personification” (or, 
characterization) and a plot (“an initial situation, a sequence leading to a change or reversal of that 
situation, and a revelation made possible by the reversal of situation”).  A “complex word” can function 
like a trope, which is the object of “patterning or repetition of key elements…[or] some form of narrative 
rhythm modulating that trope or word” (75).  In chapter two I argue that “invention” functions both as a 
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especially in the nineteenth century, invention functions dynamically, more as a set of 

tropes than a series of definitions, in the most prominent national narratives:  the 

discovery and conquering of the west, the advancement of the United States into a 

leading industrial power, and the creation of a distinct national literature.   

  

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
spoken and unspoken trope in Typee, just as it functions as one of the most prevalent tropes for the creation 
and expansion of the United states in the nineteenth century. 
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CHAPTER 1 
THE RHETORIC OF INVENTION IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICA 

 
Poetry, the workings of genius itself, which in all times, with one or another meaning, has 
been called Inspiration, and held to be mysterious and inscrutable, is no longer without its 
scientific exposition.  The building of lofty rhyme is like any other masonry or 
bricklaying… 
   Thomas Carlyle, “Signs of the Times,” Edinburgh Review, 1829 
      
We convert natural agents into ministers of our pleasure and power, and supply our 
deficiencies of personal force by the application of acquired knowledge….The labor of a 
hundred artificers is now performed by the operations of a single machine….We 
accomplish what the ancients only dreamt of in their fables; we ascend above the clouds, 
and penetrate in to the abysses of the ocean. 
 
          Jacob Bigelow, Elements of Technology, 1829 
 
On reflection it will be found that mechanical invention, differs nothing from that which 
gives value to those pursuits considered to be more mental and refined….In fact, 
observation frequently shows, that the power of constructing poetry and machines are 
united in the same individual. 
    
                        Henry Howe, Memoirs of the Most Eminent American Mechanics, 1844 
 
 
 
1.1    Invention’s Rebirth:  the Legacy of 1829  
  

 Selecting epigraphs that properly introduce the rhetoric of invention is not an 

especially difficult task, since the early- to mid-nineteenth century United States provides 

an abundant stock of especially grandiose and lofty sentiments that boast of the power 

and poetry of American inventions and the Promethean efforts of the inventors who, if 

we believe this rhetoric, will them into existence by sheer acts of the imagination.  While 

Thomas Carlyle attempts to rescue and preserve the kind of “inspiration”—“mysterious” 

and “inscrutable”—that traditionally had been reserved for describing poetic artifice, 

Americans like Bigelow and Howe were appropriating ideas like “inspiration,” and 



 30 

granting inventors the right to claim the mantle of “genius.”  If inventors could instantiate 

the fables that the “ancients had only dreamt of,” and if the writing of poetry was no more 

“refined” than the practice of mechanical invention, invention might not only attain the 

cultural prestige associated with the arts, its newly found status might suggest that, 

indeed, poets and mechanics might have more in common than was conventionally 

assumed.  The goal of these types of claims was not to invade poetry’s domain in order to 

strip poetry of its long maintained cultural supremacy; instead, the goal was to accept the 

superior status of the poetic imagination while expanding its purview to include other 

types of imagining, other types of inventing.  Machines did not make poetry obsolete, as 

Carlyle feared.  Rather, according to certain Americans, inventions provided material 

instantiations of what poets and inventors alike had only been able to imagine.  This 

appropriation required some finagling, since Carlyle clearly argues that poetry was a 

“free gift of Nature” (Carlyle 108), and therefore, antithetical to the mechanical 

impositions that humans added to or superimposed upon nature.  Carlyle confirms Pope’s 

belief that, despite the importance of “invention’s aid,” it was still Nature that functioned 

as the supreme source of poetic inspiration.  Since mechanical inventions were most often 

regarded as man’s taking control of nature, the equation that made the making of poetry 

and machines analogous could only be arrived at through carefully chosen rhetoric that 

paid homage to poiesis while it attempted to establish the cultural value of technesis.11

                                                 
11 I am deliberately invoking the Greek word technē, here, a word that, as Heidegger notes in “A Question 
Concerning Technology,” once described both art and technology, uniting these activities in the same term.  
Therefore, I use the word “technesis” to describe the process of creating technology—an activity that is 
both related to poeisis, but also in some ways distinct.  The best contemporary rumination on the (lost) 
legacy of technē is R.L. Rutsky’s High Techne: Art and Technology from the Machine Aesthetic to the 
Posthuman, in which he claims that while high tech, like technology before it, is obviously related to 
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 These rhetorical negotiations that attempted to outline a creative, poetic space for 

mechanical inventions were made especially difficult in the face of hostile assessments 

like Carlyle’s.  This back-and-forth over the advantages and disadvantages of allowing 

mechanical inventors access to the type of cultural status normally reserved for the likes 

of Shakespeare and Milton culminated in the year 1829, when Jacob Bigelow, a Harvard 

professor, uses the term “technology” for the first time as we now recognize the term, in 

his influential Elements of Technology (1829).  It was somewhat appropriate that, in the 

same year, across the Atlantic, Carlyle would make the famous proclamation that, “Were 

we required to characterize this age of ours by any single epithet, we should be tempted 

to call it, not an Heroical, Devotional, Philosophical, or Moral Age, but, above all others, 

the Mechanical Age” (100).  According to Carlyle, despite the efforts of Romantic poets 

and philosophers, the era had not succeeded in dislodging what, in the eighteenth century, 

had first caused the Romantic backlash:  the march of industrialism, science, and the cult 

of objectivity.  This deep skepticism of the Mechanical Age, which achieved its literary 

apotheosis in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus (1818), 

represented the tendency of many British thinkers to question the advance of industry, 

                                                                                                                                                 
instrumentality (technology as something humans use), he returns to Heidegger’s essay in order to claim 
that “high tech also involves—and indeed, seems to highlight—a noninstrumental or ‘nontechnological’ 
aspect that, as Heidegger observes, has been largely obscured in the modern conception of technology.  In 
fact, this ‘nontechnological’ aspect—crucial both to Heidegger’s ‘essence of technology’ and to ‘high 
tech’—is linked to a realm that has generally been cast as the polar opposite of modern technology:  that of 
art and aesthetics” (3).  While this notion of the “noninstrumentality” of technology is certainly applicable 
to “invention” (since “invention,” like technē, crosses the border between art and technology), I do disagree 
with Rutsky’s timeline, or more specifically, his sense of history.  While “high tech” certainly must have its 
own distinct history, this idea that technology’s connection to aesthetics has only been revived recently is 
simply wrong.  The rhetoric of invention consistently invokes the aesthetic potential of invention and 
technology in the nineteenth century, well before what we think of as “high tech” was ever imaginable. 
 Finally, my use of the word “technesis” here is certainly distinct from Mark Hansen’s neologistic 
notion of the term in his book Embodying Technesis, in which technesis plays a negative role in the history 
of critical theory and philosophy—the reduction of technology into language. 
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science, and the Enlightenment, even while some of the most prominent inventors of the 

early nineteenth century were indeed British.  In contrast, the American attitude toward 

invention and mechanism, outside its nascent literary discourses, was almost invariably 

celebratory and optimistic.  While certain prominent Americans, such as Wendell 

Phillips,12

 This contrast is demonstrated by reading “Signs of the Times” and Elements of 

Technology as companion pieces that consistently observe the exact same phenomenon 

but that draw vastly different conclusions.  Carlyle would protest that “Our favorite 

Philosophers have no love and no hatred; they stand among us not to do, nor to create 

anything, but as a sort of Logic mills, to grind out the true causes and effects of all that is 

done and created” (112).  What functions as a sign of regression according to Carlyle—

the transplant of Mechanical Age values into philosophy—is for Bigelow the sign of 

philosophy’s advancement:  “in modern times there is a maturity, a cautiousness, a habit 

of induction, which is founded on the advanced state of philosophic knowledge.  Our arts 

have been the arts of science, built up from an acquaintance with principles, and with the 

relations of cause and effect” (4).  Carlyle and Bigelow make the exact same  

 echoed Carlyle’s sentiment in relation to the Mechanical Age, the mood 

toward technology and mechanism in the United States was overwhelmingly positive, 

especially in comparison to other Western nations.   

                                                 
 
12 Phillips’ “The Lost Arts,” which according to the editor of Phillips’ Speeches, Lectures, and Letters was 
delivered “over two thousand times,” was first delivered in 1838.  Its premise can be summarized in its 
opening paragraphs, when Phillips describes “the most objectionable feature of our national character”:  
“and that is self-conceit,--an undue appreciation of ourselves, an exaggerated estimate of our achievements, 
of our inventions, of our contributions to popular comfort, and of our place, in fact, in the great procession 
of the ages” (366).  While Phillips’ address could possibly undermine my claim about the homogenously 
enthusiastic nature of the rhetoric of invention, his speech can be most accurately understood as reacting to 
the rhetoric of invention, hence validating its existence, its prominence, and its ubiquity. 
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observation, even using the same language (decrying or praising the laws of cause and 

effect), and yet their diagnoses are completely opposite.  Carlyle’s pervasive use of irony 

in “Signs of the Times,” and his antagonism toward so many elements of modern 

civilization is countered in Bigelow’s steady, neutral tone that does not question or 

undermine technology and modernity, but which regards its “advances” as inevitable and 

much more a blessing than a curse. 13

 By the 1840s, American historians of invention and other cultural commentators 

were making even bolder statements.  The legacy of Bigelow’s argument that machines 

had the power to turn fables and dreams into reality can be read in Henry Howe’s 

Memoirs of the Most Eminent American Mechanics, in which he asserts that often “the 

power of constructing poetry and machines are united in the same individual.”  By the 

1840s, the proof of the rhetoric of invention’s sweep and influence can be found most 

commonly in encomiums to technology in U.S. periodical literature, histories of 

invention (a new genre in the nineteenth century), and the lecture circuit.  In the U.S., 

figures like Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson were often invoked as 

embodiments of this kind of individual that combined a mechanical and poetic 

imagination into one mind.  The ideal American intellect was one whose genius could 

produce either poetry or machines—a mind indebted to Nature, but whose newfound 

 

                                                 
 
13 Another piece, besides Bigelow’s, that I could have chosen from 1829 is the American Supreme Court 
Justice Joseph Story’s “Discourse Before the Boston Mechanics’ Institute,” in which he claims that,  “If I 
were called upon to state that, which, upon the whole is the most striking characteristic of our age, that, 
which is the largest extent exemplifies its spirit, I should unhesitatingly answer, that is the superior 
attachment to practical science over merely speculative science.  Into what department of knowledge we 
may search, we shall find, that the almost uniform tendency of the last fifty years has been to deal less and 
less with theory, and to confine the attention more and more to practical results” (114).  Story’s attitude 
toward such an age is, of course, much more in line with Bigelow’s than it is Carlyle’s. 
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power was uniquely human above and beyond Nature.  The rhetoric of invention, spoken 

most forcefully by men like Bigelow and Howe, finally prevailed as a convincing 

narrative not by attempting to banish the “fine arts” from cultural significance, but by 

arguing for a new kind of poetic mind adapted to the needs of a young civilization like 

the United States.  Instead of delegating this cultivation separately to those who 

maintained distinct spheres of expertise, it was argued that inventiveness knew no 

epistemological or material distinctions:  one should be able to build a machine as readily 

as one wrote a poem.  The mind’s capacity to invent was a special property of the 

American intellect, and it would not be circumscribed or divided into different kinds of 

inventiveness.  If Shakespeare did indeed invent the human as Bloom argues, or at least 

significant aspects of western subjectivity, then Franklin, writer, printer, politician, 

scientist, invented the American by making himself, first and foremost, an inventor. 

 What this nationalist fervor drowned out was the possibility that equating the 

making of poetry and machines, or in uniting this ability in one individual, is a 

compelling idea that need not be ideological.  Despite the incentives that invention’s 

promoters fulfilled in comparing mechanical inventiveness to traditional notions of 

creativity and genius, their insistence that inventive labor might be described by the same 

aesthetic discourses usually reserved for art and poetry is not without some legitimacy, or 

at the very least, it leaves space for interpreting nineteenth-century invention outside of a 

purely economic or historical paradigm.  Invention might be better served by positioning 

it at the nexus where history and aesthetics meet.  Though the chapters that follow this 

one are certainly more concerned with the aesthetics of invention—the “aesthetic labor” 
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that resides within inventive acts—it is important to note that no matter how self-serving 

the rhetoric of invention came to be, and no matter how effectively American literary 

authors were able to conceptualize and utilize “invention” to their own creative ends, the 

United States in the nineteenth century was indeed a very advantageous place to invent.   

Tangible, historically verifiable reasons can be pointed out that explain why the rhetoric 

of invention was not completely born from ideological delusion or patriotic fervor.  

American inventors did, in fact, benefit from a more sophisticated set of legal doctrines 

and statutes that provided incentives to invent—incentives that clearly account for the 

reasons why so many ingenious machines of the “Mechanical Age” did indeed originate 

in the States.  B. Zorina Khan argues in The Democratization of Invention, that  

 The tendency to democratization was manifested in unique features of the U.S. 
 patent system such as the examination of patent applications by technically 
 qualified Patent Office employees, the award of property rights only to the first 
 and true inventor, low fees, and few restrictions on the ability of patentees to 
 exploit their inventions in the marketplace….Patentees in the United States were 
 drawn from the entire spectrum of the population, and inventive activity and 
 productivity gains were more broadly distributed than in Europe. (182)    
 
The rhetoric of invention often takes these facts, however, and seems to convert tangible 

historical reasons for why United States inventors were so prolific into evidence for the 

existence of an a priori American inventiveness.  Though American lawmakers can 

certainly be credited for such foresight in fashioning a new patent system that was 

democratic, economically advantageous, and a vast improvement on the British system, 

one cannot underestimate, according to Khan, the extent to which the American legal 

system aided and made possible American inventiveness.  Though the rhetoric of 

invention reads these legal developments as a consequence of Americans’ will to invent, 
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it is likely more accurate to interpret these laws as a cause, and not as an effect, of 

American ingenuity. 

 The rhetors of invention did not boast of these substantial institutional advantages 

precisely because it would have destabilized their claims about the natural genius of 

American inventors.  This neglectfulness in accounting for historical circumstance is the 

same neglectfulness of the rhetoric of invention that failed to expand upon one of its most 

interesting claims—that the making of poetry and machines is fundamentally analogous.  

This despite the fact that a more serious discussion of this possibility was being hinted at 

by even the most prominent political economists of the day, who were beginning to 

recognize the importance of locating and categorizing the cognitive activities that 

invention requires.  The British philosopher and political economist John Stuart Mill 

wrote in his Principles of Political Economy that, “the labour of the inventors of 

industrial processes” even while this labor is most often classified as “mental,” is just as 

important to the process of producing commodities as the material activities more often 

given credit for production, and which most often comprise what we mean by “labor.”  

Even the labor of the “savant” or “speculative thinker” plays a vital role in production, 

since even the more “practical” inventor cannot work without the theoretical knowledge 

which must precede application (67-69).  While Mill seems to separate mental from 

physical activity in the same way that the rhetoric of invention celebrates inventors and 

inventions, and not the inventive process (which is a decidedly unromantic mixture of 

physical and mental activities), Mill’s insistence that the inventive processes of the mind 

must be accounted for as playing a vital role in the economy signals a shift in how 
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invention is considered intellectually:  if economists can begin to insert even cognitive 

processes, like the initial stirrings of the inventor’s mind, into the network of production, 

distribution, and consumption, then perhaps there existed the possibility that “invention” 

was something more than an abstract series of eureka moments that could only be 

explained by appealing to ideas of “genius.” 

 Invention finally attains no solid definition, however, and the processes, both 

mental and material, that are inherent to invention became obfuscated by the ideological 

motives of invention’s promoters. If anything these processes were made more 

complicated, ideologized, and opaque when “invention” becomes a catch-all term for the 

creative act.  In other words, the language of aesthetics was co-opted by those promoting 

invention and the mechanic arts in order to solidify the cultural validity of the mechanical 

arts as more than simply serving utilitarian demands.  At the same time, the actual 

aesthetic experience of “inventing” was almost completely elided by these promotional 

discourses, which favored the image of a spontaneous inspired creator over more realistic 

portrayals of inventive procedures.   

 The rhetoric of invention employed other tricks as well.  One of the deepest 

ironies of this rhetoric was the insistence that inventors were like artists (or were artists), 

but were also superior to artists because what they invented was “useful.”  The rhetoric of 

invention emphasized the use-value of invented objects, and yet its idealization of 

inventive labor often elided the work performed by the average “inventor.”  While 

describing inventors as artists and taking advantage of the cultural prestige attached to 

art, the rhetoric of invention also displaced artists by implicitly claiming that art is not 
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useful.  In turn, literary artists in nineteenth-century America became increasingly aware 

that their own inventions, and the labor that produced them, were now being explicitly 

compared to the kind of labor that produced machines.  This had a direct effect on 

nineteenth century narratives. 

 

Interlude:  Hawthorne’s “The Artist of the Beautiful” 

 Hawthorne’s “The Artist of the Beautiful” provides the most fitting evidence that 

literary authors during this time period were sensitive about their role as creators in a 

nation that valued the practical and useful.  In this short story, Owen Warland, a 

watchmaker’s apprentice, is mechanically deft but retains an artist’s soul.  He is derided 

for valuing the beautiful over the practical, and Annie, his childhood love, eventually 

chooses Robert Danforth, “the man of iron” (he’s a blacksmith) over Owen.  Owen is 

described as having an “intuitive comprehension of mechanical principles,” but he also 

evinces a “distaste at the stiff and regular processes of ordinary machinery” (507).  His 

goal is to build a kind of “spiritualized machinery,” that operates in conjunction with 

human “magnetism,” or, which uses the spiritual aspect of man as a kind of self-

sustaining dynamo.  In the end, Owen succeeds in his project when he presents to Annie 

and Robert a wedding gift:  a mechanized butterfly that not only seems “natural,” but 

which captures “Nature’s ideal” (529).  Robert and Annie’s father are impressed, but they 

deride Owen for the five years of wasted labor that went into the butterfly; whereas there 

was obviously more “use” in “in one downright blow of [Danforth’s] sledgehammer.”  

Owen, however, undaunted by their condescension, as well as by the ultimate destruction 
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of the butterfly (Robert and Annie’s little boy unceremoniously destroys it), reaches an 

epiphany at the story’s end:  “When the artist rose high enough to achieve the beautiful, 

the symbol by which he made it perceptible to mortal senses became of little value in his 

eyes while his spirit possessed itself in the enjoyment of the reality” (535-36).  This story, 

which also clearly reflects a knowledge of the rhetoric of invention (via its interest in 

issues like the value of the practical, and the value of labor), preserves for the artist a 

sanctified role, and denies the average mechanical inventor the privilege of attaining the 

spiritual fullness that can only be realized by an artist.  One way to read this story, I 

contend, is for its defensive posture in relation to the rhetoric of invention, and as 

evidence that American literary artists were very aware of their secondary role in the 

nation’s economy.   

  

1.2  The Rhetoric of Invention’s Eight Defining Qualities 

 I will return to this and other stories by Hawthorne at the conclusion of chapter 

two, when I show how Melville and Hawthorne, despite their mostly negative 

perspectives on mechanical invention, each go about critiquing the rhetoric of invention 

in very different ways.  Yet, it will be vital, for the remainder of this chapter, to properly 

account for and explain the exact properties that made the rhetoric of invention such a 

powerful and ubiquitous discursive field.  The rhetoric of invention consists of several 

central characteristics that up to this point various critics and historians have touched 

upon, but which have not been considered, comprehensively, as belonging to a distinct 

discourse.  Texts that are especially useful for tracking the rhetoric of invention, include 
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articles from Scientific American, the periodical most responsible for promoting 

invention; lectures delivered by historians, such as George Bancroft; speeches by public 

figures, such as Supreme Court justice Joseph Story (whose expertise derived from 

presiding over many important patent cases); and a particular sub-genre of scientific 

literature that promoted the biographies of American inventors and who catalogued new 

inventions, such as those titles already mentioned by Frederick C. Bakewell and Henry 

Howe.  What is unique about these different sources is that, with perhaps the exception of 

writers for the Scientific American, each of these promoters of invention had very little 

technical knowledge.  This attests to the fact that invention was not something relegated 

to a certain class of engineers or mechanics; rather, the rhetoric of invention permeated 

American culture so that even politicians, historians, and judges were recognizing in 

inventors and inventions a kind of promise and quality unique to the United States.  

When Lincoln describes the discovery of America as being one of the three most 

important developments in the history of invention, he was certainly not the first public 

figure to propose such an idea.14

                                                 
 

  In promoting invention they were summarily promoting 

the establishment of their country as a unique, progressive, preordained, and blessed 

nation whose special gifts were especially readable in how well and how often its citizens 

invented.   

14 Perry Miller notes in The Life of the Mind in America that “Assurance was constantly reinforced by a 
reiterated contention that American society was the one in the world most congenial to scientific exertion.  
To modern eyes the voluminous literature upon this theme is the most monotonous as well as the most 
unfortunate in the era, but we can never understand America without a realization of the terrible power of 
the argument” (284-285). 
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 The rhetoric of invention is defined by eight related and overlapping qualities.  I 

have already described how the rhetoric of invention elides the materiality of inventive 

labor.  In addition to this primary quality are seven more characteristics.  The rhetoric of 

invention assumes that (1) domestic comfort is promoted by inventions, (2) inventions 

make the most arduous, physical labor obsolete, (3) inventions function as a sign of 

progress, and support a teleological view of history, in which humans use tools to 

advance from barbarism to civilization, (4) America and Americans are uniquely 

positioned, in both time and space, to contribute to the progress of invention, and hence 

to the progress of the human race, (5) the first half of the nineteenth century is an 

especially active moment when the rate of invention and applied science increases 

exponentially, (6) inventors are heroes, but often ones who must struggle to make their 

inventions public and profitable, and (7) that the application of science is a more worthy 

goal than mere theoretical knowledge, inventions providing the material evidence for this 

fact.    

 One of the most common means in promoting invention in the early- to mid-

nineteenth century was to connect inventions to the increasing importance of “domestic 

comfort.”  Inventions helped to provide comfort by alleviating certain kinds of manual 

labor, and by furnishing households with useful machines that allowed individuals more 

time to themselves.  Inventions played a key role in the concept of leisure time.  Inventive 

labor was characterized as a necessary sacrifice so that the rest of the community, 

whether that be humanity at large, or simply the American people, could ultimately be 

saved from the arduous labor so common to nineteenth-century American life, especially 
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the kind of labor performed by those migrating West and establishing new homes, towns, 

and cities.  “We now look more to comfort and less to fame,” posits a writer for the 

Scientific American, “…the man who invents a washing machine, or a churning machine, 

or any other kind of a machine, which destroys severe physical labor, is considered in a 

degree a benefactor to the whole human family” (“Modern Invention” 1847).  In 

contrasting the pursuits of comfort and fame, the writer implicitly suggests that the 

inventor works from a utilitarian perspective.  Fame, or the kind of recognition more 

commonly associated with individual accomplishment, becomes secondary to the kind of 

work that will not only serve the inventor, but that will serve everyone—“the whole 

human family.”  Henry Howe, writing in 1844, also describes invention as the product of 

a different kind of competition—the kind of competition that benefits more than just the 

competitors:  

 The days of tournaments are past,—the mechanic fairs are our ‘tilting grounds,’ 
 where the conflict is not for physical superiority but for inventions best promoting 
 the comfort and elegance of life.  Although much has been done, more remains to 
 be accomplished.  This new world is to be a theater of mighty structures for the  
 development of resources, advancing, beyond present conception, the welfare and 
 happiness of our race. (4) 
 
Here the pursuit of comfort is not opposed to the pursuit of fame, as the previous writer 

asserts, but the contrast it draws between intellectual and physical superiority functions as 

a similar type of dichotomy.  Howe does not eliminate fame or recognition as a worthy 

pursuit for the inventor, but like the previous writer, he elevates the intellectual nature of 

inventive labor, whose ultimate goal is to serve the public and their pursuit of “comfort 

and elegance.”  The significance of “comfort” is worth noting here since “comfort” 

assumes a particular meaning in the nineteenth century.  Whereas “comfort” had 
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previously been synonymous with something like “solace” or providing aid and relief, it 

came to signify something more like “luxury,” a word with which it was often paired.  In 

the nineteenth century, the use of “comfort” most often meant “a state of physical and 

mental well-being, with freedom from pain and trouble, and satisfaction of bodily needs” 

(OED).  When inventions are described as providing comfort, then, they are performing a 

service well beyond merely providing temporary relief; inventions make possible a new 

kind of lifestyle that becomes analogous to the most quintessentially American “pursuit.”  

In discussing the incentives for becoming an inventor or an engineer in nineteenth-

century America, Leo Marx argues that these incentives “are provided by a democracy 

which invites every man to enhance his own comfort and status.  To the citizen of a 

democracy inventions are vehicles for the pursuit of happiness” (205).  Whatever 

Jefferson might have meant by being free to pursue happiness, the nineteenth century 

views this pursuit as being at least largely satisfied by the pursuit of “comfort.” This fact 

is evident in even the foundational texts that promote American invention.  In his preface 

to Elements of Technology, Jacob Bigelow goes so far as to say that inventions have 

fundamentally redefined “civilization” to the point where a reversal of these 

developments would be catastrophic:  “The augmented means of public comfort and of 

individual luxury, the expense abridged and the labor superseded, have been such, that 

we could not return to the state of knowledge which existed even fifty or sixty years ago, 

without suffering both intellectual and physical degradation” (5).  So while comfort was 

indeed something felt by the individual, it was also linked to the collective and national 

pursuit of happiness.  Joseph Story, in fact, explicitly draws the connection between 
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“national prosperity” and “individual comfort,” and argues that the “arts of life,” those 

practical and useful activities that touch every American on a real, material level, are 

inextricably bound to the advancement of American civilization (125). 

 In order to make claims like this, however, the promoters of invention had to be 

able to defend against the charge that inventions put people out of work.  If inventions 

made the most arduous labor obsolete, and provided comfort by allowing more leisure 

time, they were also attacked at times for changing the socioeconomic landscape too 

quickly.  Inventions, especially those that made factories and mills more automatic and 

less human-labor intensive, were introduced at a rapid rate in the nineteenth century, and 

so the rhetoric of invention was at least partly responsible for arguing that invention’s 

negative effects would be only temporarily felt.  An American lawyer, Timothy Walker, 

who wrote the most famous response to Thomas Carlyle’s “Signs of the Times,” makes 

exactly this defense:  “Of late, Mechanism has advanced per saltum, and the world has 

felt a temporary inconvenience from large numbers being thrown suddenly out of 

employment, while unprepared to embark in any thing else.  But this evil must be from its 

nature temporary” (125).  Other writers, especially those employed by Scientific 

American, also encouraged their readers to take a longer view of history.  In an article 

titled “Inventors and Inventions,” published in 1846 (the year of Typee’s publication), the 

writer defends the invention of the sewing machine against charges that it put 

seamstresses out of work.  Such accusations are “short sighted” and only “pretend” to 

defend working people.  “Machinery,” the writer notes, “has indeed changed the 

occupation of many, but in doing so it has relieved men and women from drudgery, and 
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elevated them to more noble employments” (“Inventors”).  This is a familiar defense, and 

was one of Walker’s main lines of argument against Carlyle.  For Carlyle, the “dynamic” 

aspect of humankind was being overcome by the “mechanical.”  Walker viewed this 

relationship quite differently.  For him, and for many other American promoters of 

invention, the century’s mechanical developments freed up humankind; the mechanical 

was not opposed to the dynamic.  Instead, by alleviating physical labor, it provided the 

time necessary to cultivate the dynamic aspects of man: 

 We maintain, that the more work we can compel inert matter to do for us, the 
 better will it be for our minds, because the more time shall we have to attend to 
 them….A certain portion of labor, then, must be performed, expressly for the 
 support of our bodies.  But at the same time, as we have a higher and nobler 
 nature, which must also be cared for, the necessary labor spent upon our bodies 
 should be as much abridged as possible, in order to give us leisure for the 
 concerns of this better nature. (124)  
 
When Walker writes about man’s “better nature” he appeals to the idea that by saving 

man from menial labor and by providing domestic comforts and more time for leisure, 

inventions do not become the enemy of the spirit, but rather aid the spiritual and dynamic 

by providing more time for contemplation.  This idea of humankind presupposes that the 

advancement of civilization takes place exactly because, as we free ourselves from 

physical labor, we increasingly distance ourselves from barbarianism.  Machines and 

inventions do not threaten “humanity,” but are instead essential to its development. 

 Such a view is, of course, teleological, and supports other teleological 

perspectives, such as the idea that Americans are a chosen people, the inhabitants of a 

“city on the hill,” as well as the ideas that supported Manifest Destiny.  The rhetoric of 

invention cannot be conceived apart from these other defining American ideas and 
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ideologies.   Comfort and leisure in these discourses are not simply convenient 

byproducts of mechanization and invention, but are signs of the providential character of 

invention.  Another writer for the Scientific American writes in 1847 that “no reflecting 

man, no intelligent man, can look upon modern invention in any other light, than as part 

of the grand design of Providence, ‘a wheel within a wheel,’ for a higher destiny and the 

elevation of the whole human family” (“Modern Invention”).  A stock narrative of the 

rhetoric of invention—and this story is told by each of the promoters of invention I have 

included in this study—is one that begins by relating the early conditions of man and 

which ends by portraying human advancement as a direct result of human invention.  I’ve 

already noted how Frederick C. Bakewell insisted that the “inventive faculty” is what 

separates modern man from the “brutes.”  Joseph Story, Jacob Bigelow, and Timothy 

Walker each encourage a long view of history by contrasting the moderns and the 

ancients, or the civilized to the barbarian.  Bigelow characterizes the “ancients,” who 

were only recently descended from the “barbarian,” as a group whose gifts were “the 

quick eye, the expert hand, acute taste and unwearied industry.”  Whereas modern man 

substitutes for these qualities “preparatory science, economical computation, and 

mechanical power” (3).  The moderns share with the ancients a level of manual dexterity, 

and indeed a key aspect of inventive labor depends upon one’s familiarity with the 

workshop.  And yet, the moderns distinguish themselves from the ancients by 

supplementing their manual dexterity with theoretical knowledge.  The special and 

advanced nature of inventive labor in the nineteenth century is distinguished by the 

balance it maintains between application and theory.  This balance is used as evidence for 
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humankind’s advanced state.  The stock narrative of the rhetoric of invention that relates 

the story of man’s progress from brutish to sophisticated always includes an explanation 

for how knowledge increasingly works in concert with manual skill. 

 But these tales of progress were not without contradictions.  One of the ironies of 

the rhetoric of invention is that two seemingly opposite teleologies are supported by the 

same logic.  One teleological perspective maintains that man did indeed evolve; even 

before Darwinian thought became prevalent, these promoters of invention still depend 

upon the idea that early man was barbarous and savage.  They use the language of social 

Darwinism before Herbert Spencer popularizes the idea.  Western civilizations are often 

contrasted with non-Western, and less “advanced” civilizations because Western 

inventions were supposed to provide clear evidence of their superiority.  At the same 

time, they also use the progress that inventions make possible as evidence for God’s 

design.  They sanction industrial development and the comforts made possible by 

invention through an appeal to Christian teleology, at the same time that their rhetoric 

presages the view of history maintained by Social Darwinism.  “How is it possible,” 

Joseph Story asks, “not to read for ourselves a higher destiny, where our powers shall be 

permitted to expand in endless progression, and continually witness new wonders of the 

divine perfection?” (133).   

 This irony suggests why George Bancroft, the eminent nineteenth-century 

American historian, in one of his most famous speeches, feels the need to explain why 

the march of progress is not atheistic—why “progress,” which in the nineteenth century is 

mostly the result of scientific endeavors, must ultimately have a transcendent, and not a 
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merely materialist origin.  In The Life of the Mind in America, Perry Miller writes that 

despite the transformations to the national intellect caused by technology and the 

financial opportunities made possible by technology, the machine was viewed as being 

“compatible with piety” (296).  Yet this was not accomplished without a fair amount of 

self-persuasion.  The challenge that Bancroft and others had to face was to synthesize and 

coordinate the skepticism of Carlyle with the optimism of Walker and the rest of the 

promoters of invention and “progress.”  He does this by praising the undeniable 

advancements made by inventors like Robert Fulton, and other figures who had come to 

define the era:  “for I dare assert that, in some branches of human activity, the period we 

commemorate has done more for his instruction and improvement than all which went 

before” (496).  Bancroft’s enthusiasm for the present moment, and his untempered 

admiration of technological advancements, is balanced by a rejection of what he deems 

the worst, or most irreligious, aspects of the Enlightenment.  For Bancroft, the first half 

of the nineteenth century became a defining age for man and for America especially, 

because civilization learned to accept and integrate scientific and technological 

knowledge into a worldview still entirely founded upon Christian belief.  “A system 

which professes to re-construct society on the simple observation of the laws of the 

visible universe, and which is presented with arrogant pretension under the name of the 

‘Positive Philosophy,’ scoffs at all questions of metaphysics and religious faith as 

insoluble and unworthy of human attention,” Bancroft writes.  For Bancroft, such a 

philosophy could never be positive and affirming if it does not recognize the existence 

and benevolence of God.  Here, Bancroft clearly agrees with Carlyle, and he is as 
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concerned as Carlyle is with the “soul-politic” as he is with “body-politic.”  But where 

Bancroft differs from Carlyle is that he sees “mechanism” as providing evidence for 

God’s design and purpose, and not as proof of the era’s soullessness or degeneration:  “It 

is because man cannot separate himself from his inward experience and his yearning after 

the infinite, that he is capable of progress” (506). 

 While invention was surely promoted in other Western countries, what made the 

rhetoric of invention, as I’m describing it, singular to the United States, was that 

Americans saw their nation as uniquely positioned, in both time and space, to contribute 

to the progress of invention, and hence to the progress of the human race.  The story 

always began with the brute savage, but the civilized man which is a result of his own 

inventions, is usually an American.  When Lincoln delivers his speech on inventions and 

discoveries in 1858, he is being at least partially sincere even if he is also guilty of 

jingoism, when he asserts that the discovery of America was one of the three central 

developments in the history of invention.  Like Bancroft and Story in their speeches, 

Lincoln gains advantage by flattering his audience.  Their verboseness, and the dramatic 

nature of their claims, must be read in context of where and when these speeches were 

delivered.  Regardless, however, of whether these orators actually believed each of their 

grandiose claims about the advanced state of American civilization, the effect of their 

rhetoric was very real.  As early as 1829, Joseph Story was telling audiences, like the one 

he spoke to at the Boston Mechanics’ Institute, in a much more detailed fashion than 

Lincoln would nearly 30 years later to a Young America gathering, the exact reasons why 

the United States was the ideal proving ground for a young inventor: 
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 She has never been behind the most intelligent portions of the world, in her 
 contribution of useful inventions for the common good.  There are some 
 circumstances, in the situations and character of her population, which afford a 
 wider range for talent and inquiry, than in any other country.  The very equality of 
 condition; the natural structure of society; the total demolition of all barriers 
 against the advancement of talent from one department of life to another; the non-
 existence of the almost infinite subdivisions of labor, by which, though more 
 perfection in the rest is sometimes obtained, the process has an almost uniform 
 tendency to reduce human beings to mere machines; the mildness of the 
 government; the general facility of subsistence; the absence of all laws regulating 
 trades, and obstructing local competition…. (131-132)   
 
The material conditions that Story describes are certainly grounded in an ideal, but Story 

describes these qualities without any mention of the existence of slavery, and ignores the 

sharp divisions between rich and poor.  What this examples offers is evidence that the 

rhetoric of invention was never quite innocent.  It appropriated nationalist discourse and 

nationalist ideology, and in turn was appropriated by nationalist discourse and ideology.  

Whatever potential the rhetoric of invention had in questioning the hierarchies of labor, 

however it might have seriously threatened the safe distances that separated certain 

disciplines from others, and certain epistemologies from others, and however 

“democratic” invention and inventions were, the underlying basis for their promotion was 

almost always ideological.  As a result, the negative aspects of industrial progress and 

technological advancement were usually ignored and contradictions were reasoned away 

with specious logic.  What is constantly betrayed by the boosterism inherent in the 

rhetoric of invention is that many Americans still felt a tremendous sense of anxiety 

about America’s stature in relation to European nations.  Even through the early 1850s, 

and after the Crystal Palace exhibition in London that showcased scientific and 

technological advancements from around the world, writers for Scientific American were 
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lauding American inventions and defending America against the “Old World” idea that 

the United States “cannot do anything”:  “Any person from abroad possessing such an 

opinion, has but to step into the American Department in the Crystal Palace to get 

converted” (“Crystal Palace”). 

 A key method for countering this anxiety was to make heroes of American 

inventors.  The most powerful rhetorical appeal that the rhetoric of invention wielded 

were the individual lives and stories of American inventors.  In this sense, narrative 

played a very important role in the rhetoric of invention.  Of the characteristics that apply 

to the rhetoric of invention, the image of the hero-inventor is perhaps the most 

recognized.  Both Leo Marx15 and Perry Miller16 comment at length on the romanticized 

image of the nineteenth-century American inventor, and there continues to be copious 

and thoughtful work performed on figures like Thomas Edison that inquire into his role in 

shaping the image that Americans have of invention, inventors, and technology in 

general.17

                                                 
 

  Paul C. Wilson and Eric S. Hintz have both detailed how hero-inventors 

became stock characters in popular literature in nineteenth-century America.  In 

15 “Inventors…are the intellectual heroes of the age” (Marx 200).  For a fuller sense of the cultural role that 
inventors played, see chapter 2, “The Machine,” in The Machine in the Garden. 
 
16 Miller contrasts the inventor, not only with other professions, but with their closest cousins, scientists.  
Despite the obvious connection between science and invention, inventors were still viewed as offering the 
nation something unique, especially since “science” was at this time still very associated with theory; 
whereas invention was a more “practical” and hence more popular, endeavor:  “And as very quickly the 
inventor would become a folk hero, those who labored in other sciences had an increasingly difficult task 
getting a hearing for experiments or speculations which offered no immediate practical benefits…” (Miller 
280). 
 
17 The work of David Nye on technology and American culture, includes what is still the most incisive 
book on the cultural legacy of Thomas Edison:  The Invented Self:  an Anti-Biography from Documents of 
Thomas A. Edison.  Odense:  Odense University Press, 1983. 
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biographies, children’s stories, and periodical literature, inventors are among the most 

romanticized figures taken from American life.  I am not interested in repeating here the 

work that has already been performed in illuminating this powerful trope; instead, I’m 

interested in inventors as practitioners of aesthetic labor, and in integrating the image of 

the hero-inventor into the rhetoric of invention.  This means considering both their heroic 

image and the actual work performed by inventors.  Since it is the claim of this chapter 

and especially those that follow it that invention is a type of aestheticized labor that 

conjoins mechanical and “artistic” skill, the portrayal of inventors and their work 

becomes an especially significant intersection in the network of discourses that comprise 

the rhetoric of invention.  In his study of the inventors of the sewing machine and their 

self-promotion, Paul C. Wilson claims that most popular account of invention stresses 

“the dramatic moment of inspiration and virtually ignores the long process of 

development that usually follows it.  A true genius is supposed to be not a dogged 

eliminator of petty problems, but a superior being whose imagination is suddenly blessed 

with a divine vision of truth” (276).   

 While these types of narratives are an integral aspect of the rhetoric of invention, 

the vast majority of inventions were, in fact, improvements upon inventions that already 

exist.  What most inventors knew, and what just a few of those who endorsed them 

understood, was that most inventions supplement technologies that already exist.  

Improving a mechanism or re-inventing a machine are much more common than the 

mythical image of an inventor creating an entirely new technology.  If there is anything 

redeemable about the rhetoric of invention, it is indeed that some recognized the 



 53 

importance of working with whatever already existed.  This is the quality of invention, 

“that power of the mind which combines known properties in different ways to obtain 

new results” (Bakewell 1), which a writer, for example, can likely identify with, 

especially an American writer who must invent literary modes at such a belated moment 

in literary history. If aesthetic “taste” and aesthetic experience are at least partly mediated 

by tradition and convention, then aesthetics is relevant to invention because aesthetic 

understanding emphasizes the procedural features of the creative process, which are 

never wholly “original.”   

 What is ironic is that the reality of being a literary artist or an inventor, I would 

argue, is much more interesting than the myth of the original creator.  The labor involved, 

which was always arduous, time-consuming, physically demanding, and intellectually 

rigorous, contradicts the image of the inspired genius.  The negotiations that literary 

artists, and especially American literary artists in the nineteenth century, had constantly 

to make with literary tradition, and the reality that inventors had to face, which was that 

any invention they created would probably be a re-invention, is the kind of conflict that 

contains its own dramas.  Literary artists like Herman Melville had to face the prospect of 

developing formal qualities in their work that recognized the belated position of the 

American writer in the nineteenth century—a country which had produced no Miltons or 

Shakespeares—while at the same time attempt to stake out territory that was not entirely 

beholden to the British tradition.  The primary struggle of the American literary artist in 

the nineteenth century was confronting the possibility that American literature would be 

inevitably derivative.  Similarly, the promotion of American inventions and inventors 
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was largely motivated by an anxiety born from the fact inventions are always re-

inventions.  If nations were measured by the geniuses they produced, and by the 

technologies they invented, then American inventors, despite however “original” many of 

their inventions might have been, were always contending with the idea that their 

inventions were secondary, or that their inventions were merely the application of 

theories that had already been developed in previous times and by other nations. 

 In the nineteenth century, developing the United States into a distinct nation with 

a distinct culture meant that its most grandiose projects would always perform a highly 

symbolic function.  A single American inventor, or a single American literary artist, if he 

accomplished international fame, would become a symbol for the entire American 

people, and their creations would provide material evidence for the kind of contributions 

the United States could make to the world.  The urge to make something, anything that 

was “new” became a drama that played out on two levels:  the aesthetic and the national.  

For literary artists like Melville, the aesthetic drama of inventing fresh forms that would 

adequately represent the United States would be a drama that required the laborious re-

fashioning of inherited genres.  In the twentieth century this aesthetic dilemma would 

inherit new names like parody or pastiche.  But in the nineteenth-century America literary 

artifice was inevitably bound up with the larger nationalist project of legitimizing the 

relatively nascent “imagined community.”  This meant that invention—the making of 

machines and stories—were not simply two activities conducted parallel to each other; 

rather, as the two creative acts that came to distinguish the possibilities of “American” 
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artifice, the convergence of these two activities would come to represent the hallmark of 

American inventiveness.    
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CHAPTER 2 
REINVENTING INVENTION:   

GENERIC TECHNOLOGIES IN MELVILLE’S TYPEE 
 
 
If today it is necessary to reinvent invention, it will have to be done through questions 
and deconstructive performances bearing upon [the] traditional dominant value of 
invention, upon its very status, and upon the enigmatic history that links, within a system 
of conventions, a metaphysics to technoscience and to humanism. 
 
                  Jacques Derrida, “Psyche: Inventions of the Other” 
 
…it would seem necessary to invent a new, historically reflexive, way of using 
categories, such as those of genre, which are so clearly implicated in the literary history 
and the formal production they were traditionally supposed to classify and neutrally to 
describe. 
                             Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious 
 
 
2.1 Reinventing Typee Scholarship 

 The theme of invention exists everywhere in Herman Melville’s Typee:  A Peep at 

Polynesian Life (1846), even if on its surface it seems to exist nowhere.  Invention’s 

hidden presence is evident, if I may provide an initial example, in a rather infamous scene 

in which Kory-Kory, the narrator’s native keeper (and guard) builds a fire: 

The islander, placing the larger stick obliquely against some object, with one end 
elevated at an angle of forty-five degrees, mounts astride of it like an urchin about 
to gallop off upon a cane, and then grasping the smaller one firmly in both hands, 
he rubs its pointed end slowly up and down the extent of a few inches on the 
principal stick, until at last he makes a narrow groove in the wood, with an abrupt 
termination at the point furthest from him, where all the dusty particles which the 
friction creates are accumulated in a little heap.  At first Kory-Kory goes to work 
quite leisurely, but gradually quickens his pace, and waxing warm in the 
employment, drives the stick furiously along the smoking channel, plying his 
hands to and fro with amazing rapidity, the perspiration starting from every pore.  
As he approaches the climax of his effort, he pants and gasps for breath, and his 
eyes almost start from their sockets with the violence of his exertions.  (111) 
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On its surface, this passage seems to contain two interpretive possibilities:  one may read 

it for its detailed description of a native building a fire, and one may recognize the sexual 

innuendo that is clearly intended to be perceived, at least as an inside joke, by Melville’s 

more euphemistically-inclined readers.  Unlike say, James Joyce’s audience (most of 

whom would read Leopold Bloom’s autoerotic activity, incited by the young Gerty 

McDowell, as simply a temporary release of the protagonist’s frustrated sexual desire), 

and especially unlike, for example, Phillip Roth’s (for whom Portnoy’s adolescent 

exuberance is merely humorous even if a bit scandalous, and accounted for by the novel’s 

publication during the “sexual revolution”)—Melville’s audience would not tolerate open 

discussion of masturbation, even if only for the sake of humor.  Melville’s ability to 

speak through both sides of this mouth, as it were, or in other words, to communicate two 

different signs with the same signifier is where the interest of this scene lies.  Or so an 

episode like this is normally interpreted. 

 For even in the above passage, which seems only to be communicating two 

meanings, we can see that beyond its surface-level meaning (describing how a native 

builds a fire), and beyond its secondary meaning (its sexual innuendos), the passage’s 

third, and I would argue, prevailing purpose can be detected in the way that it sets up, or 

rather, softens the passage that follows it.  Though most of Typee’s recent critics have 

understood this episode’s importance in terms of Melville’s sexual awareness,1

                                                 
1 Herschel Parker, Melville’s biographer, argues that the fire-making episode represents an inside joke 
between Melville and his brother, Gansevoort, who assisted in getting Typee published in England (Parker, 
vol. 1, 365-66).  John Bryant’s reading of this episode in Melville Unfolding is slightly more attentive, but 
in the end he comes back to its significance regarding Melville’s sexual awareness:  “As it stands in print, 
the fire-lighting scene is a memorable instance of Melville’s early verbal skills, a foreshadowing of the 
kinds of wordplay that saturate his later works.  But the print version is only a pale replica of the original 

 I would 
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like to use it as an illustration of Typee’s rhetorical strategies, which are aimed at 

conveying very serious political arguments.  For though Kory-Kory’s efforts climax with 

the sparking of fire, the episode’s true payoff occurs a paragraph later:   

What a striking evidence does this operation furnish of the wide difference 
between the extreme of savage and civilized life.  A gentleman of Typee can 
bring up a numerous family of children and give them all a highly respectable 
cannibal education, with infinitely less toil and anxiety than he expends in the 
simple process of striking a light; whilst a poor European artisan, who through the 
instrumentality of a Lucifer performs the same operation in one second, is put to 
his wits’ end to provide for his starving offspring that food which the children of a 
Polynesian father, without troubling their parent, pluck from the branches of 
every tree around them. (112) 

 
Like a postscript that instructs its reader about how to interpret the letter, the reader is 

now instructed—in very direct terms—how to interpret Kory-Kory’s labor, despite 

whatever metaphorical nuance the passage might contain in and of itself.  For despite its 

potential meanings, what the fire-making episode really responds to is the rhetoric of 

invention, particularly the idea that technology is supposed to alleviate the most 

excessive and arduous labor.  In an 1847 issue of Scientific American, a year after Typee 

is published, one could read how a simple advance in washing machines can become “a 

benefactor to the whole human family” (“Modern Invention”).  And oddly enough, one 

can read in a book that seems to be, on its surface, simply about a man stranded on a 

remote tropical island, a direct rebuttal of this idea.  Such is the method through which 

Melville conveys his message. 

 
                                                                                                                                                 
content found in the manuscript version.  It cannot show the labor Melville put into transcribing his bawdy 
male anecdote into a more ‘enlightened’ set-piece that could appeal to a broader audience…. And in seeing 
these revisions evolve on the manuscript page, we are afforded a peep not so much at Polynesian life as at 
the workings of a mind that was evolving if not discovering a remarkable link between sexuality and the 
artistic, economic, and political condition of human beings” (92). 
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*** 

 

 In what follows I intend to illustrate how the rhetoric of invention provides an 

essential historical backdrop that Melville’s Typee responds to in both its form and its 

content.  The choice of Typee perhaps requires a bit of explanation given that 

technological themes have never been associated with Melville’s first book.  Indeed, 

given its setting and general scenario, Typee might seem an odd place to begin mapping 

out how the rhetoric of invention impacted American literature.  The island of Nukuheva, 

where Tommo is stranded, is void of inventors; there is no manufacturing, no economy, 

no machines vested with symbolic import.  The Typee valley stands apart from 

“civilization,” a place where stasis and tradition is favored over the flux of progress.  The 

Typees make “tappa” as they have for generations, they build fires using friction and not 

Lucifer matches, they seem to show more interest in Tommo’s toy bamboo pop-gun (the 

book’s only material invention) than they do at the very real guns pointed at them by the 

French, whose military frigates sit ready in the harbor, waiting to be provoked.   

 As distinct from a text like Hawthorne’s “The Artist of the Beautiful,” Typee 

reacts to the rhetoric of invention more abstractly, and much less directly. Much as a 

novel like Robinson Crusoe (a text to which Typee was consistently linked in the 1840s 

and 1850s) became a locus classicus for political economists even though the island on 

which Crusoe lives has no political economy (other than the one Crusoe invents), Typee 

responds to invention by remarking upon its absence.  Defoe’s novel provided for the 

reader a set of juxtapositions through which assumptions and theories about political 
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economy could be tested in the abstract.  Likewise, in Typee, the inventions (and the lack 

of inventions) that play a key role in the narrative are convenient devices for thinking 

about technology and civilization because for the Typees, the inventions are even more 

novel than they are for Melville’s readers.  Melville is able to theorize about inventions 

by defamiliarizing them, which he does by placing them in the hands of people whose 

reactions to them are entirely unpredictable. 

 Unlike Robinson Crusoe, Typee does not draw such sharp distinctions between 

civilized and uncivilized, and Tommo, despite his knowledge of western technologies, is 

not portrayed as inherently superior, intellectually or morally, as Crusoe is, for example, 

against the primitive (though good-hearted and redeemable) Friday or his cannibalistic 

fellow tribesmen.  Typee’s basic scenario is similar to Robinson Crusoe’s, but its politics 

are less predictable; at the very least, Melville was highly suspicious of the 

civilized/uncivilized dichotomy, and even more apprehensive about locating the 

superiority of western civilization by pointing to its advanced technologies.  “What has [a 

Pacific islander] to desire at the hands of civilization?,” Tommo asks.  “She may 

‘cultivate his mind,’—may ‘elevate his thoughts,’—these I believe are the established 

phrases—but will he be the happier?” (124).  Unlike Crusoe, Typee at its most subversive 

seems to suggest that by gauging its moral, intellectual, and spiritual worth by using 

technology as the measure of that worth, western civilization degrades itself below those 

it deems “heathens” and “brutes.” By taking on the “established phrases” of the rhetoric 

of invention (which in this case overlaps with the rhetoric of “civilization”), Typee 

functions, in many ways, as a foil to its eighteenth-century counterpart as well as to 
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Defoe’s nineteenth-century brethren, for whom Crusoe is the primary model of western 

man: one who exercises the force of his will by reinventing civilization around him. 

 Typee, however, is not simply reactionary, not merely a negative assessment of 

the discourses that promoted invention.  Typee is an important text for thinking about 

invention comprehensively because the story it tells responds to the rhetoric of invention, 

but also because it is an inventive text.  Typee is a text whose form has been tinkered 

with, invented, and reinvented.  A product of Melville’s extensive reading, while at the 

same time the result of his own imagination and experience, Typee resides at a critical 

nexus where the aesthetic experience of creating art and literature meets up against, reacts 

to, rebels against, and joins with, the creative processes involved in making and 

“advancing” technology.  It is this tension, Melville’s essential ambivalence toward 

invention (the same ambivalence that motivates Derrida to consider “reinventing 

invention”) that I will dwell upon and flesh out. 

 By considering how invention operates in Melville’s Typee, this essay both 

continues and reassesses some of the very urgent critical work being performed, in the 

last five years, on Melville’s seminal literary effort, including the collection of essays in a 

2005 special issue of ESQ, “Melville in the Marquesas:  Actuality of Place in Typee and 

Other Island Writings.” With additional work by Mary Bercaw Edwards, Jonathan Arac, 

and Justin Edwards leading the charge,2

                                                 
2  I will discuss the work of Bercaw Edwards later, so will refrain from summarizing her work here.  Paul 
Lyons’ chapter on Typee in American Pacificism (2009) investigates Typee’s complicity, despite its critique 
of U.S. imperialism, with the abrogation of the “responsibility to understand and learn and the willingness 
to imagine U.S. history as bound-together with Oceanian history” (2).  Several essays in the recently 
published “Whole Oceans Away”: Melville and the Pacific (2007) aim to reassess Typee and its primary 
importance in making sense of Melville’s attitude toward Pacific islanders.  Justin Edwards’ Exotic 

 Typee is becoming a site of critical interest 



 62 

beyond the reasons that it has normally been studied:  as Melville’s first book, and 

therefore an important document for tracing his aesthetic maturation (as well as his use of 

source material), and for its longstanding popularity in the nineteenth century, a period 

throughout which Typee outsold all of Melville’s other works, and during which Moby-

Dick barely registered in popular consciousness.  Though Typee is being opened up to 

alternate vectors of inquiry, even a book as recent, and as comprehensive as John 

Bryant’s Melville Unfolding treats the fire-making episode, for example, as only 

important in the context of Melville’s sexual awareness and his compositional practices. 3

                                                                                                                                                 
Journeys: Exploring the Erotics of U.S. Travel Literature, 1840-1930 (2001) is unique in that it resituates 
Typee in American literary history, as the first in a long line of texts that connect sexuality, tourism, and 
travel. 

   

In other words, Typee is still treated by some of the most recent criticism for the same 

      Jonathan Arac, in his The Emergence of American Literary Narrative 1820-1860, argues that Typee 
represents how “personal narrative” played an important role in the development of American literary 
narrative:  “From its very beginning, Typee stood as an impressively, and suspiciously, powerful piece of 
writing; yet it was true enough….the force of this personal narrative rests on experience” (102).  Arac 
places Typee alongside Poe’s The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, Frederick Douglass’s Narrative of the 
Life of Frederick Douglass, Richard Henry Dana Jr.’s Two Years Before the Mast, and Thoreau’s Walden, 
or Life in the Woods, as an example of how personal narratives based upon actual experience made up a 
dominant strain of what became characteristic of American “literature.”  While I do not disagree with 
Arac’s version of American literary history, my point of view stresses that the truth of Melville’s 
“experience” is not necessarily what makes Typee an important text in American literary history; instead, I 
argue that what Melville invents in Typee is just as, or more important than, what he actually experienced.  
His experience matters insofar as it allowed him to witness the atrocities committed by colonists and 
missionaries, but the actual effect of his critique is felt as much in how Melville delivers that critique—
what he invents (in terms of Typee’s form and content)—than in what he actually experienced. 
 
3 Bryant’s Melville Unfolding:  Sexuality, Politics, and the Versions of Typee (Ann Arbor, MI:  Univ. of 
Michigan Press, 2008) is undoubtedly the most comprehensive investigation of Typee’s formal 
construction, and is accompanied by online supplemental materials that demonstrate the importance of 
Bryant’s practice of “fluid-text” editing.  Bryant’s essay in the 2005 special issue of ESQ was also the most 
forceful rebuttal of Robert C. Suggs’s article, which contends that much of what readers previously thought 
had been factual regarding Melville’s stay on “Nukuheva,” is indeed fictional.  While my essay is indebted 
to Bryant’s research, it also extends the historical context surrounding the writing of Typee and its 
publication.  While Bryant’s work is concerned with textual and biographical matters, mine is more 
concerned with formal, aesthetic, and historical matters. 
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reason it always has been:  as fundamentally a biographical document through which the 

reader can learn something either about Melville or about his later work. 

 This chapter takes Typee into new territory.  Though these recent reevaluations of 

Typee are long overdue, this chapter intends a wholly original approach to the book that 

will focus upon its formal qualities by reading it through a historical context that has 

hitherto been ignored; that is—I will read Typee as critiquing the rhetoric of invention, 

particularly its nationalist and racist biases, at the same time that I reveal it as a work that 

is the product of an author who has assumed the role of a nineteenth-century inventor.  

This chapter considers Melville’s use of sources and the hybrid construction of Typee in 

light of the fact that while American writers were busy trying to establish a uniquely 

American literature, they were also living in a time in which their professional (and 

amateur) counterparts in the field of engineering and technology were actually having 

success in producing tangible advances through which American progress, and American 

supremacy, could be measured and asserted.  I argue that Melville—writing in the 1840s 

during the crescendo of the rhetoric promoting invention, and at a time when becoming 

an author was a very precarious career choice (both financially and in terms of cultural 

prestige)—was suspicious of and indeed critiqued this rhetoric in the pages of Typee, at 

the same time that he incorporated the aesthetic and professional potential of invention 

into his work.  In other words, Melville’s cognizance of invention impacts both the form 

and content of Typee, but in seemingly opposite ways:  the procedural qualities, as well 

as the defiance inherent to invention itself, nurtures Typee’s form through its play with 
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and defiance of genre, while invented objects, especially when they function as symbols 

of “progress,” become the target of its content.    

 Melville’s reinvention of invention does not attempt to redeem invention from its 

nefarious uses, but rather acknowledges that invention is essentially two-faced.  On the 

one hand, Melville’s goal is to reveal how Western civilization deludes itself by equating 

technological progress with moral progress, a task he accomplishes by focusing his 

readers’ attention on the violent and oppressive uses to which inventiveness is employed.  

On the other hand, Melville himself must be inventive in order to show his readers 

invention’s Mr. Hyde.  Melville takes advantage of invention’s subversiveness, the 

aesthetic labor that underlies invention’s ideological uses, in order to disassemble the 

rhetoric of invention.  He uses one invention against the other.  The result is a book, for 

lack of a more suitable word, which itself is a kind of reinventing mechanism, a literary 

invention that invents itself as it goes along.  Since Typee’s purpose, however, which is to 

undermine western faith in technological civilization, must be undertaken with subtlety 

lest Melville alienate his readers, the true goal of Typee’s design must be always at least 

partially disguised.  Humor, for example, or anthropological description, sometimes 

works to mitigate or soften the book’s more direct indictments.  If one could visualize 

Typee as a machine, it would not be very elegant, and what exactly that machine 

produced would not be immediately apparent.  Typee’s parts could be distinguished, but 

it would be difficult to observe how the parts worked together, the whole to which the 

parts belong.  This is the only way that Melville’s invention could finally operate, given 

the outcome he desired and the limited types of materials and tools with which he could 
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work.  His only option was to reinvent with what literary history had passed onto him as a 

nineteenth-century American writer.   

 Though Melville inherited his tools and materials, he often did not feel 

particularly loyal to any one form or genre.  Typee began, but by no means ended, 

Melville’s tenuous and noncommittal attitude toward genre’s dictates.  Omoo would 

continue in the same vein as Typee, while Redburn and White-Jacket also stem from 

Melville’s experiences early in his life, hopping around the Pacific Ocean.  Generically, 

they reveal an author who became increasingly comfortable in a certain mode.  But by the 

time Melville begins Mardi, his aesthetic restlessness, showcased in Typee, begins to re-

assert itself.  In the next ten years, Melville would write in very disparate generic modes, 

and never really settled on one enough to continue in that mode.  Even his most 

celebrated work, as close to “epic” as American literature ever achieves, bears more 

relation to James Joyce’s genre-defying, pastiche-and parody-ridden Ulysses (a 

comparison that is not made nearly enough), than it does to Homer’s or Milton’s 

quintessential epics.  Several reasons could be, and have been proffered for Melville’s 

irreverence toward established forms:  the “novel” written in English was still a relatively 

nascent form in the mid-nineteenth century; he was constantly forced to bend his efforts 

toward market demand, dashing off most of his works as much for money as for the sake 

of his own artistry; he had to contend with reviewers and readers who were simply not 

patient enough to tolerate his self-conscious deviations from tradition; he was not 

formally educated, and so not as beholden to certain programs or formulas that a more 

formal education would have inculcated; finally, Melville was simply an aesthetically 
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restless artists—for no matter who he was attempting to write for, or the pressures 

(financial, personal, cultural, national) that he was responding to, he was always just 

obstinate enough, so that his first and main audience was always himself and his own 

standards.  His own taste, even his own whims, always preempted the demands of genre.  

Which is another way of saying that Melville, lynchpin of the American literary tradition, 

had a problem with authority, if indeed genre is a vehicle for the continuities of literary 

history. 

 But I contend that this restlessness was not something he came into, but was 

something he started with.  Indeed, Melville began his career as a writer who was willing 

to challenge, not only established ideas about colonialism and missionary work, but as 

someone who was willing to think of writing more like an inventor, whose primary 

concern is to displace the old with the new.  Melville’s ambivalence toward genre, given 

his close relationship to Evert Duyckinck and his cohort, can be read as part of a broader 

nationalist anxiety that fretted over the belatedness and provincialism of American 

culture.  As Perry Miller relates in The Raven and the Whale, it was not so much that 

Americans did not have unique stories to tell, it’s that they had no original narrative 

mode, and experienced many frustrations in concocting a genre that could capture grand 

American themes, while not wanting to depend upon established British and European 

forms that might best capture those themes:  epic, tragedy, and romance.4

                                                 
 

  Genres now 

4 This is not to say that American writers during this time period were not influenced by romanticism.  The 
two most prominent American novelists in the early nineteenth century were Cooper and Irving, whose 
primary modes were romance, but these writers drew heavily from the romances of Sir Walter Scott, 
another Englishman.  Perry Miller argues that New York writers, in particular, searching as they were for 
an alternative to Emersonian transcendentalism, found that mode, ironically enough, in another 
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deemed as essentially American, such as Puritan sermons and captivity narratives, were 

not recognized for their aesthetic validity until well into the twentieth century, and so 

could not become a point of pride for mid-nineteenth century Americans.  To be an 

American artist was to always be second-hand and second-rate, a borrower from the 

British tradition.  As a reflex to this anxiety, a flood of rhetoric promoted the originality 

and inventiveness of American writers opposed to their British ancestors, who despite 

their long tradition—their Miltons and Shakespeares—could also be considered as too 

weighted down by history.  The flip side of having less tradition was also being freer to 

invent. 

 Yet while the anxiety experienced by American writers could then be placed in 

more optimistic terms, they still could not fill in their most spacious absence:  despite the 

international popularity of both Washington Irving, James Fenimore Cooper, and even 

Edgar Allen Poe, American letters could brag of no “genius”—the measure of which had 

always been a writer’s ability to invent and reinvent. What these Americans did not 

realize at the time was that many prominent strains of literary tradition were on the verge 

of being radically altered or even discarded, so that to reinvent the epic for America, or to 

rewrite the Sir-Walter-Scott-Romance for an American audience, was to be playing a 

                                                                                                                                                 
Englishman, Charles Dickens (Raven 34).  This search for an appropriate literary ancestor, or model, is 
indicative of the desperation felt by many American writers to ground their work in a tradition that would 
allow their work to become integrated into literary history, and their paradoxical motivation to invent 
uniquely American literary modes.  Melville’s “Hawthorne and His Mosses” may be read, then, as a 
rallying cry that went ignored, just as Melville’s genuinely unique contribution to American letters—Moby-
Dick—also went ignored:  “Call him an American, and have done; for you can not say a nobler thing of 
him.—But it is not meant that all American writers should studiously cleave to nationality in their writings; 
only this, no American writer should write like an Englishman, or a Frenchman; let him write like a man, 
for then he will be sure to write like an American” (527).   
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game that could not be won5

 Instead of feeling particularly anxious about this belatedness, Melville uses it to 

his advantage.  Typee’s literary and non-literary genres constitute both the means through 

which the book responds inventively to the rhetoric of invention, at the same time that 

they become the object of the author’s reinvention.  If “Genres are essentially literary 

institutions, or social contracts between a writer and a specific public, whose function is 

to specify the proper use of a particular cultural artifact,” as Frederic Jameson notes, then 

Melville’s goal is not to invent new genres, but to put genre, in terms of Jameson’s 

formulation, to different “uses.”  It is something more than a coincidence, I believe, that 

Jameson describes generic modalities as an “attempt to devise a foolproof mechanism for 

the automatic exclusion of undesirable responses to a given literary utterance” (107), for 

we see in genre the same kind of logic we see in the rhetoric of invention:  that there is 

probably a machinic or mechanical solution to every problem, a way to reorient the world 

so that everything that seems out of place can finally find its place.  It is only a matter of 

time before a solution is invented. 

; the technologies of the epic, the sonnet, the lyric, the 

tragedy, even perhaps the novel, already having been reinvented, and eventually 

exhausted.  The belatedness of America was the belatedness of modernity itself.  

 Genre, in the same way, proposes to be an answer to a series of problems that face 

both author and reader:  how does a reader decide what to read?  How does a reader 

distinguish between fact and fiction?  How does a reader develop culturally acceptable 

“taste”?  Genre, which was “traditionally supposed to classify and neutrally to describe” 

                                                 
5 This point was forcefully made by Mark Twain later in the century, when in Life on the Mississippi he 
blames the degenerated state of American letters, and even the Civil War, on the “Sir Walter Scott disease.” 
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(Jameson 107) had already by the time Melville begins his career become like a mode of 

production, a set of procedures that would guarantee an author certain outcomes and that 

would satisfy a reader’s expectations.  Melville’s contribution to genre, which is 

inseparable from his contribution to destabilizing the rhetoric of invention, is to reinstate 

genre as a tool, and not as an end, of literary endeavor.  Therefore, Typee’s formal 

inventiveness can be read in those moments when its generic signals seem most unclear 

and improperly coded.   

 Melville would have understood genre, as he understood invention, as a concept 

that functions in a perpetual state of irony.  However, his very flexible conceptualization 

of genre, and his seemingly inconsistent adherence to its dictates in Typee (and the rest of 

his work) is not the result, despite his relative youth as an artist, of ignorance.   In the 

early to mid-nineteenth century, the concept of genre had already been undergoing a 

fairly radical shift stemming from developments in the late eighteenth century, a shift 

best represented in the work of Friedrich Schlegel in his Dialogue on Poetry and Literary 

Aphorisms, as well as the “Athaeneum Fragments.”  As Heta Pyrohonen points out, “the 

real point of departure for modern genre theory took place with European Romanticism at 

the end of the eighteenth century…. [when] the Romantics called for a philosophical 

theory that would explain the existence and intrinsic organization of literature into 

genres” (111).  One of Schlegel’s primary concerns in these works is to finally categorize 

and define the nature of both romantic poetry at a time when the novel was quickly 

overcoming poetry as the preferred form of “literature” for the reading public.  And yet 

the results of Schlegel’s attempts are represented best by a series of seemingly ironic or 
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tautological statements like “Ein Roman ist ein romantisches Buch” [“A novel is a 

romantic book”], and “a theory of the novel would have to be itself a novel” (101-103).  

What Schlegel suggests, and what later genre theorists would eventually expand upon, is 

that, as Jean-Luc Nancy and Phillip Lacoue-Labarthe argued in The Literary Absolute, 

“the inability to be defined or delimited probably belongs to the very essence of genre” 

(90).  “The Romantics,” Pyrhonen remarks, “emphasized that genres are historically 

determined” and are not, as they are in in Classical genre theory “stable, universal 

categories” (111).   

 Melville also realized what the romantics before him had realized:  that genre 

cannot be taken at face value.  What Melville saw in concepts like invention and genre 

was an essential similarity:  they both operate by obeying simultaneously acting, self-

consuming drives.  An invention, for example, functions as both a marker of the human, 

and as a sign of humanity’s inadequacy, always in need of technological supplements.  

Furthermore, invention is at once both an addition and a subtraction; to invent a machine 

means to make another machine obsolete.  Similarly, genre’s task is to categorize, and 

therefore to separate; according to the law of genre, there must be a certain quality 

inherent to every kind that makes it distinguishable from other kinds, therefore making it 

generic.  But as Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe point out,  

 Genre is undoubtedly the completed, differentiated, identifiable product of an 
 engenderment or of a generation; even in German, where the word’s etymological 
 filiation is entirely different, Gattung is not unrelated to assemblage in general, or 
 to union and even marriage.  But the process of generations, or the process of 
 assemblage, obviously supposed interpenetration and confusion.  Or in other 
 words, mixture (gattierien means ‘to mix’).  It could be said that this is precisely 
 what the romantics envisage as the very essence of literature, the union, in satire 
 (another name for mixture) or in the novel (or even in Platonic dialogue), of 
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 poetry and philosophy, the confusion of all the genres arbitrarily delimited by 
 ancient poetics, the interpenetration of the ancient and the modern, etc.  But 
 would this be sufficient to define the essence of mixture?  What, in fact, is the 
 nature here, of fusion or union?  And what, finally, is a genre?  Or, more 
 precisely, Genre? (91) 
 
Derrida answers this question in his essay, “The Law of Genre” by submitting the 

following “hypothesis”:  “a text cannot belong to no genre, it cannot be without or less a 

genre…there is always a genre and genres, yet such participation never amounts to 

belonging” (61).  The law of genre is that “Genres are not to be mixed,” but on the other 

hand, it is “impossible not to mix genres” (51, 53).   

 Melville understood that to properly undermine “invention” he had to do so in a 

way that would not alienate his readers, for it was his readers that he indirectly implicated 

in the oppression of native peoples in the South Seas.  It was either their support of or 

indifference to colonizing activities and missionary efforts, supported and made possible 

in particular by weapons technology, as well as by the rhetoric of invention, that made 

the brutality he witnessed possible.  Therefore, Melville had to choose a genre, or more 

properly, genres, in which he could deliver his argument without sacrificing the narrative 

momentum that made Typee such an exciting and readable “first-person” account.  Like 

any text, Typee cannot function outside of a generic framework, but why it can never be 

classified as belonging to a certain genre. 

 Therefore, by amalgamating various genres into a single text, Typee implicitly 

rejects genre’s logic, which operates based upon the presupposition that there is a form 

appropriate to any kind of content, a technology to address every kind of need.  By using 

genre as one would a technology (or an invention), Melville suggest a possible intimacy 
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that exists between different creative acts, revealing the problematics, and politics, of that 

intimacy.  Genre functions as the primitive technology, the tool of Melville’s aesthetic 

labor, through which he disassembles the rhetoric of invention, replacing it with a 

reinvention made up of its redeemable parts.  Melville does not invent a new genre, 

rather, his invention is to show (at least partly) that genres are inventive.  Not categories 

to be obeyed but tools to be used. 

 In nineteenth-century America, “invention,” when used to discuss literature, was 

mostly a pejorative designation, and helped to signal the generic separation between 

fiction and non-fiction.  The generic boundaries that separated fiction from non-fiction 

could be tested by establishing whether a story was “invented,” or whether it was based 

on real experience.  Melville, having been aware of this fact, conceived of literary 

invention in a different way:  for him, a story could be “invented” and still contain 

“truth.”  He understood that invented stories, just like machinic inventions, could simply 

be used responsibly or irresponsibly.6

                                                 
 

  Melville privileged the ethical over “truthful,” just 

as he questioned the separation between fiction and non-fiction.  Through its generic 

indeterminism, and through its forcing of readers to confront the true effects of both 

invented stories and invented machines, Typee assumes its rhetorical power and its 

political subversiveness.  Typee’s inventions, which might be described as all the gaps 

6 In other words, Melville violated the generic expectations held by his audience that fiction be clearly 
separated from non-fiction.  This pejorative use of “invention,” which was commonly used by some of 
Typee’s early reviewers, is interesting given the word’s generally positive connotation when used in 
association with invented objects, which are of course very much grounded in “reality.”  A point I will 
more comprehensively make in 2.3 is that, though these reviewers were probably correct to be suspicious 
of some of Typee’s narrative (since we now know that Melville used quite a few sources to shore up his 
knowledge of the Marquesan islanders, and since we know that he exaggerated certain things, such as the 
length of his stay), Melville uses his own inventions to undermine what he saw as the much more insidious 
inventions—the stories and machines—that helped to justify the worst brutalities of colonial expansion. 
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which Melville had to fill in order to render Typee presentable and marketable to the 

reading public (i.e., believable as a work of non-fiction), have a hidden function, which is 

to disassemble the invented stories and the invented machines used by U.S. and European 

cultures alike, in order to justify colonial expansion into the Pacific. 

 

*** 

 

 This chapter will proceed in two parts.  The most immediate section will, firstly, 

establish Melville’s familiarity with the rhetoric of invention by pointing toward evidence 

from outside of his literary texts, specifically, his assessment of technology in his lecture 

from the late 1850s, “Statues in Rome.”  My primary purpose for referring to this 

evidence is to make the claim that what we can read Melville’s critique of invention in 

Typee as a series of implicit attacks on invention and technology that finally become 

much more explicit later in his career.  I will then perform an in-depth reading of the 

“pop-gun” episode in Typee, interpreting its passages as a series of formal and rhetorical 

strategies whose purpose is to expose, by disassembly, the self-serving nature of the 

rhetoric of invention and the destructiveness of invention itself.  I will turn to key scenes 

in both Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver’s Travels that contain references to guns and pop-

guns both in order to make the argument that Melville is subtly alluding to both of these 

works, and also less subtly reworking them.  Finally, I will refer to Marx’s concept of the 

commodity fetish in order to explain how and why the Typees’ refuse to fetishize 
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invented technologies, a refusal that undermines invention’s role in the economic, 

military, and ideological infiltrations of western colonialism.  

 Part two will be concerned more with generic technologies and the concept of 

aesthetic labor that I outlined in chapter 1.  By following Typee’s generic shiftiness, its 

digressions, and its suspicion of received wisdom (usually received in the form of 

colonial narratives and “sea stories”), I will explain how Melville converts his use (and 

abuse) of genre into a kind of formal method that is akin to “invention,” in the sense that 

his nineteenth-century audience understood the term.  That is, Typee offers an alternative 

conception of inventiveness that, while it is non-mechanical, is certainly not unrelated to 

the mechanical type of invention so lauded by his contemporaries.  Typee is like a 

purposefully dysfunctional machine if to properly function means to obey traditions and 

to become a conduit for ideology.  But this dysfunction is deliberate, for in Typee’s rather 

incoherent form we see the author’s own aesthetic labor—the work that goes into his 

invention.  By exposing the labor that invention requires, Typee seeks to expose the 

falsity of the rhetoric of invention, which so often elided the material, embodied practices 

that contribute to invention so that it could portray the inventor as a spontaneous, creative 

genius.  Typee was not spontaneously concocted, but it was an invention of the truest 

sort—a mix of old and new, a bit of pure invention and a bit of reinvention whose 

primary goal was to expose the fetishization of technology and the ideologies that 

benefitted from the equation of technology with “progress.” 
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2.2  “Fiendish Skills”:  Invention and Weapons Technologies 

 For evidence of Melville’s knowledge of the promotion of invention, a few 

biographical facts are first worth noting.  By 1857, about 11 years after Typee was first 

published, Melville had returned from a trip to Rome, after which he developed a lecture 

that he delivered, for money, in several northeastern cities from May 1857 to February 

1858.  The lecture, entitled “Statues in Rome,” does not survive, but many newspapers 

reported on and even transcribed the content of Melville’s speech.  At several points in 

the lecture, Melville uses nineteenth century inventions as a contrast to the more 

grandiose statues he visited in Rome, which for Melville seemed to represent a kind of 

aesthetic purity that the modern age had lost.  The Boston Evening Traveller quotes 

Melville as saying,  

 “What comparison could be instituted between a locomotive and the Apollo?  Is it 
 as grand an object as the Laocoön?  To undervalue art is perhaps somewhat the 
 custom now.  The world has taken a practical turn, and we boast much of our 
 progress, of our energy, of our scientific achievements—though science is 
 beneath art, just as the instinct is beneath the reason.  Do all our modern triumphs 
 equal those of the heroes and divinities that stand there silent, the incarnation of 
 grandeur and of beauty?” (qtd. in Parker 361).   
 
Later in the speech, Melville even more directly refers to the institutions that support 

invention when he says that the Vatican is “the index of the ancient world” while the 

“Patent Office in Washington” is the index of the modern world.  Melville’s reference to 

the locomotive, to the world’s “practical turn,” and to the patent office are not randomly 

chosen points of comparison.  There would have been many ways to compare the ancient 

and modern world, which is the fundamental strategy and purpose of Melville’s speech.  

Melville, however, chooses as representations of the nineteenth century an object (the 
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locomotive), a frame of mind (practicality), and an institution (the patent office), that are 

not simply generic components of the narrative of progress of civilization, but which are 

more specifically the fundamental building blocks of the rhetoric of invention.  The 

locomotive, invented by the American Robert Fulton, was perhaps the most visible and 

symbolic invention of the early nineteenth century.  The emphasis on practicality, as I 

demonstrated in chapter 1, played an integral role in raising the inventor’s status above 

both artists and scientists, the former’s work having no practical value because it could 

not be used in any tangible way, and the latter’s work having no practical value because 

its purpose was merely theoretical.  The American patent office, the first in the world, 

was often regarded, even by those generally suspicious of governmental institutions, as a 

helpmate to inventors and a guarantor of his civil and economic rights. 

 Indeed, the excitement generated for inventors and inventions even invaded 

Melville’s personal and family life.  Herschel Parker, Melville’s biographer, notes that 

these references to technology in “Statues in Rome” should be read in light of the fact 

that Melville’s most successful brother-in-law, John C. Hoadley, was, among other 

things, a quite successful inventor of a version of the steam engine that made it much 

easier to transport, an invention that he patented in the same year as Melville’s lectures.  

Given that Hoadley was, by nineteenth century standards, much more “successful” than 

Melville, and was consistently more wealthy (he even loaned his brother-in-law money 

from time to time) Melville’s animus toward technology could have had some personal 

origins. Yet even these circumstances cannot explain Melville’s attitude, not toward 

technology really, but to the cultural prominence that technology attained.  Even as late 
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as 1871, Melville would write in the margins of an edition of Matthew Arnold’s poems, 

“What could a sage of the nineteenth century teach Socrates?  Why, nothing more than 

something about . . . the ocean telegraph, and the Sewing Machine &c” (qtd. in Parker v. 

2, 366).  These sentiments provide all the evidence needed that Melville saw his role as 

an artist in opposition to what was perceived as the most celebrated profession in mid-

nineteenth-century America:  the inventor of practical machines.  Yet, while Melville’s 

general disposition toward inventions and inventors in his later years is quite obvious 

when considering this supplementary and extra-textual evidence, one can see, even as 

early as the early 1840s as he begins to write Typee, that Melville understood his 

culture’s fascination with inventions in a way that recognized that this fascination 

survived by remaining blind to invention’s true cost.  For it was not just that the 

nineteenth century was becoming culturally inferior to classical Rome and the ancient 

civilizations, but that the machines that displaced art atop the cultural hierarchy had a 

more immediate and dangerous effect.  After all, as Karl Marx would note in the 1860s, 

and which Melville recognizes much earlier than this,  “It would be possible to write 

quite a history of the inventions, made since 1830, for the sole purpose of supplying 

capital with weapons against the revolts of the working-class” (476).  To extend Marx’s 

observation, it would also be possible to write a history of inventions made for the sole 

purpose of subjugating and killing native peoples in the name of abstract principles like 

Manifest Destiny.  Melville was one of the first Americans to recognize that America’s 

obsession with technology not only degraded public taste and contributed to the decline 

of “culture,” but that, even on a more fundamental level, inventions were killing people. 
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*** 

  

 It has hardly been recognized that Typee was one of the first major American 

books to draw a connection between colonial subjugation and the technologies of 

subjugation.  There were very few, if any American writers willing to make claims as 

overtly critical as Melville’s when he contrasts the civilized and the savage:   “The fiend-

like skill we display in the invention of all manner of death-dealing engines, the 

vindictiveness with which we carry on our wars, and the misery and desolation that 

follow in their train, are enough of themselves to distinguish the white civilized man as 

the most ferocious animal on the face of the earth” (125).   Of course one thing that 

characterizes Typee, at times, is its straightforwardness.  These are exactly the phrases 

that many early reviewers used to condemn Melville’s subversive perspective—his 

frequent and vehement disruption of the colonialist and imperialist rhetoric circulating in 

American periodicals. 

 Critics have often assumed, however, (just as Typee’s first readers did) that 

Typee’s politics only reside in these very phrases when Melville speaks through Tommo 

in very deliberate and unmistakably critical language.  Typee’s essayistic qualities are 

parsed out from its novelistic qualities as if the two had little to do with each other.  But 

Melville encounters the violence that technology inflicts by sometimes confusing these 

distinctions.  Typee sets up a pattern, in other words, that it does not follow as the book 

progresses.  Whereas its first several chapters clearly alternate between advancing the 
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novelistic plot and providing essayistic commentary (which is often merely tangential to 

the “plot”), the book’s later chapters sometimes confuse these two modes.   

 The pop-gun episode provides a useful example of how Melville addresses the 

rhetoric of invention and the violence that it ignores, not by making deliberate 

accusations, but by mixing together observation and storytelling with other, more literary 

devices like irony and allusion.   It is telling that in the rhetoric of invention there is not 

much attention paid to weapons, and yet throughout the nineteenth and certainly into the 

twentieth century, weaponry was of primary interest to governments interested in 

maintaining power, and many technologically-oriented minds were occupied with 

devising more efficient ways to kill.  What Typee registers, which very few texts do in 

this era, is an irony that would be much more commonly thematized in twentieth century 

literature:  how a supposedly civilized world could and would become so invested in 

maximizing their ability to inflict massive carnage.7

 In chapter 19, a point during which Tommo realizes that he must feign 

contentment in order to accomplish his escape, he decides to enjoy the “social pleasures 

of the valley” and its “wild enjoyments” (144).  At least temporarily unconcerned by how 

to escape, Tommo takes time to observe life on the island.  One of his main and recurring 

  How can “progress” be a goal, and 

how can inventions be a sign of progress, when our most complex and advanced 

inventions are weapons of self-destruction? 

                                                 
7 Much of the irony and humor in novels like Joseph Heller’s Catch-22, Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse 
Five, and Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow, V., and Against the Day, originates from the way these 
novels defamiliarize violence (against the grain of the mythologization of war) through focusing on the 
comic absurdity of weapons technology.  Typee, at times, anticipates these modes when its humor and irony 
is used to confront the idea, held by his audience, that they are on the right side of history.  Though Heller, 
Vonnegut, and Pynchon certainly condemn, for example, Nazism, their novels portray all sides as being 
essentially complicit in the absurd destruction inherent to world war. 
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conclusions is that though life on the island is undiversified and fairly routine, boredom is 

not the necessary result.  At times, Typee seems to suggest that the Typees live fairly 

inconsequential lives as a result of their everyday trifling, and their lack of a typically 

American “work ethic.”  “All their enjoyment,” Tommo relates, “indeed, seemed to be 

made up of the little trifling incidents of the passing hour” (144).  And yet Melville uses 

these moments, which allow his Western readers momentarily to feel superior to the 

childish and lazy Typees, to undermine the pretext that suggests civilization, which 

requires both individual industry and produces a vaster array of pleasures, necessarily 

produces more happiness.  The pop-gun episode, then, originates from this context, in 

which Tommo, seemingly in passing, describes the working habits of his island friends. 

After making the observation that the Typees are a trifling people, Tommo relates the 

story of his invention of a toy pop-gun out of a stick of bamboo for one of the island’s 

“spirited little urchins.”  Just as the Lucifer match episode (before Tommo offers his final 

commentary) would have tempted Typee’s nineteenth-century readers to feel superior to 

their savage counterparts, the pop-gun episode also lures its readers into a false sense of 

superiority.  Melville uses this episode, which contains various levels of indirection and 

metaphor, to critique both the premise that everyday life in the civilized world is more 

rewarding, and to make the book’s most negative evaluation of invention:  its complicity 

with violence and destruction.  There is a meaningful connection between these 

subversions and the form he uses to advance them. 

 The initial premise of the pop-gun episode is that Tommo makes a toy for one of 

the island’s children.  Tommo constructs, out of a bamboo stick, a toy that projects small 
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objects, a “nursery musket” that shot “any small substance…through the tube, by merely 

springing the bent strip out of the notch” (145).  Soon Tommo is surrounded by 

seemingly every Typee in the valley, and for “three or four hours” is employed at 

constructing toy pop-guns, which occupy the Typees for days.   The toy is so popular that 

soon they reach high demand, child and adult alike using their pop-guns in playful mock-

battles.  The series of events sparks the usual commentary: 

 What community, for instance, of refined and intellectual mortals would derive 
 the least satisfaction from shooting pop-guns?   The mere supposition of such a 
 thing being possible would excite their indignation, and yet the whole population 
 of Typee did little else for ten days but occupy themselves with that childish 
 amusement, fairly screaming, too, with the delight it afforded them. (144) 
 
At this point it seems that Tommo will safely allow his readers to feel the sense of 

superiority to be gained from knowing that mere “trifles” would certainly not entertain a 

more sophisticated and civilized audience.  Yet, what seems on its surface like an 

innocent enough moment also contains another internal motivation.  If read in the light of 

the rhetoric of invention, this episode can be seen as an allegory of inventions, the 

inventive process, and the relationship between invention and colonial violence.  For in 

the midst of this episode Tommo asserts that, “Had I possessed the remotest idea of the 

sensation this piece of ordnance was destined to produce, I should certainly have taken 

out a patent for the invention” (145).  Of course the humor of this statement originates 

from the irony that the Typees do not have a legal system, or even a conception of 

intellectual property, that would recognize the pop-gun as having been invented, and 

therefore, as something one is able to profit from.  Tommo is speaking directly to his 

American and European audience here, who are in on the joke. 
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 And yet the humor of this statement contains a powerful subversion that can only 

be recognized when Typee is read as responding to the rhetoric of invention.  We already 

know that Melville connects inventions with weapons technology, the “fiend-like skill” 

required to produce new weapons technology being the most reprehensible and 

counterproductive aspect of invention.  Directly recalling, as Tommo does here, the 

rhetoric of invention when he raises the prospect of patenting his mock-weapon, this 

episode begs to be read as something more than an anthropological observation that 

provides Typee’s readers with an illustration at how fundamentally child-like the Typees 

are.  First of all, it was no less a prominent figure than Abraham Lincoln who would posit 

that patent laws and the establishment of the American nation were two of the three most 

important developments in the history of invention.  Though Lincoln would assert this 

over ten years after Typee is published, he is not the first to make this claim—that there’s 

a connection between the prominence and proliferation of inventions and inventors in 

nations, namely America, whose legal, social, and cultural institutions support invention 

and inventors.  To refer to patents in such a crucial episode is to engage the kind of 

promotional rhetoric that advocated the need for strong patent laws, so that inventors 

would have even further incentive (profit) to produce new innovations.8

                                                 
 

  Beyond this 

allusion to patents, however, the fact that Tommo invents a toy weapon is where the 

primary interest of this episode lies. 

8 To read more about the legal, political, and cultural importance of patents in mid-nineteenth century 
America, see B. Zorina Khan’s The Democratization of Invention:  Patents and Copyrights in American 
Economic Development, 1790-1920 (2005), especially chapters three and four.  
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 If one of the goals of Typee is to provide different scenarios in which the narrator 

juxtaposes examples of the savage life to the norms prevalent in civilization, then this 

episode participates in that pattern.  Whereas Tommo’s narrative voice is sometimes 

appropriated by Melville in the book’s more polemical scenes, here Melville’s voice is 

far more disguised.  This episode, unlike its corollaries, achieves its purpose through 

more complex, literary means.  Melville lets the episode speak for itself, which forces the 

reader to engage his or her own powers of interpretation; here Typee requires more from 

its audience, and as a result, forces them to consider, for themselves, just what it means 

for the Typees to be so enthusiastic about pop-guns and mock-battles.  Yet Melville’s 

purpose is unmistakable.  Consider how he has Tommo describe the Typees’ enthusiasm 

for the pop-gun: 

 Pop, Pop, Pop, Pop, now resounded all over the valley.  Duels, skirmishes, 
 pitched battles, and general engagements were to be seen on every side.  Here, as 
 you walked along a part which led through a thicket, you fell into a cunningly-laid 
 ambush, and became a target for a body of musketeers whose tattooed limbs you 
 could just see peeping into view through the foliage.  There, you were assailed by 
 the intrepid garrison of a house, who leveled their bamboo rifles at you from 
 between the upright canes which composed its sides.  Farther on you were fired 
 upon by a detachment of sharpshooters, mounted upon the top of a pi-pi. (145) 
 
Just as Melville appeals to his readers at home by joking about patents (only to 

undermine their preconceptions), here he describes the Typee’s playfulness in the jargon 

of military strategy.  On one level, this potentially makes the Typees look ridiculous.  

Why use such complicated subterfuge if one is only playing?  The parodic, even perhaps 

mock-epic tone of this passage provides Typee’s readers with an opportunity, once again, 

to laugh at the Typees and their enthusiasm for mere trifles.  But Melville reverses this 

possibility only to make a joke on his readers—although a very serious one.  The irony 
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and the underhandedness of this description, as well as Tommo’s allusion to patents (and 

hence, indirectly, to such philosophical abstractions like intellectual property) is so 

effectively subversive because it connects up everything his audience knows and assumes 

about invention, and implicates that knowledge in the promotion of violence, which is, 

for the rhetoric of invention, the unmentioned consequence of advanced technology.  The 

Typees, as trifling as they may be, are just as enthusiastic about a newly introduced 

object as their Western counterparts, and yet their excited playfulness does not have the 

downside that Western invention inherently manifests:  the propensity to use inventive 

knowledge to control less dominant groups with violence.  Their enthusiasm for the pop-

gun provides a counter-image, a mirror through which Melville’s readers may 

consciously dwell on their own propensities.  The pleasures of the “enlightened 

individual” may come from “more elevated but rarer sources” (144), but the Typees’ 

everyday activities, in which playful, mock-violence plays a more important role than 

actual violence, becomes a preferable counterpoint to the inevitability of Western 

invention:  that it is used more often for evil than for good.9

 The pop-gun episode not only represents Melville’s indictment of invention’s 

physically oppressive possibilities, it also represents a moment in which Typee’s literary 

genealogy can be mapped out, and therefore, also functions as a key episode in 

 

                                                 
9 John Samson briefly addresses the pop-gun episode in White Lies: Melville’s Narrative of Facts (1989), 
but I fundamentally disagree with his interpretation of it.  Samson argues that this incident “parodies the 
whites’ system of industrialization”(39), a reading which would convert Tommo into a type of foreman 
simply because he puts the child and several others to work on the pop guns.  In my view, by not 
acknowledging Melville’s clear allusions to the rhetoric of invention, Samson fails to see that Tommo and 
the natives are actually acting in concert.  The scenario is not a parody of industrialization, but rather an 
alternative to industrialization.  The natives take pleasure in their labor and the result of their labor, and yet, 
they do not convert these toys into real weapons, and neither do they fetishize or commodify their work.  
The pleasure of invention resides in the process of inventing, not in transforming the invention into 
something to be patented, or to be used against each other such as a real weapon would be. 
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deciphering how Melville built Typee from parts recycled from literary history.  For this 

episode recalls scenes from two of the eighteenth century’s most important literary 

works:  Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver’s Travels.  We know from reading reviews of 

Typee that many of its readers associated at least the basic premise of Typee’s “plot”—a 

Western man marooned on an island—with Defoe’s creation.  This is especially 

important to note given that Crusoe was such an important work in the development of 

the novel.10

 This strategy comes into view if we read Typee’s pop-gun episode as a 

reinvention of a crucial scene in Crusoe when Friday witnesses the use of his “Master’s” 

gun for the first time.  Shortly after rescuing Friday from those who would eat him, 

Crusoe endeavors to find “other flesh” that might distract Friday from his own 

cannibalistic tendencies.  Observing Crusoe hunt, and not being able to figure out how his 

device causes birds to instantly drop from the air, Friday 

  Though Melville certainly intended for Typee to be novelistic, he also had to 

be careful not to undermine Typee’s main attraction:  that it was supposed to represent 

real events experienced by a real person.  Generically, the book could be novelistic 

without being a “novel,” as such.  Part of Melville’s invention, then, is to construct a 

book that straddles this line.    

 thought there must be some wonderful fund of death and destruction in that 
 thing, able to kill man, beast, bird, or anything near or far off…the astonishment 
 this created in him was such, as could not wear off for a long time; and I believe, 

                                                 
10 Watt reads Robinson Crusoe as a novel that provides evidence for the influence of economic 
individualism in the rise of the novel.  Though Defoe’s novel is related to travel literature, ultimately 
“profit is Crusoe’s only vocation, and the whole world is his territory.”  Furthermore, if one of the novel’s 
central tendencies is to focuses on the “daily lives of ordinary people,” (60) and since this tendency 
originates both from the rise of the individual’s value, and the belief that even ordinary lives contain 
enough variety and action to sustain a reader’s interest, then Robinson Crusoe, despite this relation to travel 
literature, “expresses some of the most important tendencies of the life of his time” (67). 
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 if I would have let him, he would have worshipp’d me and my gun:  As for the 
 gun itself, he would not so much as touch it for several days after; but would 
 speak to it, and talk to it, as if it had answer’d him, when he was by himself; 
 which, as I afterwards learn’d of him, was to desire it not to kill him. (167) 
 
While it could be argued that the Typees do not respond to the pop-gun the way that 

Friday does because they know immediately that the pop-gun is a toy, and not a deadly 

weapon, it must be noted that the Typees are not without knowledge of guns and their 

destructiveness.  The French ships anchored in the harbor, after all, point their cannons at 

the Typees day and night, and the island’s inhabitants, the book makes clear, have seen 

their share of battles with Western colonialists.  Yet unlike Friday, who bows in awe of 

the gun, therefore displaying what Crusoe could only read as a mix of innocence and 

ignorance (and hence, inferiority), the Typees bow to neither the toy, nor the real thing. 11

                                                 
11 Melville might have also remembered Emerson’s allusion to a popgun in a passage from “The American 
Scholar.”  While describing the responsibility of the scholar “to cheer, to raise, and to guide men by 
showing them facts amidst appearances,” (55) Emerson implores him to “not quit his belief that a popgun is 
a popgun though the ancient and honorable of the earth affirm it to be the crack of doom” (56).  Far from 
mistaking Tommo’s popgun as the crack of doom, the Typees immediately recognize the object for what it 
is:  nothing but a toy.  While I don’t believe that Melville is necessarily addressing this passage in an 
attempt to undermine or affirm it, it is interesting to notice that in the same section of his essay, Emerson 
warns that the scholar “must betray often an ignorance and shiftlessness in popular arts, incurring the 
disdain of the able”—a sentiment that Melville, given his attitude toward inventions and the glorification of 
use-value, would not have disagreed with. 

  

In finding amusment in Tommo’s invention, and in not being cowed by the real guns that 

had already been used against them, Melville portrays a people that are essentially 

different from the model that Friday’s character provides.  In doing so, he also indicates 

Typee’s essential generic divergence from Robinson Crusoe’s novelistic paradigm in 

which a figure like Friday exists merely to provide amusement and to advance a plot. 
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 Generically, the pop-gun episode resides somewhere in between the novelistic12

 I told him of an Invention discovered between three and four hundred Years ago, 
 to make a certain Powder into a heap of which the smallest Spark of Fire falling, 
 would kindle the whole in a Moment, although it were as big as a mountain; and 
 make it fly up in the Air together, with a Noise and Agitation greater than 
 thunder….That we often put this Powder into large hollow Balls of Iron, and 
 discharged them by an Engine into some City we were besieging; which would 
 rip up the Pavement, tear the Houses to Pieces, burst and throw Splinters on every 
 Side, dashing out the Brains of all who came near… (102) 

 

aspects of Robinson Crusoe and the satirical qualities of Gulliver’s Travels, a book that 

might have been an even more profound model for Typee than Crusoe, given its own 

generic singularities and its investment in de-mythologizing the idea of “progress.”  In 

part II of Swift’s satire, “A Voyage to Brobdignag,” Gulliver, called upon by the King 

and Queen, attempts to explain to the King about a development from his part of the 

world (Europe) that the King might consider of interest: 

 
The King, of course, working from an entirely different epistemology, does not 

understand why such an invention would be used, much less made, given its 

destructiveness.  The King is “amazed how so impotent and groveling an Insect as 

I…could entertain such inhuman ideas...whereof he said, some evil Genius, Enemy of 

Mankind, must have been the first Contriver” (103).  While Gulliver attempts to convince 

his readers that it is the King, and not he, that is truly “ignorant,” Swift’s readers know 

that it is the King, and not Gulliver, whose perspective is both more humane and more 

reasonable.  So while Typee’s basic structure and “plot” is perhaps more indebted to a 
                                                 
 
12  It is essential to note here that when I call Typee “novelistic,” I am doing so with the awareness that the 
novel, by definition, is a mixed genre, or a genre that mixes.  As Mikhail Bakhtin points out in “Epic and 
Novel,” the novel is by nature a parodic and heteroglossic genre.  “The novel sparks the renovation of all 
other genres,” and therefore, highlights the fundamental paradox of genre itself, which is that mixing is 
ubiquitous even while it is prohibited.  
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Cruosean model, the book’s political perspective and its general attitude toward 

“humanity” and “civilization” is more in line with Gulliver’s Travels.  Yet, just as 

Melville had to avoid modeling Typee too closely upon the novel, he also did not have 

the luxury of writing a full-fledged satire.  Typee could be satirical and novelistic, but 

could not be a novel or a satire.  Melville had to mix genres in order to pass off Typee as 

“truth,” a strategy that not only allowed Melville to couch his critiques in the guise of 

adventure and romance, but which allowed Typee’s publishers to market the book as a 

true adventure, a genre which, at that particular moment was particularly popular. 

 

*** 

 

 Tommo’s pop-gun functions, then, as a kind of Trojan horse in the text, but one 

whose intent is to do no harm except to the propensity of Western civilization to use all 

of the positive potential of invention for the sake of building war-machines.  By 

deliberately invoking inventions and patents in an episode that pretends to illustrate the 

Typees’ childish nature, Typee strays from deliberate commentary and uses more oblique 

methods in order to temporarily lure its readers into a false sense of superiority.  In doing 

so, Melville is able to subtly allude to the rhetoric of invention and its fatal blind spot:  its 

complete abrogation of responsibility for its role in the subjugation of native peoples. 

 However, the richness of this episode does not terminate with its subversion of 

invention’s violent and oppressive tendencies.  The conclusion of the pop-gun episode 

provides reason to believe that Melville conceived of something like the commodity 
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fetish and regarded inventions as a fetishization of technology well before Karl Marx 

would define the term in Das Kapital (1867).  Consider, for example, how the pop-gun 

episode ends: 

 Pop, Pop, Pop, Pop! green guavas, seeds, and berries were flying about in every 
 direction, and during this dangerous state of affairs I was half afraid that, like the 
 man and his brazen bull, I should fall a victim to my own ingenuity.  Like 
 everything else, however, the excitement gradually wore away, though ever after 
 occasional pop-guns might be he heard at all hours of the day. (145) 
 
As objects that represented so many important ideas, such as the progress the United 

States was making in the nineteenth century, which, by extension, symbolized the 

progress of humanity itself, inventions were among the most fetishized objects in 

Western culture.  Containing the aura of the new, the symbolic power of inventions was 

exponentially greater than other commodities.  One reason for this might be because, in 

an era in which mass production was already overcoming individually-centered 

production, inventions could still stand out, because of their radical newness, as being 

fundamentally unique beyond the usual fluctuations of fads and fashions.  One way to 

understand this phenomenon, and to understand Typee as a text that reacts to an economy 

of invention, is to consider Karl Marx’s concept of the “commodity fetish” and how this 

concept both captures the particular power inventions have to represent beyond 

exchange- and use-value, and how it theorizes labor in relation to value.   

 The “commodity fetish,” as defined by Marx, is the mysterious quality conferred 

upon a product of labor when it enters into a system of exchange.  When a product of 

someone’s labor turns into a commodity (when its exchange-value overcomes its use-

value), the premise that drives this transformation is that labor can then be measured by 
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the value of whatever is produced.  This transformation produces a network of social 

relations in which everyone’s labor is abstracted and equalized, to the extent that labor’s 

only true measure becomes the value of the product produced by that labor.  

Commodities, then, function as the essential touchstone by which the value of labor is 

measured, or as Marx more pointedly asserts, “To them [the producers of commodities] 

their own social action takes the form of the action of objects, which rule the producers 

instead of being ruled by them” (86).  The commodity fetish allows capitalism to 

maintain the illusion that the values it grants to certain objects actually originate in 

Nature.  The value of labor, and labor-time is thus dictated by what only seems to be a 

natural kind of value, measures that actually have more in common with religious faith 

than they do with Nature or reality.  The producers are controlled by the objects they 

produce.  The commodity fetish gives a name to this feature of capitalism that relies as 

much upon “metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties” (81), as it does upon sound, 

or fair, economic principles.  The key aspect of the commodity fetish is in the disguise it 

wears and the faith that it requires; this fetishization (which Marx likens to religious 

fetishization) thrives because neither the producers nor the consumers realize that the 

foundation of their social relation is based upon a myth, or at the least, a completely 

arbitrary measure that is prone to manipulation by the powerful at the expense of the less 

powerful.  

 Marx does not distinguish between different types of commodities, or degrees of 

fetishization.  According to Marx, all labor becomes abstracted within the system that 

produces, and relies upon, the commodity fetish.  But what is clear in the nineteenth 



 91 

century is that what I’ve termed “aesthetic labor”—the romanticized kind, as well as the 

more “legitimate” kind (the positive, subversive potential that invention contains)—is a 

type of labor that is potentially set apart from other types of labor; furthermore, 

inventions are perhaps even more fetishized than everyday commodities, in that they 

disproportionately affect how value is apportioned (since inventions automatically make 

other commodities potentially obsolete, or lacking value).  If, all of a sudden, an entire 

class of objects is suddenly rendered, not only “useless” but also “valueless,” then the 

value of the labor which produces these commodities automatically, and suddenly, 

vanishes.  Which means the labor that produces the new invention then assumes 

maximum value; this helps to explain, from an economic perspective, why invention 

became as popular as it did, why inventors attained near-heroic status, and why 

inventions assumed symbolic power even beyond their already having been fetishized as 

a commodity.  This does not mean that the commodity fetish, as an explanatory term, is 

made obsolete; it need only be adjusted to accommodate different degrees of 

fetishization, and different degrees of abstracted labor.  Ultimately, romanticized 

aesthetic labor is an abstraction:  just as the fetish functions by transforming the arbitrary 

nature of value into something that appears to come from Nature itself, the romanticized 

version of inventive labor also thrives on what is basically a conceit:  usually called by 

the name of “invention,” the function of this romanticized portrayal of inventive labor is 

to hide the fact that it is just as grounded in material realities as are the most mundane 

types of creative labor.  The difference between the abstraction that aesthetic labor 

undergoes, and the abstraction that all labor undergoes in the economy of the commodity 
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fetish, is that aesthetic labor is assumed to have even more special properties.  This 

assumption, whether it be true or not, contains enough force to impact social relations, 

and particularly the increasingly complex and interwoven relationship that inventive 

labor would have with nationalist, colonialist, and imperialist ideologies. 

 The pop-gun episode in Typee intuits Marx’s theorization of the commodity fetish 

at the same time that it accounts for and responds to the fetishization of invention.  The 

Typees are enamored with Tommo’s pop-gun, but it never enters into their economy, and 

therefore, by definition, does not become fetishized because it does not displace the labor 

that produced it. Tommo can joke about patenting his pop-gun, but the Typees only value 

his labor and his invention insofar as it provides them the most temporary kind of 

amusement.  His labor is only labor, as such; just as the pop-gun, in the end, is only a 

pop-gun.   
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2.3  Generic Technologies and the Aesthetic Labor of Literary Invention 

 Typee, however, does not give up on the value of invention, because invention 

always contains within it a counterforce that has the potential to cancel out, deconstruct, 

and displace those inventions that do physical and spiritual harm.  Invention, as Derrida 

points out, contains deconstructive potential.  Yet invention also works in tandem with 

the fetishization of newness so characteristic of capitalist systems.  Melville’s task in 

Typee, then, is to invent against these tendencies. He does so by exposing the realities of 

inventive labor, an exposure that Typee’s form itself instantiates.  Typee’s inventions are 

analogous, then, to the material processes that inventors engage in when they seek to 

introduce new technologies.  While aesthetic labor is indeed mythologized by the rhetoric 

of invention, there is an underlying reality about the unique type of labor that invention 

requires.  For the inventors of stories, like Melville, the traces of their inventive processes 

can be found—just as the mechanical inventor’s are found in his technical schematics, as 

well as in the dirt under his fingernails—in the structures and the formal schematics that 

support the story’s content.  It is the type of labor that the reader encounters in Tommo’s 

description (which is offered at the end of the same chapter that contains the pop-gun 

episode) of how the Typees make “tappa,” their native cloth: 

 In passing along the valley, I was often attracted by the noise of the mallet, 
 which, when employed in the manufacture of the cloth, produces at every stroke 
 of its hard, heavy wood, a clear, ringing, and musical sound, capable of being 
 heard at a great distance.  When several of these implements happen to be in 
 operation at the same time, and near one another, the effect upon the ear of a 
 person, at a little distance, is really charming. (148) 
 
Given the placement of this description at the end of a chapter that so artfully reacts to 

the rhetoric of invention, and which considers the relationship between labor and the 
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products of labor in ways that anticipate Marx’s important theorizations, it is vital to read 

this closing paragraph for what it is:  the assertion of a positively aestheticized labor, a 

labor which is a kind of music.   

 For the remainder of this chapter, I position Melville’s play with form and genre 

as a kind of aesthetic labor that can be read as a response to the ideologically-inflected 

rhetoric of invention.  Though Melivlle is not always explicitly concerned with invention 

throughout Typee, the formal mechanics of his story reflect the struggles of an American 

author writing in the early- to mid-nineteenth century, when writers had to contend with, 

among many challenges, two primary difficulties:  surviving as an author in an economy, 

and a culture, that did not reward authorship; and two, establishing a distinctly American 

voice at a time when “American literature” did not really exist.  More “practical” 

professions guaranteed a more financially and socially secure life.  And certain 

professions, like those involved in constructing the technology and the machines that 

would help the United States to grow economically, were especially favored for their 

potential to enrich both individual and nation.  My contention is that Melville 

appropriated aspects of invention as a process with aesthetic potential, so that one can see 

in Typee the traces of invention when it is realized as a type of aesthetic labor.  These 

traces are most visible in the story’s formal dynamics—in its use of digression, which 

often abruptly and self-consciously disrupts the book’s narrative momentum, and even 

more prominently, in its non-commitment to generic purity.  While other inventors are 

busy, in the nineteenth century, inventing machines, Melville invents stories.   These two 
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acts are not unrelated.  I’ve already discussed how Melville antagonizes his fellow 

inventors of machines; now I’d like to focus on the way Melville borrows from them. 

 

*** 

 

  What made Typee an effective tool for disassembling the machines and stories on 

which colonial mechanisms depended, was its ability to cloak its own counter-inventions 

in very familiar genres—to make his readers feel at home long enough for his critiques to 

be communicated and perceived.  Typee borrows from sea-faring adventures like Richard 

Henry Dana’s  Two Years Before the Mast and the trope of a Western man being stuck on 

an island was at least as old as Robinson Crusoe.13

                                                 
 

  And it bears traces of captivity 

narratives and non-fiction travel literature.  Its first printing was by a British publisher, 

John Murray, who included the book in his Home & Colonial Library, under the pretense 

that Typee resembled the non-fictional quality of the rest of the books in that collection.  

It was marketed on the premise that Herman Melville, that author, had actually 

experienced everything that happened in the book, and that he was not inventing anything 

out of more fictional or imaginative resources.  Otherwise, the book would have read as a 

13 One other interesting comparison was made by Margaret Fuller in an 1846 review for the New York 
Tribune, who compared Typee to Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas (1759); reviewing the book for the Brooklyn 
Eagle, Walter Whitman compared Typee to The Adventures of Sigr. Guadentio di Lucca, what Luther 
Stearns Mansfield calls in Glimpses of Herman Melville’s Life in Pittsfield, 1850-51, “a romance of an 
imaginary voyage” (21). 
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novel, a genre whose selling power was still meek in comparison to factual travel 

narrative.14

 We know now that, although much of Typee did indeed originate in Melville’s 

personal experiences on the island, he also did plenty of inventing.

 

15

                                                 
 

  For example, the 

events are supposed to take place over about three months, whereas Melville was only on 

the island of Nukuheva for three weeks.  Given that Melville had to convince his readers 

that he could have observed Typee culture to the extent that he did, and at the same time 

tell a suspenseful tale of escape, he most certainly had to supplement his real experiences 

with fictional inventions.  Not only that, but he had to decide, once he started writing 

Typee (which he began about two years after returning home from his voyage), how he 

14 John Murray’s Home & Colonial Library, into which Typee and Omoo would eventually be integrated,  
was designed by Murray to package together a series of factual accounts of exotic travel.  The selling 
power of the series depended upon the belief of its readers that they were reading fact, and not fiction.  
Since, presumably, anyone could “invent” the kind of romantic journey that this series presented, the 
“truth” of these books is what provided their novelty, and hence their value.  Murray, therefore, was weary 
that “the forbidden thing—the taint of fiction” might be introduced into his series if Typee’s truth were not 
verified.  Murray’s anxiety seemed to be allayed when “The Story of Toby” was published.  Nevertheless, 
Murray’s reluctance provides an interesting glimpse into the popularity of factual travel narrative, and the 
need to keep it separate from fiction.  In this sense, market demand, and the (monetary) value of “truth” 
heavily influenced the desperate need, on the part of publishers and readers, for strict generic standards that 
separated fiction from non-fiction.  Though Nina Baym is probably correct when she opposes the “critical 
myth” that antebellum America maintained a “hostility to fiction” (13), it is still a fact that American 
readers (as well as European readers) held fast to generic boundaries—especially those that helped them 
distinguish between fact and fiction. 
 
15 In her recent book, Cannibal Old Me:  Spoken Sources in Melville’s Early Works (2009), Mary K. 
Bercaw Edwards raises substantial questions regarding whether Melville ever even visited the interior of 
Nukuheva, and instead remained on the island’s beaches (1-24).  Her concerns echo the collection of essays 
in the 2005 special issue of ESQ that basically took up the question as to whether Melville had ever even 
wandered into the interior of Nukuheva.  This would mean that Melville would have invented even more of 
Typee than was previously assumed.  Though Bercaw Edwards does not suggest that she has definitive 
proof Typee’s mostly fictional status, the evidence she uses should at least remind Typee’s readers that it 
will always perhaps be impossible to assert with confidence exactly what Melville did and did not 
experience on the island.   In relation to these concerns, my view is that Typee is inventive despite whatever 
“fact” certain historians or critics might unearth regarding the text’s veracity, a task which for this 
argument is mostly irrelevant. 



 97 

would turn his collection of oral tales—he was encouraged to write the book by his close 

relatives who were often seduced by Melville’s skillful oral storytelling—into something 

coherent.  What kind of book would Typee be?  What would make it worth buying?  How 

would Melville honestly depict the atrocities occurring in the South Seas without 

alienating his readers, whom he viewed as complicit? 

 In some respects, Melville succeeded in constructing a book that people wanted to 

buy.  Typee made Melville famous, and it was the book he was most associated with 

throughout his career.  Melville was not only faced with the challenges presented by a 

very difficult book market (Harper’s, for example, turned the book the down), a test 

which he eventually passed, but he also had to contend with the fact that nobody had 

really written a book like Typee before—one that blended a novelistic plot of arrival and 

escape, anthropological observation, eye-witness accounts of European colonialism and 

American evangelism, essayistic opinions, and as Tommo puts it, “philosophical 

reflections” (29).  The book was made even stranger when “The Story of Toby” was 

published as a supplement in order to verify the truthfulness of Melville’s tale.  Typee 

was successful, perhaps mostly because of the sensational and titillating aspects of the 

story (for example, the prospect of cannibalism and the narrator’s dalliances with the 

beautiful Fayaway), as well as because of the genuine interest Americans and Britons had 

in what life was like in the South Seas, a region the vast majority of the population would 

never travel to, and could only read about.  The value of Typee, for its initial readers, lie 

in its content, not in its artistry.  After all, its plot is abandoned at many points in the book 

while Tommo is either relating his observations about island-life, or comparing savagery 
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to civilization.  Its digressions have no pattern.  On one page the narrator will rely on the 

suspense inherent in avoiding being eaten by cannibals, and on the next he’ll be 

discussing breadfruit and its importance to sustaining life on the island.16

 

  Typee could be 

read as a book whose aesthetic weaknesses can be accounted for because Melville was a 

young, first-time author. Yet its shiftiness is something Melville would rein in, but never 

entirely sacrifice.  A more accurate way to read Typee’s form would be in the context of 

the rhetoric of invention.  

*** 

 

 One of Typee’s primary concerns is to provide a corrective set of narratives to 

replace the prevailing narratives that justified colonization of the South Seas.  Melville 

understood that invented stories, especially when they relied upon centuries-old 

                                                 
 
16 Bryant characterizes Typee’s form in an especially useful way:  “If we were to visualize the print version 
of Typee as a verbal terrain, the map of that terrain would depict a sizable territory called personal narrative 
somewhat randomly interspersed with little villages of anecdote and digression” (76).   Bryant attributes 
this randomness to the process of revision that Melville went through when writing the book, for he had to 
integrate his own experiences along with source material, at the same time that he had to satisfy all kinds of 
different American and British publishers and editors, who each recommended their own revisions and 
cuts.  Using the manuscripts available, Bryant argues, and establishes quite thoroughly, that “fluid-text 
editing” is the only method that can truly capture “Melville Unfolding,” or the aspects of Typee (in its 
various manuscript forms) that allow Melville’s readers to reread it as a kind of template for Melville’s 
growth as an artist and thinker.  Bryant’s work, then does not contradict the idea that Typee contains within 
it the traces of what I call “aesthetic labor.”  Characterizing Melville’s writing process as “aesthetic labor” 
emphasizes, as Bryant does, the importance of focusing on a text as the result of procedures, and not as a 
spontaneous creation, just as it is important to demystify invention by focusing on its processes; however, 
aesthetic labor, as a methodical term, is unique because it yokes together Typee’s status as a literary 
invention with the historical context of the rhetoric of invention.   In other words, the context that matters 
most to Bryant are Typee’s manuscripts, and the evidence contained within them that Typee is a “fluid” 
text, and one that cannot simply be regarded as a whole, pure thing.  On the other hand, the context I find 
most relevant to my study of Typee is the historical context, and its relationship to the role that aesthetic 
experience had for both writers and readers in nineteenth-century America, influenced as they were by 
technological invention as the most culturally valid type of creation. 
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stereotypes about non-white, “uncivilized” peoples, could be just as damaging as the 

most destructive weapons technologies.  Melville had to square up the most notorious 

image of the Typees as violent cannibals with what he actually observed:  that the day-to-

day life of the tribe was entirely undramatic.  Their unified culture and the homogeneity 

of their everyday lives did not lend to dramatic interpretation.  Tommo acknowledges as 

much in the pivotal chapter seventeen, when he begins to realize that all of the stories he 

had been told about the ferociousness of the Typees, and their enemy tribe, the Happar, 

were not true.  For a pair of tribes that were supposed to be constantly at war, the island 

was remarkably peaceful: 

 On the other hand, as the clamors of war had not up to this period disturbed the  
 serenity of the tribe, I began to distrust the truth of those reports which ascribed so 
 fierce and belligerent a character to the Typee nation.  Surely, thought I, all these 
 terrible stories I have heard about the inveteracy with which they carried on the 
 feud, their deadly intensity of hatred, and the diabolical malice with which they 
 glutted their revenge upon the inanimate forms of the slain, are nothing more than 
 fables, and I must confess that I experience something like a sense of regret at  
 having my hideous anticipations thus disappointed.  I felt in some sort like a 
 ‘prentice-boy who, going to the play in the expectation of being delighted with a 
 cut-and-thrust tragedy, is almost moved to tears of disappointment at the 
 exhibition of a genteel comedy. (128, my emphasis) 
 
What has rarely been noticed by Typee’s academic readers is the extent to which it is 

involved in thinking about stories, story-telling, and its realization of the impact that even 

the most innocent “fable” has on the real lives of natives living in the South Seas.17

                                                 
 

  

17 One exception is certainly Bercaw Edwards’ Cannibal Old Me, which is “a study of the aesthetic, ethical, 
linguistic, and cultural implications of Melville’s borrowing from spoken and written sources.  Melville 
ingested sailor talk, cannibal talk, and missionary talk consciously, subconsciously, and subliminally” 
(“Introduction,” xx).  Bercaw Edwards, however, focuses more upon the “occupational lingo, folklore, and 
popular image of the sailor” which influence Melville formally, whereas this study is interested, not only in 
how this impacts Melville’s narrative voice, but in how Melville understood “sailor talk” to contain 
potentially destructive potential when it contributed to the justifications for colonialism. 
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Throughout the book Tommo’s expectations, which he receives mainly from oral tales 

told by other sailors and books published about the islands, are consistently thwarted.  

Tommo attempts to square his observations with the dramatic nature of the received 

wisdom regarding the Typees, especially in relation to their “ferociousness” and their 

cannibalism, but all the lenses available to him become opaque.  He has clearly inherited, 

from the language of tragedy, a certain perspective to which he wants the Typees to 

conform for the sake of his own excitement and adventure.  When they do not, however, 

what differentiates Tommo from those who had reported on the Typees before him, is 

that he does not force them into his own preconceived molds.  Typee could have certainly 

been much more exciting at certain points if Melville had chosen to embellish more than 

he did, or if he had written the book in modes that his readers were more familiar with.  

He certainly had the storytelling acumen to do so.  Yet, Melville sacrifices aesthetic 

unity, and the satisfaction of his readers, for the sake of truth.  That sacrifice disrupts 

whatever generic consistency Typee might have had; however, there is a certain pattern to 

Typee’s generic disruptions that suggests Melville might have been more in control of 

Typee’s aesthetics than has previously been assumed. 

 Typee follows an erratic, but ultimately decipherable pattern through which 

Melville’s literary inventions can be traced.  Its “plot” is in the mode of Crusoean sea-

adventure; its trajectory begins with Tommo’s arrival on the island, and his attempt, 

along with his fellow escapee, Toby, to find adequate shelter.  The  rest of the plot’s main 

events center around three motivations:  Tommo’s attempt to alleviate his severe leg pain, 

after he suffers an injury upon his arrival on the island, his struggle to avoid being eaten 
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by “cannibals” (this motivation eventually disappears in relation to the Typees, but he is 

never quite unconvinced of the Happars’ benignity), and his attempt to escape from the 

island.  These events constitute the major plot developments, and provide the book with 

its suspenseful, adventuring moments.  Yet, interspersed throughout the “plot” is another 

one of the book’s primary motivations:  to record facts about the Typee way-of-life, and 

to correct the record in relation to all of the falsities circulating about the natives.  

Sometimes this takes the form of essayistic response, and sometimes it is more ironic or 

subtle.   

 Like Kory-Kory’s elaborate, choreographed fire-making, the sound of mallets 

making Tappa, and Typee’s generic tapestry, the reality and value of aesthetic labor lies 

in the exposure of its processes—the visibility of its seams.  While the mythologized 

version of aesthetic labor seeks to disguise mental and physical processes in an abstracted 

moment of inspiration, a product of genuine aesthetic labor always bears the marks of its 

construction.  The notion of aesthetic unity is based upon the idea of creating an illusion 

for the reader that will enchant her into believing in the reality of a fictional world.  

Anything that calls attention to the artifice potentially punctures the illusion.  But a book 

like Typee is not concerned with creating illusions.  Melville certainly does attempt to 

weave the kind of effects that only fiction can provide into his otherwise non-fictional 

tale:  it has a plot, it contains suspenseful moments, and it employs devices associated 

with literary and fictional modes such as irony, metaphor, and indirection.  But as much 

as Melville attempts to create an entertaining story (which was essential to its 

marketability), he is more concerned with deflating the power of the fictional stories 
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regarding the savagery of the Typees, that otherwise masqueraded as non-fiction.  In 

order to do this, he had to invent a new mode, which is characterized by a reinvention of 

traditional genres like sea-stories and captivity narratives placed in the context of a 

particularly pointed, and prescient, form of ideology critique.  The sum of Typee’s 

different modes, its inventions and reinventions, was a new type of book that combined 

the fictional with the non-fictional, earnest critique and biting satire, adventure and 

anthropological observation, realism and experiment, literary and non-literary, 

experiential and imaginative. 

 Typee’s various digressions are a logical starting point for evidence that Melville 

conceptualized his writing of the book as a kind of aesthetic labor.  If Typee is driven by 

its plot of escape and its anthropological observations, then its digressions constitute 

those moments when Tommo splices his own ruminations into the trajectory of the larger 

narrative and observational patterns.  This always potentially undermines Typee’s 

aesthetic unity, but the digressions also makes up a large part of the interest that Typee 

evokes, in terms of its content and its form.  For, most of Tommo’s digressions are 

indeed the moments when he is most overtly critical of colonizers, missionaries, and the 

established knowledge regarding the supposedly wide gulf between savage and civilized. 

In chapter four, the book’s first divergence from its plot, Tommo addresses all of the 

stories he has heard about the ferocious Typees and acknowledges that in doing so he 

diverges from his “narrative.”  Nevertheless, Tommo tells of stories he “had heard from 

men…[of] revolting stories in connection with these savages” (25) in order to establish 

exactly what he would be facing on the island.  In this respect the digression does serve 
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the plot because it helps to create suspense for when Tommo does actually reach the 

island; however, the digressions soon turn into indictments of the stories themselves and 

the purposes they serve.  For example, Tommo relates a story he had been told about the 

ship Katherine, whose sailors were supposedly captured by the Typees, led into the heart 

of the island, and nearly killed save for the efforts of a little girl who facilitated their 

escape; he tells the story of “another English vessel” whose crew had been lured into the 

bay at Nukuheva, only to be roundly slaughtered by the treacherous Typees (25).  

Tommo even relates an off-hand comment by a fellow crew member, Ned, who 

proclaims “’there’s Typee.  Oh, the bloody cannibals, what a meal they’d make of us if 

we were to take it into our heads to land!’” (26).  Tommo then relates yet another story 

about the ship Essex, who, supposedly accompanied by the Typees’ enemy tribe, the 

Happars, attempted to defeat the Typees in battle, but were repulsed even though the 

Typees were far outnumbered (26). 

 Yet, for all the potential suspense that these stories contribute to the book’s plot, 

and as much as they could have contributed to the aesthetic unity of the narrative, 

Tommo undermines all of the stories he just told, and the suspense they build up, with a 

series of caveats that deflate their power, and take aim, instead, at the credulity of his 

reading audience: 

 The enormities perpetrated in the South Seas upon some of the inoffensive 
 islanders wellnigh pass belief.  These things are seldom proclaimed at home; they 
 happen at the very ends of the earth; they are done in a corner and there are none 
 to reveal them.  But there is, nevertheless, many a pretty trader that has navigated 
 the Pacific whose course from island to island might be traced by a series of cold-
 blooded robberies, kidnappings, and murders, the iniquity of which might be 
 considered almost sufficient to sink her guilty timbers to the bottom of the sea. 
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  Sometimes vague accounts of such things reach our firesides, and we 
 coolly censure them as wrong, impolitic, needlessly severe, and dangerous to the 
 crews of other vessels.  How different in tone when we read the highly-wrought 
 description of the massacre of the crew of the Hobomak by the Feejees; how we 
 sympathise for the unhappy victims, and with what horror do we regard the 
 diabolical heathens, who, after all, have but avenged the unprovoked injuries 
 which they have received.  We breathe nothing but vengeance, and equip armed 
 vessels to traverse thousands of miles of ocean in order to execute summary 
 punishment upon the offenders.  On arriving at their destination, they burn, 
 slaughter, and destroy, according to the tenor of written instructions, and sailing 
 away from the scene of devastation, call upon all Christendom to applaud their 
 courage and their justice. 
  How often the term ‘savages’ is incorrectly applied! (27) 
 
This represents the first, but certainly not the last instance in which Melville sacrifices his 

adventure plot in order to take aim at the realities of South Seas colonization.  What is 

particularly interesting about this passage is the level at which it understands the power of 

colonial stories, their dissemination back home, and the role they play in causing the 

effect of violence.  A tribe like the Typees might be physically subdued by machinic 

inventions—the advanced weaponry that threatens their annihilation.  But they are put in 

that position by the power of the other kind of invention—the stories, mostly anecdotal, 

that supposedly justify the use of violence in the first place.  After this aside, Tommo 

returns to his “narrative” with an innocent-sounding “But to return,” after which he 

proceeds to describe Nukuheva’s physical appearance seen from aboard his ship.  Yet, 

this “But to return” is very anti-climactic, given the fact that his audience, so early in the 

book, is forced to look back upon themselves.  Just as he would later reflect on his 

disappointment at witnessing a genteel comedy instead of a cut-and-thrust tragedy, 

Tommo himself predicts this deflation; only in this episode, it is Tommo disappointing 

his readers—negating the possible suspense of these stories for the sake of truth.  Just as 



 105 

invented machines can be made for purposes responsible and irresponsible, invented 

stories contain the same potential.  If Melville gleans from invention a positive kind of 

aesthetic labor, its use in the invention of stories will necessarily disrupt readerly 

expectations, since aesthetic labor is ethical only when its procedures are exposed.   

 For Melville, then, an ethical use of aesthetic labor would take aim at the invented 

technologies that create burdens for civilization, and the weapons technology that became 

a symbol for the worst possibilities of invention.  Yet Typee’s inventions do not only 

work against invented objects; Melville recognizes, as Derrida would, that machinic 

inventions cannot be defined or illustrated without reference their doppelgängers:  

narratives, fictions, stories.  In Typee, fictional inventions are capable of containing the 

same, ultimately destructive power that machinic inventions wield: 

 The fact is, that there is a vast deal of unintentional humbuggery in some of the 
 accounts we have from scientific men concerning the religious institutions of 
 Polynesia.  These learned tourists generally obtain the greater part of their 
 information from the retired old South-Sea rovers, who have domesticated 
 themselves among the barbarous tribes of the Pacific.  Jack, who has long been  
 accustomed to the long-bow, and to spin tough yarns on a ship’s forecastle, 
 invariably officiates as showman of the island on which he has settled, and having 
 mastered a few dozen words of the language, is supposed to know all about the 
 people who speak it.  A natural desire to make himself of consequence in the eyes 
 of the strangers, prompts him to lay claim to a much greater knowledge of such 
 matters than he actually possesses.  In reply to incessant queries, he 
 communicates not only all he knows but a good deal more, and if there by any 
 information deficient still he is at no loss to supply it.  The avidity with which his 
 anecdotes are noted down tickles his vanity, and his powers of invention increase 
 with the credulity of his auditors.  He knows just the sort of information wanted, 
 and furnishes it to any extent. (170, my emphasis) 
 
“Jack,” the South-Sea rover whom the “scientific men” rely upon in order to fill in their 

gaps of knowledge, has motivations that are innocent enough.  His vanity is tickled by the 

attention paid to his stories.  But the result of his “powers of invention” is the worst kind 
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of misinformation, since the knowledge they deliver to supposedly reputable 

investigators, then takes on the guise of authority when it is adopted by “scientific men.”  

As he will continue to do in Moby-Dick, Melville undermines the pretentions of scientific 

knowledge by acknowledging the role that hearsay, exaggeration, and personal 

motivation play in the establishment of “facts.”  Melville’s counter-invention, whose 

purpose is to disassemble the sea-rover’s invention, is a digressive device, a lever of 

sorts, that purposefully interrupts readerly expectations by undermining the fundamental 

rule that genres are not to be mixed. 

 Ironically, of course, the accusation that Melville had “invented” the events in 

Typee was fairly common among his first reviewers, who use “invented” pejoratively, in 

the sense that to “invent” a story meant to lie.  For example, Melville’s brother 

Gansevoort reported to Melville in a letter that John Murray, Typee’s first publisher, was 

tentative about publishing it because “the genuineness of the Residence in the Marquesas 

is doubted, some thinking that it is an invention, & not a narrative” (Parker, v. 1, 399).  

Another reviewer, Thomas M. Foote, in his apologia for Typee in the Buffalo 

Commercial Advertiser, after “The Story of Toby” was published, noted that he, among 

many others, had previously regarded Typee as “the offspring of a lively inventive fancy” 

(Parker, v. 1, 434).  My contention is that, indeed, Melville did “lie” about certain parts of 

his experience on the island; however, this does not mean his lies were unethical.  His 

inventions sought to displace other invented stories that, though often taken to be truth, 

Typee reveals as false.  Melville uses his powers of invention to expose their falsity, even 

if that means he must lie himself by creating, and perhaps inventing, a narrative 
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backdrop, without which these corrections could not have been made.  To remain 

objective, that is, if Melville’s true purpose had only been to observe and report, he 

would have crippled Typee’s ability to expose certain truths that could only be exposed 

because of Melville’s willingness to tinker with its form—his willingness to blur the lines 

between fiction and non-fiction.  Melville, after all, had much in common with the South 

Seas rover he so derides.  They both invent stories.  What Typee demonstrates is that it is 

not that inventions themselves are inherently evil; indeed, they contain positive, and 

possibly subversive potential.  One of Typee’s most ethical moments actually concludes 

the chapter in which Tommo denounces the South Seas rover.  In describing the Typees’ 

religious practices, which the South Seas rover only pretends to understand, Tommo 

refuses to legitimate the rover’s inventions:  “For my own part, I am free to confess my 

almost entire inability to gratify my curiosity that may be felt with regard to the theology 

of the valley,” Tommo confesses (171).  Later in the chapter, still ruminating on the 

Typees’ religious practices, he admits his ignorance even more plainly:  “I saw 

everything, but could comprehend nothing” (177).   

 In this episode we see very clearly Typee’s play with genre and the operations of 

aesthetic labor as they function in the text.  Instead of choosing, like the sea-rover, to 

exercise his powers of invention, Tommo disassembles these inventions by inventing 

nothing—nothing tangible anyhow—except for the particular literary device he uses in 

his disassembly.  This negative invention, despite its immateriality as a story or a 

machine, nonetheless functions like an invention in its most positive manifestation:  as a 

disruption of accepted knowledge and reality.  By advancing his ignorance, his inability 
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to interpret things he sees, even with his own two eyes, he invents for his readers a new 

way of seeing, and a new way of reading, which is a kind of reading that relies upon 

humility and suspension of judgment: a type of reading that does not fit everything into 

the conveniences of a plot.  Melville takes the cover off of the machine to show its inner-

workings, and sacrifices the sleek surface of an aero-dynamic plot in order to expose the 

engine that drives the colonial machine.18

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
 
18 Two other notable instances in Typee where Melville addresses invented stories, wherein “invention” 
signifies a particular kind of story that deliberately distorts reality, occur in chapters 26 and 27.  In the first 
of these, Tommo relates, “To read pathetic accounts of missionary hardships, and glowing descriptions of 
conversions, and baptisms taking place beneath palm-trees, is one thing; and to go to the Sandwich Islands 
and see the missionaries dwelling in picturesque and prettily-furnished coral-rock villas, whilst the 
miserable natives are committing all sort of immoralities around them, quite another” (198).   
 In chapter 27, addressing the stories that get told of the Typees’ cannibalism, Tommo again 
stresses the need for a more developed understanding:  “In truth, so horrific and improbable are these 
accounts, that many sensible and well-informed people will not believe that any cannibals exist; and place 
every book of voyages which purports to give any account of them, on the same shelf with Blue Beard and 
Jack the Giant-Killer; while others, implicitly crediting the most extravagant fictions, firmly believe that 
there are people in the world with tastes so depraved that hey would infinitely prefer a single mouthful of 
material humanity to a good dinner of roast beef and plum pudding.  But here, the Truth, who loves to be 
centrally located, is again, found between the two extremes” (205). 
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2.4  Conclusion:  Melville, Hawthorne, and Technology 

 The machine, of course, is always directed toward a goal, and in the case of the 

rhetoric of invention, the proliferation of invention that occurred in America between 

1800-1850 was touted as a clear sign that America was “progressing” at a pace well in 

advance of the country’s Western counterparts.  For Melville and others like him, 

however, inventions and the wider march of technology that so transformed the way 

Americans lived in the nineteenth century signaled something entirely different.  As a 

young writer, Melville had to formulate, not only his opinions regarding important 

cultural and social developments brought about by invention and technology, but he had 

to decide how exactly he would handle these developments in his work.  One prevalent 

mode that Melville could have chosen was Hawthorne’s.  Several of Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s works address science and technology, almost all of them negatively.  

Melville and Hawthorne shared a suspicion of the supposed benefits of science and 

technology—yet this suspicion takes widely different forms in their work.  In the same 

decade that Melville produced his first five books, Hawthorne was writing short stories 

like “Rappaccini’s Daugther,”  “Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment,” “The Birth-Mark,” and 

“Ethan Brand.”  Each of these stories partake in Faustian themes and rely heavily on 

allegory.  Each condemns the over-reaching of science, although in the case of “The 

Artist of the Beautiful,” mechanism is redeemed once it is transformed into art.  These 

are the same stories that would so captivate Melville when he first read them in 1850, 

after which he wrote his most famous essay, “Hawthorne and His Mosses,” in which he 

argues that American literature had found its genius. 
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 Yet for all of Melville’s admiration of Hawthorne, he never clearly adopts 

Hawthorne’s aesthetic modes, especially those used to describe the darker aspects of 

science and technology.  While Melville began Typee before having read Hawthorne’s 

work, by 1850 he was already writing Moby-Dick, which even though it is indebted to a 

Hawthornean sensibility, creates a wholly original aesthetic.  Surely in the 1840s 

Hawthorne was the more developed artist: his stories came to epitomize literariness for a 

generation of writers struggling to establish themselves in America.  But in Typee we can 

already recognize some of Melville’s own aesthetic tendencies, as well as his slightly 

different attitude toward science and technology.  Though both writers were suspicious of 

philosophies and discourses that made science and technology into man’s most admirable 

pursuit, the effect of their shared suspicion was very different—the differences being 

readable in the aesthetic modes each develop in reaction to the forces of technology. 

 Though Hawthorne’s short stories of the 1840s are more aesthetically 

developed—that is, the stories reveal a high level of narrative skill, a set of very powerful 

images, and an impeccable and coherent style—their allegory and abstraction miss 

something about science and technology that Melville’s first book captures:  that 

technology, and the progress of technology which manifests itself in inventions,  impacts 

people in a very real way that goes unacknowledged in Hawthorne’s abstractions.  To 

allegorize invention is to potentially lessen the force of exposing its nefarious 

undercurrent; the danger of the distance engendered by allegory is even more apparent 

given that Hawthorne’s sensibility regarding science and technology is so influenced by 

much older, Faustian themes.  What Melville recognizes in Typee is the fact that science 
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and technology in the nineteenth century affect social, religious, political and cultural 

institutions in ways the world had not yet seen.  While cultural figures from the dawn of 

the Renaissance and up through the Enlightenment reacted negatively to the potentially 

damaging and illusory goal of empiricizing the world, nineteenth-century industrialism 

would finally reveal the overwhelming nature of the potential that science and technology 

would have in transforming every aspect of society.  Hawthorne’s tales, though they are 

more easily placed within a prestigious literary history as the culmination of Faustian 

works by Christopher Marlowe, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, and Mary Shelley, tend to 

neglect the realities of invention and technology as they existed in mid-nineteenth-

century America.  Though Typee is not as aesthetically advanced or as “literary” as these 

works, and though it operates with a different logic, its patchwork narrative nevertheless 

more thoroughly and effectively addresses the urgency of the impact of scientific and 

technological “progress,” both in terms of the violence it potentially contributes toward, 

and the remaking of social institutions that Melville viewed in a very negative light.  

 This is why it is important to consider Typee’s digressions, which mostly function 

to give Tommo (and Melville through him) a political soap-box, alongside other more 

“literary” moments in Typee that only appear to be less political.  For though Melville 

uses less conventionally literary devices, this does not mean Typee’s critique of invention 

and the civilization it produces lies only on its surface.  The critiques that Typee levels at 

the pretensions of civilization cannot always be easily or obviously traced back to 

invention or technology.  Surely, it would be reductive to assert that science, technology 

and invention are, for Melville, the ultimate cause of everything about Western 
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civilization that he disapproves of.  And yet as I argued in slightly different terms 

previously, Melville does connect the rearrangement of social institutions to the impact 

that technology has on socio-economic realities.  While Hawthorne misses this 

opportunity, Melville develops in Typee a nuanced understanding of how the 

advancement of science and technology is not just a philosophical or spiritual problem, as 

it is in Hawthorne’s tales; instead, Melville grounds his understanding of technology, 

invention, and the rhetoric that supports inventive endeavors, in the material realities of 

everyday life.  The Typees, in this respect, offer a convenient foil for civilization, a 

contrast represented in a passage whose politics are transparent: 

 In a primitive state of society, the enjoyments of life, though few and simple, are 
 spread over a great extent, and are unalloyed; but Civilization, for every 
 advantage she imparts, holds a hundred evils in reserve;--the heart burnings, the 
 jealousies, the social rivalries, the family dissensions, and the thousand self-
 inflicted discomforts of reined life, which make up in units the swelling aggregate 
 of human misery, are unknown among these unsophisticated people. (124)  
 
Though invention and technology are not mentioned in this passage, it is the type of 

passage that might be viewed differently in the light of a different context—that is—as a 

response to the rhetoric of invention.  When the Typees play with weapons instead of use 

them, when they perform the type of aesthetic labor that industrialization makes obsolete, 

episodes such as these can be read as engaging in the same ideological battle as the 

passage above.   

 I’d like to conclude by considering one final, and very important passage in Typee 

that illustrates how the novel’s form—as a product of Melville’s aesthetic labor—works 

in tandem with its content, in order to undermine the rhetoric of invention.  The passage 

concludes chapter 24, the same chapter where Tommo expresses his inability to interpret 
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the Typees’ religious practices.  For in this moment, Melville is already developing a 

tactic he would use in Moby-Dick, where he argues for the cultural relativism of religious 

practice through juxtaposing two very different people.  Just as Moby-Dick’s opening 

chapters show Ishmael reacting neutrally, and even humorously, to Queequeg’s 

“heathenish” solemnities, Tommo’s reaction to the Typees in this chapter foreshadows 

the formal sophistication that characterizes the portrayal of Ishmael and Queequeg’s first 

interactions.  A description of the “religious affairs” of the Typees can be read in the 

same light: 

 In truth, I regard the Typees as a back-slidden generation.  They are sunk in 
 religious sloth, and require a spiritual revival.  A long prosperity of bread-fruit 
 and cocoa-nuts has rendered them remiss in the performance of their higher 
 obligations.  The wood-rot malady is spreading among the idols—the fruit upon 
 their altars is become offensive—the temples themselves need re-thatching—the 
 tattooed clergy are altogether too light-hearted and lazy—and their flocks are 
 going astray. (179) 
 
Melville’s mock-concern for the Typees, delivered in a tone he adopts from evangelizers, 

originates from the real idea, believed in by much of his reading audience, that a tribe like 

the Typees are not only not progressing, they are actually regressing; they can’t even 

practice their own religion properly, let alone Christianity.   It’s no mistake indeed that 

“history” in the nineteenth century, along with invention, was most often described in 

teleological terms, since Christian religious belief is at its heart a teleologically-driven 

narrative that predicts the fate of individuals and the world they live in. Prominent 

historians like George Bancroft constantly attempted to correlate the progress of 

American history with God’s plan.  So when Melville pokes fun at this teleologically-
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driven worldview, he is also undermining the logic of invention, which is one of its main 

supports in the nineteenth century. 

 What Melville understands is that if the Typees reject, or at the least, if they don’t 

bother conceptualizing progress in the first place, then it would be foolish, and 

inaccurate, to describe the Typee way-of-life with particular generic and narrative modes 

that all depend upon a progression from beginning to middle to end.  The Typees have no 

need for anything more than the most rudimentary technology, they have no need for 

“progress,” a self-serving ideology through which a society can sustain the idea that each 

of their institutions, the sum total of a society’s efforts, is directed toward one goal.  For 

the Typees this illusion is unnecessary, along with all of the work that goes into 

sustaining that illusion.  The Typee way-of-life contains no totalizing narrative.  The 

generic shiftiness of Typee, then, is the result of Melville taking in to consideration the 

fact that life on Nukuheva does not obey the same temporal or teleological schematics 

that constitute “civilized” life.  If inventions and technology in general require a 

reordering of the most fundamental units of material experience like the passing of time 

and the performance of labor (a development which Marx and Melville view negatively), 

then in the absence of this kind of invention and technology, the stories that such a 

community will tell will be much different, as will the stories told about them, if those 

stories remain honest. 

 For even when Tommo is not offering up overtly political opinions, and even 

when he is not using irony, even in his most straightforward and disinterested description 

of island-life, there always remains in the subtext a potential subversion, since at all times 
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the reader is meant to contrast tribal life to civilized life.  Even in its most “factual” and 

non-fictional moments, Typee still performs important rhetorical maneuvers, offering up 

an alternative way of life that is not dependent upon the idea of progress.  Since progress 

and history in the nineteenth century are driven by invention, then the less political 

moments in Typee must be read as potentially subverting the logic and the rhetoric of 

invention.  When Tommo discourses that “Nothing can be more uniform and 

undiversified than the life of the Typees; one tranquil day of ease and happiness follows 

another in quiet succession; and with these unsophisticated savages the history of a day is 

the history of a life” (149), he is on the one hand playing the objective anthropologist; on 

the other hand, he is also continuing in the mode of the book’s digressions, that is, 

making a political statement, which in this case is all the more powerful because of its 

incorporation into the book’s factual narrative.  For if every day is like the next, and if 

one day can represent any other day, then all of the rules about storytelling and narrative 

that Melville, even at this early point in his career, understands well, will not apply.  To 

describe the Typee way-of-life via a conventional Western narrative, with a beginning, 

middle, and end, would be to commit the same sin as those whom Melville critiques:  by 

calling the Typees savages, the civilized are able to place them in the same historical 

trajectory, an act which allows them to use coercive and violent methods, which are 

excused by the illusion that they’re helping the Typees.  Give them civilization, give 

them God, give them machines, and their stories will appropriately commence.  In the 

case of colonial subjugation, as Melville clearly shows, invented stories and invented 

machines have the ability to act in tandem, and to reinforce each other.  The only 
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alternative is to produce counter-inventions that are built upon different procedures, 

procedures that do not hide or mask their intentions.  As a result, a narrative like Typee 

might be less unified, might be less able to provide the enchantment so characteristic of 

great stories; yet, like Kory-Kory’s laborious fire-making, and like the sounds of the 

mallets producing tappa, the work that produces these primitive technologies plays just as 

important a role in the health and life of the community as the technologies themselves.  

The aesthetic labor that results in Typee is visible, sometimes painfully visible throughout 

the book, but this is the only way it could have been written.  If invented stories are no 

less innocent than invented machines, then a return to a more primitive and 

“unsophisticated” type of storytelling that occurs in Typee might be more usefully and 

accurately read as a kind of generic counter-invention that Melville wields against the 

historical forces that so heavily rely upon the twin force of stories and machines.  Typee, 

then, is more like the stories a Typee would tell—ones whose lack of direction contains 

within it a representation, not only of a different way to tell a story, or a different way to 

live, but a picture in which these two things are inextricable: 

 As the shadows of the night approached Maraheyo’s household were once more 
 assembled under his roof:  tapers were lit, long and curious chants were raised, 
 interminable stories were told (for which one present was little the wiser), and all 
 sorts of social festivities served to while away the time. (152) 
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CHAPTER 3 
TRANSGRESSIVE AESEHTETICS:  THE GATLING GUN AND THE ETHICS OF 

TEXTUAL VIOLENCE IN MARK TWAIN’S A CONNECTICUT YANKEE IN KING 
ARTHUR’S COURT 

 

 “No class of invention has absorbed more thought and study than that of military 
 engineering.”  
   “The Gatling System of Firearms” Scientific American, May 1872 
 

 In his essay on “September 11 and Postmodern Memory,” David Wyatt surveys 

the “surprisingly rich and early body of work about the trauma and its aftermath” in order 

to finally conclude that, while the twentieth century’s literary response to traumatic 

events often took the form of irony—a claim popularized in Paul Fussell’s The Great 

War and Modern Memory—“On September 11, any reign of irony ended” (Wyatt 139). 

Wyatt identifies two “formal devices” through which writers like John Updike, Philip 

Roth, Don DeLillo, Ian McEwan, Spike Lee, and Oliver Stone confront the post-9/11 

landscape:  “The endless challenge is to find a form in which hurts can not only be felt, 

but also shared.  This was the first move to be made.  The second was to move from 

elegy to critique, to remind ourselves that as a nation of people in history we are also 

implicated in events that may appear to befall us” (140).  Writers, filmmakers, and 

musicians, then, have gestured toward empathy, and then toward responsibility—a 

movement that begins with identifying with others, and that ends with an introspective 

self-assessment.  In other words, for those who have directly taken on 9/11’s dense and 

complex legacy there seems to have been some kind of tacit agreement that despite 

whatever critiques might be leveled, they must be delivered with a straight face.   



  
 

 
118 

 Yet whatever success literary artists might have accomplished in the past 

decade—of using literature as a tool through which empathy can be projected and our 

own responsibility for the attacks debated—it remains somewhat of a mystery why 

American literary artists in particular have not learned the lessons taught by Kurt 

Vonnegut, Joseph Heller, and Thomas Pynchon, among others.  For these writers, World 

War II remained the defining event of the entire twentieth century.  The seriousness with 

which they regarded World War II is evident in the ambition of their novels, and yet their 

approach to describing and assessing the war’s unprecedented scope and violence was a 

collective and unyielding use of irony in the form of seemingly inappropriate humor, 

satire that spared neither axis or allies, and transgressive strategies that consistently 

converted pathos into absurdity.  It was only the use of irony that could reveal the irony 

and absurdity of war itself.  Of course, in the case of Slaughterhouse Five (1969), Catch-

22 (1961), and Gravity’s Rainbow (1973), more time had passed between the end of 

World War II and the publication of these novels than the time that has passed between 

2001 and the present.  Perhaps a new, more detached, and more daring kind of post-9/11 

literature will take time to develop, for despite the efficacy and tactfulness of remaining 

earnest, the safety in avoiding the risk that irony requires is possibly offset by losing out 

on the opportunities that only irony affords. 

 The irony at the heart of 9/11, of course, was the amount of destruction inflicted 

by a relatively insignificant force against a country with the largest military on earth.  

Greater destruction and loss of life the world has seen, but 9/11 became such a historical 

turning point because of its spectacular nature.  The symbolic force of the event can also 
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only be understood in ironic terms:  though 9/11’s death-toll was meek in comparison to 

the Holocaust, and the bombings of Dresden, Nagasaki, and Hiroshima, 9/11 was 

magnified by its endless mediation.  In the words of Don DeLillo’s George Haddad in 

Mao II, terrorism reaches a kind of rhetorical momentum by speaking in “precisely the 

language of being noticed, the only language the West understands” (157).  That is, the 

terrorist act would have been far less successful (if success is measured more by the 

degree of “terror” that is inflicted rather than how many actual victims it claims) if it 

were not for our collective inability to look away—to put the attack in a different 

perspective.1

 Though the twentieth century abounds with examples of literature portraying war 

and violence in ironic terms, the origin of a particular, even more transgressive mode, a 

 Though post-9/11 literature has avoided irony, the event itself is soaked in 

it. 

                                                 
1 In Terrorism and Modern Literature:  Joseph Conrad to Ciaran Carson (Oxford 2001), Alex Houen 
argues that,  
 Words, fictionalization, plays with meaning—these are the last things that most  people associated 
 with the impact of the terrorist attacks in America on 11 September 2001…[But it was also 
 described as] more than real; too real to be real…It appeared to be unanimous:  unless you were 
 one of the victims, the terrifying reality of the events could only be experienced and expressed as 
 hyperbole—as surpassing the normal limits of experience and expression.  All of a sudden, then, 
 the figurative, if not the fictional, was at the very heart of the disaster. (1-2) 
More than real, too real to be real, the violence of 9/11 did not inflict itself through body counts, or through 
images of carnage or blood.  Rather, it was the stylization of violence, the spectacular nature of this 
particular infliction of it, that made the violence seem both less real and hyperrreal.  “Terrorism is primarily 
a rhetorical product,” William A. Douglass and Joseba Zulaika write.  “Quintessential to its strategy and 
efficacy are the anticipated reactions to, and interpretations of, certain concrete acts of political violence” 
(573).  Terrorism functions not only to kill—this is merely its secondary purpose—but to communicate, to 
send a message.  Like lynching, or capital punishment, the real target of this violence are the audiences, 
communities and nations that absorb the spectacle of these acts.  Thus, as Houen notes, terrorism’s 
audience has no other recourse, since acts of terrorism are so out of the ordinary, than to translate terrorism 
through fictional means, in the language of art and aesthetics.  This is perhaps dehumanizing, but this is 
precisely why terrorism is so tragic, and so effective as a de-humanizing apparatus. The only way to 
translate and interpret terrorism is through a certain aesthetic distance divorced from the conditions of 
trauma.  Terroristic violence is indeed, at a primary level, violent and not initially symbolic, but inevitably 
“its effects are registered in the symbolic domain,” (574) as Geoffrey Harpham argues. 
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mode equipped to portray and comment upon the horrors of mechanical, industrialized 

warfare, originates at the moment when literary artists finally began to understand the 

harsher realities that nineteenth century technology would make possible.  In a standard 

account of literary history, and of modernism, it was World War I that finally revealed to 

the world the underside of the science and technology it had so revered during the 

nineteenth.  Yet the moment when literary discourse finally adapts its strategies to 

modernity’s presence, if this presence is at least partially made evident by advancements 

in weapons technologies, occurs well before modernism takes hold, when Mark Twain, 

witnessing the unprecedented advancements in weapons technology during the Civil War 

and its aftermath, decided to put a Gatling Gun into the hands of his protagonist, Hank 

Morgan, in A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1889).  In chapter two I 

showed how Herman Melville’s depiction of the pop-gun satirized the rhetoric of 

invention and its ironies—how, for example, the regenerative aspects so often lauded by 

this rhetoric would often devolve into violence and destruction.  At the same time, 

Melville wove his own strands of inventiveness, his own aesthetic labor, into the fabric of 

Typee.  By engaging the rhetoric of invention instead of earnestly denunciating its flaws 

and contradictions, he was able to salvage invention and inventiveness from those who 

would only use it for ideological purposes.  In this chapter, I’d like to consider how a 

very real invention, the Gatling gun, is put to use in a novel that concerns itself, as Typee 

did, with technology’s role in the “progress” of civilization and the violence inflicted on 

native peoples which had always seemed to go hand-in-hand with that progress. 
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 Though this chapter will ultimately make its most precise claims about the 

relationship between invention, aesthetics, and violence in Twain’s novel, the wider 

cultural backdrop for my rereading of Connecticut Yankee, or rather, the broader stakes 

of my more specific claims, reach somewhat beyond invention, aesthetics and violence. 

In my view, the most provocative and fruitful responses by literary critics to 9/11 and its 

aftermath, including the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the global War on Terror, 

remain those, despite David Wyatt’s admirably keen and thorough essay, that attempt to 

discern how 9/11 might change and transform works of literary art written previous to its 

eruption, and how those same works might inform how we perceive and interpret 9/11 

itself.  One might recognize this logic as derived from Eliot’s “Tradition and the 

Individual Talent.”  But instead of arguing, as Eliot does, that certain “monumental” 

literary texts exert as much force on those works that preceded it as they do on those that 

will follow them (a version of literary history that pays no heed to conventional notions 

of influence), I would like to suggest that events in history can have the same effect—of 

casting a different light on literary texts that predate those likewise “monumental” events.  

Quite simply, the present influences our view of the past.  Novels take on different shades 

of meaning outside of their own immediate moment in history, and assume new meanings 

in light of current historical developments.  9/11 has, in this respect, provided a new set 

of burdens for anyone, not just literary critics, interested in the relationship between 

culture, politics, and history.  A Connecticut Yankee is a novel that our present moment 

has transformed, as well as a novel through which our present, post-9/11 moment might 

be itself reread.  The end of Twain’s novel, in which Hank Morgan and fifty-two of his 
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acolytes single-handedly dispatch tens of thousand of Arthurian knights with nothing 

more than electric fences and a battery of Gatling guns recalls the devastating, 

asymmetrical violence of twenty-first century terrorism.  Just as John Carey argues that 

John Milton’s Samson Agonistes is forever altered by 9/11 “because it has changed the 

meanings we can derive” from Milton’s poem about the Biblical Samson and his 

slaughter of the Philistines, I argue that Twain’s novel is equally transformed. 

 Though this broader claim might seem somewhat disconnected from invention 

and aesthetics, a closer look at the first depiction of the Gatling in American fiction will 

reveal that invention and aesthetics is intimately related to Twain’s depiction of the 

unprecedented violence that the world’s first machine gun introduces, not only into 

warfare, but into the entire structure of international and domestic power relations.  The 

Gatling, one of the nineteenth century’s most iconic inventions, was a series of tubes, 

initially six, eventually ten, then twelve, joined together in a cylinder.  Whereas 

traditional guns were fired via trigger (in 1862, the average musket could only be fired, 

by a skilled rifleman, three times per minute), the Gatling was cranked more like the 

machine that it was.  Firing 200 rounds per minute in the early 1860s, it would reach 

1200 rounds per minute by the 1890s.  On the one hand, the Gatling was a triumph of 

individual imagination and engineering acumen.  It was a beautiful machine—its design 

was inspired by a seed planter—that provoked a wide range of aesthetic response.  On the 

other hand, the Gatling, invented by the American Richard Jordan Gatling, inaugurated 

into the world unprecedented structures of power in which a handful of people could 

effectively control thousands.  Arguably the first weapon of mass destruction, the Gatling 
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changed the way that capital interacted with labor, how governments gained power over 

citizens, and how nations gained power over their colonies.  By putting vast amounts of 

power in the hands of very few (usually small forces within national armies or state-run 

law enforcement agencies), the Gatling gun played a key role in the history of how 

crowds and populations were brought under control in the late nineteenth century, and 

also tells us why World War I, the first war in which machine guns were extensively 

used, became as deadly as it did.  More broadly and contemporarily, the Gatling gun 

inaugurates the history of machines displacing humans and the human body in warfare, 

the latest manifestation of which are the aerial drones flown over Afghanistan that drop 

bombs at the behest of those “piloting” them outside Las Vegas.2

 In Melville’s Typee, the aesthetic labor residing within invention—those creative 

and subversive aspects of invention shared by artists and inventors alike—redeems it 

from its more nefarious uses, particularly the way in which those in power use their 

inventive capacities to enslave instead of liberate, to destroy instead of to build.  In 

Twain’s novel, the relationship between invention, aesthetics, and violence is more 

complicated; this complication arises from the fact that the Gatling was a very violent 

weapon, but also one that provoked a significant degree of aesthetic response.  Though A 

   

                                                 
 
2 I am referring here to the United States Air Force’s, as well as the CIA’s, unprecedented use of aerial 
drones in the war in Afghanistan.  These drones, which are controlled at Creech Air Force Base north of 
Las Vegas, Nevada, are used for both reconnaissance and dropping bombs.  They are “flown” by “pilots” 
sitting at a station resembling a video game console on the other side of the world, and who are effectively 
participating in a battlefield without physically being there.  These drones, the use of which are justified by 
the Air Force because of their relatively low cost, and their ability to prevent soldier deaths, have a 
precedent in the Gatling gun, which, when it was introduced, was praised and used for the very same 
reasons.  And like the new aerial drones, the Gatling gun allowed a relatively small force to subdue entire 
populations of people.  See the August 16, 2009 episode of CBS’s 60 Minutes for the most complete report 
to date on the use of drones in the Middle East. 
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Connecticut Yankee could certainly be read as a product of aesthetic labor—the method 

used in chapter two—I am more interested in how the aesthetics of Twain’s novel, 

particularly the novel’s final scenes, is fundamentally transgressive.  Twain’s 

transgression reflects the fact that Twain himself felt ambivalent about technologies like 

the Gatling gun.  He was fascinated by machines like the Gatling gun, but was also very 

sensitive to, even prescient about, the ends to which machines like the Gatling would be 

used.  Twain’s depiction of technology and invention does not fit neatly into models of 

subversion (undermining power) or complicity (enabling power), and neither can 

Morgan’s use of Gatling guns be viewed as simply an ironic, tragic moment that the 

reader is meant to condemn, for this would ignore the Gatling gun’s nineteenth-century 

cultural status, as an object that provoked a mixture of fear and reverence:  indeed, the 

Gatling gun was so powerful as a material object, and as a cultural symbol, because it so 

effectively appealed to aesthetic perception.  One can see, even in the gun’s engineering 

schematics, a potential for beauty (fig. 1 & 2), as well as appreciate the creativity and 

inventing acumen involved in building such a thing.  One can understand the feeling of 

sublimity involved in manning and shooting such a machine.  Perhaps even the 

unfortunate possibility of receiving this death-machine’s fire would provoke a dread not 

unrelated to the sublime.3

 My main argument, then, is essentially this:  that Twain’s transgressive depiction 

of Hank Morgan’s massacre of tens of thousands of knights—a depiction that predicts the  

 

                                                 
3 See Frances Ferguson’s Solitude and the Sublime:  Romanticism and the Aesthetics of Individuation 
(Routledge, 1992), especially her commentary on how “Burke connects the sublime with death in order to 
attest to the genuineness of sublime emotions” (46). 
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Figure 1:  Patent No.  47,631, “Improvement in Battery-Guns,” submitted by Richard 
Jordan Gatling, May 9, 1865. 
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Figure 2:  Internal View, “Improvement in Battery Guns.” 
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carnage of twentieth century wars and twenty-first century acts of terrorism, as well as 

the ironic modes of Heller, Vonnegut and Pynchon that would respond to that violence— 

is an artistic, literary response to the aesthetics of the Gatling gun, and more broadly, to 

the aesthetics of invention itself.  What I mean to say here is that in order to understand 

both the aesthetics of the Gatling gun as an object and as an invention, and the aesthetics 

of the novel’s depiction of mass murder, one needs to forgo certain ideas about aesthetics 

that are prominent even in its most recent reformulations, such as the latest tendency to 

insist upon the ethical dimension of aesthetic feeling and sensitivity.4

                                                 
4 This tendency has a long history, but has been recently been revived.  As Dorothy Hale argues in her May 
2009 PMLA piece on “Aesthetics and the New Ethics,” the main feature of the resurgence of interest in the 
“ethical value of literature” (she cites work by J. Hillis Miller, Gayatri Spivak, Judith Butler, Derek 
Attridge, Geoffrey Harpham and Micheal André Bernstein) is “the felt encounter with alterity that it brings 
to the reader” (899).  Hale’s goal in the article, which is to argue that Martha Nussbaum’s seeming 
conventional, liberal humanist conception of the ethical value of literature, which has been attacked on 
various fronts, is really not as distant from theories of literary ethics that have been influenced by critical 
theory’s more fashionable heavy-hitters, such as Foucault, Agamben, Benjamim, Levinas, and Derrida.  
Citing works like Nussbaum’s Poetic Justice:  The Literary Imagination and Public Life (1995), Hale takes 
up Nussbaum’s claim that “the literary imagination is a part of public rationality…I defend the literary 
imagination precisely because it seems to me an essential ingredient of an ethical stance that asks us to 
concern ourselves with the good of other people whose lives are distant from our own” (xvi).  This 
language predicts a similar vein of thought represented in Elaine Scarry’s On Beauty and Being Just 
(1998), where she posits that the appreciation of beauty necessarily promotes social justice and peace.  In 
its historical connection to distribution, fairness, and proportion, beauty (and hence literary beauty) is 
essentially “pacific: its reciprocal salute to continued existence, its pact, is indistinguishable from the word 
for peace” (107).  Even further, beauty is sacred, lifesaving, promotes the kind of deliberation which is 
essential to education, and is generative of the new and unprecedented (another way of describing the 
“aesthetics of alterity” that Hale locates as distinctive to current aesthetic philosophy), a quality which may 
also function politically, by allowing subjects to imagine and implement unrealized social possibilities.   

   

 What these critics are countering is the once-dominant truism that aesthetics are essentially 
ideological—a point of view largely inspired in the twentieth century by Walter Benjamin’s The Work of 
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.  Benjamin asserts that fascist politics mobilizes, but also 
controls the masses, by “introduce[ing] aesthetics into political life” (241).  By allowing the masses to 
“express” itself, fascism maintains its grip on property and power, at the same time that it gains the 
advantages of a coherent, homogenous culture, whose power is harnessed by allowing them the illusion of 
autonomy that artistic expression provides.  The end result of the aestheticizing of politics “culminates in 
one thing: war” (241).  In this prescient indictment of the ideological capabilities of art and aesthetics, 
Benjamin predicts a reaction to aesthetic inquiry that became quite prominent in literary criticism when 
cultural and historical models began to undermine more traditional assessments of the literary that relied 
upon the sanctity of the transhistorical aesthetic object.  After Benjamin, and perhaps also in response to the 
conservativism of New Criticism, many critics accepted the idea that a focus on aesthetics and form 
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 Instead of automatically assuming the position, for example, that a machine like 

the Gatling gun represents the oppressive aspects of invention, there might be a more 

fruitful perspective on technology like these that would neither unabashedly celebrate 

them nor outrightly dismiss their aesthetic potential.  For example, in a recent PMLA 

special issue on “War,” Bill Brown complicates the relationship between technology and 

warfare when he puts this relationship in the context of his own wider interest in the 

                                                                                                                                                 
disqualifies a fuller and more accurate account of the sociohistorical conditions of aesthetic production.  To 
insist upon art’s aesthetic qualities at the expense of culture, history, and politics, is to potentially serve 
powerful and oppressive forces; by not recognizing the nefarious ends to which aesthetics is sometimes 
used, purely formal criticism, as well as the promotion of aesthetic sensibility and development (which has 
long been a keystone of Western, humanist education) perpetuates power structures that rely upon, and 
indeed promote, the centrality of “expression” and the appreciation of such expression, as a mode of 
control and domination. 
 What Benjamin, Scarry and Nussbaum have in common, nevertheless, is that they each make a 
space for aesthetics in the realm of politics; none of these theorists would locate aesthetics outside of space 
and time.  They would not agree with the initial theorists of aesthetic “taste”, like Kant,  that deem it 
essentially indifferent or disinterested.  What these perspectives represent, however, are positions on 
aesthetics that are mostly nonnegotiable—aesthetics is either entirely positive or entirely negative.  Perhaps 
a more nuanced perspective on aesthetics and its relation to politics and the material world is represented in 
Paul Gilmore’s Aesthetic Materialism (2009), which is not so much interested in arguing for a positive or 
negative political role for aesthetics, but instead aims to make more nuanced claims about aesthetics as a 
subjective experience (and not always or simply a judgment), which is, at the same time, rooted in 
sociohistorical conditions.  Gilmore is not as suspicious of historical and cultural criticism as other 
defenders of the aesthetic, but neither does he wholly adopt Benjamin’s perspective.  He argues that 
“something distinguishable as aesthetic experience is potentially accessible to any sentient human and … 
no objective standard can or should exist for defining what objects or phenomena constitute such an 
experience” (5).  In other words, we do aesthetics a disservice when we attempt to generalize regarding its 
ideological or subversive potential.  Aesthetic experience is undeniable, but it is also very difficult to define 
or regulate; it may be “sensuous and individualizing, yet seemingly universal…the product of specific, yet 
indeterminate material conditions that would not necessarily give rise to a similar experience in 
others….[aesthetic experience is] distinctly pre-political … occupying a moment determined by 
sociohistorical conditions yet yielding no definite political effect in and of itself” (5). The aesthetic, 
whether it be an “object,” a “judgment,” a “theory,” an “experience,” and “attitude” or a “practice” (1), 
should never be defined as always humanist or always anti-humanist, always ideological or always 
subversive.  Taking cues from Robert Kaufman, Gilmore argues that there remains a fundamental 
misunderstanding at the core of arguments regarding aesthetics, and that correcting this misunderstanding 
will lead to more careful considerations.  Gilmore claims that too often aesthetics is confused with 
aestheticization.  By reinserting aesthetic experience into material and cultural history, indeed by melding a 
historical perspective and a formal perspective (at the same time not merely equating aesthetics with form), 
and finally, by staying attuned to the historical and critical modulations of aesthetic terminology, Gilmore 
provides a perspective on aesthetics that is fresh and urgent.   
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relationship between persons and “things.”5

 Martial art names the effort to calibrate the war machine differently.  It does not 
 aestheticize war in Marinetti’s mode . . . . Nor does it subscribe to the conviction 
 that [in Paul Virilio’s words] “technology has become the last art” . . . . But it 
 does show that, however obviously destructive, war is singularly productive:  it  
 produces economic recovery; it produces medical and technological discovery; it 
 produces new objects in the world—not just B-52s and bombs and drones but also 
 interstate highways and the Internet.  Martial art points to the productivity of war 
 by being, itself, reproductive. (1792) 

  According to Brown, some technologies—

the machine gun, the nuclear bomb, the unmanned aerial drone—represent not simply an 

advance in technology, but also introduce into the world an even more dramatic shift in 

the relation between subjects and objects.  Echoing Sirinas Aravamudan (introducing the 

special issue), who argues that “the meaning of war changes dramatically as killing 

machines and human lifeworlds increasingly imbricate each other” (1506), Brown 

articulates what he calls “Martial Art,” a way of interpreting war technology and how it 

inevitably extends itself outside the borderlines of “war,” achieving a productivity that 

cannot always be viewed in light of technology’s destructiveness:   

 

                                                 
5 The most prominent reconsideration of objects has taken place within “thing theory.”5  Labeled as such by 
Bill Brown, thing theory attempts to investigate the ontology of objects as they exist outside “circuits of 
production and distribution, consumption and exhibition” (“Thing” 4).  Challenging (but also finding 
alternative potential in) Marx’s representation of consumer objects as fetishized, (“Sense” 8), Brown 
examines the possibility that an object’s “thingness”—that which is both latent and excessive in the 
object—can be viewed as operational once we look beyond an object’s use- and exchange-value:  its 
function as “equipment” and its value in relation to other objects.  In other words, there is a kind of 
aesthetics of the trivial—an object’s thingness—that neither market discourse nor cultural discourse 
apprehends.  Taking cues from William Carlos Williams’ famous line “no ideas but in things,” Brown 
develops a theory of things that grants them “something like the structure of subjectivity,” but which also 
grants objects a significance apart from subjects (“Sense” 8).  This perspective on things reveals “the story 
of a changed relation to the human subject and thus the story of how the thing really names less an object 
than a particular subject-object relation” (“Thing” 4).  Finding inspiration in Adorno’s somewhat forgotten 
discourses on objects, Brown posits that understanding the “alterity” of a thing is “essentially an ethical 
fact.”  “Most simply put,” Brown writes, “[Adorno’s] point is that accepting the otherness of things is the 
condition for accepting otherness as such” (“Thing” 12). 
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Brown’s examples of “Martial Art” mostly originate from contemporary fiction and 

visual art, but there is nothing prohibiting the task of looking back upon literary history 

with the kind of perspectives that only a post-9/11 sensibility can assume.   

 In what follows I will first relate the history of the Gatling gun and describe the 

irony of its creation—its potential for devastation coupled with its ability to literally 

captivate those who were threatened by it, those who merely viewed it on display, and 

those who could only imagine such an object as they read about it in periodicals and in 

novels like Twain’s.  It is only through understanding the unique status of this invention, 

both in relation to the rhetoric of invention, as well as its role in fundamentally altering 

Twain’s literary imagination—how he perceived the world after the Gatling gun and 

communicated that perception within his novel—that a full appreciation for A 

Connecticut Yankee’s prescience, its transgression, and ultimately, its relationship to 

invention and inventiveness can be achieved.  Following this history, I will briefly review 

“The Battle of the Sand-Belt’s” critical reception, its central role in every major 

interpretation of the novel in the past fifty years.  By establishing the inadequacy of these 

readings in the context of my claim that 9/11 has transformed the meanings we can derive 

from Twain’s novel, I will then be able to establish, through a close reading of the 

novel’s final chapters, that Twain’s transgressive depictions of the violence at the end of 

his novels are the only viable aesthetic responses to the irony of invention:  its capacity to 

amaze its audience, to captivate its attention, as the Gatling gun did, at the same time that 

it threatened their very existence. 
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3.1  The Gatling Gun 

 The Gatling gun was, for Twain, not simply an object that represented the 

regressive, violent, and oppressive underside of technology; it was also an object of 

fascination, as it was for the rest of his culture.  Though A Connecticut Yankee might be 

the first instance of a Gatling gun’s use in fiction, Twain was familiar with this gun as 

early as 1868, when as a reporter he toured the Colt Arms Factory in Hartford, 

Connecticut (his eventual home), where the Gatling gun was manufactured after its initial 

manufacture in Cincinnati and Philadelphia in the early 1860s.  Writing six years after its 

invention, and only two years after the U.S. government finally incorporated the Gatling 

gun into their arsenal, Twain was granted the unique opportunity of firing a Gatling.  This 

was his report to a San Francisco newspaper, Alta California, in January 1868: 

 They showed us the new battery gun on wheels—the Gatling gun, or rather, it is 
 a cluster of six to ten savage tubes that carry great conical pellets of lead, with 
 unerring accuracy, a distance of two and a half miles.  It feeds itself with 
 cartridges, and you work it with a crank like a hand organ; you can fire it faster 
 than four men can count.  When fired rapidly, the reports blend together like the 
 clattering of a watchman’s rattle.  It can be discharged four hundred times in a 
 minute!  I liked it very much, and went on grinding it as long as they could afford 
 cartridges for the amusement—which was not very long. (qtd. in Smith 111). 
 
I doubt that the kind of experience Twain describes here is the sort that theorists of the 

aesthetic have in mind when they argue for the ethical potential of aesthetic experience, 

and yet this experience is undoubtedly aesthetic.   Twain relates the gun to a musical 

instrument (a metaphor that would often be used by those describing the Gatling gun in 

the late nineteenth century); he attunes himself to its pleasing sound, and he revels in its 

efficiency, its power, and its novelty.  The gun clearly had an effect on Twain’s 

imagination.  If we read the Gatling gun’s use in A Connecticut Yankee as evidence that 
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Twain wished it to represent the nefarious ends to which technology could potentially be 

put, we would have to ignore a perspective like the one described above, which finds 

aesthetic potential in the deadly possibilities of modern technology.   

 The Gatling gun marked an important event in Western history because it was the 

first instance of a weapon becoming fully “automatic”; its automaticity meant that the 

Gatling could kill more bodies faster, hence, the initial promotion of the weapon 

remarked upon its stunning efficiency.  And yet, it was even more efficient as an object 

of display.  The image of the Gatling gun, whether presented before the eyes or beheld by 

the mind, brought together aesthetics and weapons technology, the sum of which resulted 

in a type of violence that drew no blood.   In ways that predicted the nuclear bomb and 

terrorism, the Gatling gun’s true power resided in a subject’s knowledge of it; that is, the 

threat of its use was even more powerful than its actual use.  The Gatling gun’s violence 

spoke the language of aesthetics.  Therefore, while the Gatling gun’s use in Twain’s 

novel is only fictional, this does not mean that its violence is any less relevant to a 

modern-day reader.  By considering the violence inflicted by the Gatling gun at the heart 

of Twain’s novel, we might begin to see how advanced weapons transform violence in 

the twentieth and twenty-first century into an aesthetic experience, but one which has no 

less power because it is “merely” aesthetic.  Before moving on to A Connecticut Yankee, 

then, it will be necessary outline how the Gatling gun came to be, and what its 

introduction into the world signified. 

 With all the intellectual and historical consideration given to the nuclear bomb, it 

is surprising that the machine gun has not received more attention.  For, like the nuclear 
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bomb, the development of the machine gun in the latter half of the nineteenth century 

gave the world a weapon in which very few people could threaten and kill large numbers 

of others.  When used by capital and the state against labor, it could disperse strikers and 

quell riots.  When used by colonizers against the colonized (especially in Africa), it 

allowed for the possibility that a very small colonizing force could easily overcome vast 

native populations.  When used on a massive scale, as machine guns were in World War 

I, it would completely change the way that war was conceptualized and fought.6

 The machine gun, then, often gave those already in power a tool through which 

they could solidify and extend their power, without the expenditure required in sustaining 

an army or a large controlling force.  As a writer for Scientific American quipped in 1864, 

“it is a regiment of men put into a half a dozen gun barrels.”  The machine gun 

permanently altered, not only warfare, but like many other industrial machines, the 

relationship between human beings, the objects they create, and the world around them.  

As the nuclear bomb would make even more obvious in the twentieth century, it began to 

become clear in the nineteenth that humankind’s ability to build machines, and its 

 

                                                 
6 It is estimated that eighty percent of the soldiers who died during World War I owed their deaths to the 
machine gun.  The first war in which machine guns were used comprehensively and on a massive scale, 
much of the carnage unique to this war can be explained by considering the basic conditions of World War 
I and the important role that technology played in shaping how wars would be fought in the twentieth 
century.  Since the major players in the war were large, industrialized nations with significant populations, 
“a premium would inevitably be placed on those weapons that could annihilate the enemy as cheaply and as 
quickly as possible” (Ellis 113).  While at the beginning of the war, generals on both sides (and particularly 
the British) were still using nineteenth-century tactics, such as the cavalry charge, it soon became clear that 
machine guns would rule the battlefield, making trench warfare commonplace and leading to the 
development of the tank, a technology that was initially built in order to provide protection from and defeat 
machine-gun fire.  A common World War I story, especially in its initial years, is the story of hundreds, if 
not thousands of men, charging enemy lines, only to be mowed down by machines guns, which could be 
operated by three to four men (130-131).  As John Ellis writes in The Social History of the Machine Gun, 
“By the end of the war every side was producing machine guns in unprecedentedly huge quantities” (113).  
As Ellis notes, it is this same logic—the logic of attrition, death by any means necessary—which produced 
the bomb raids of World War II, and eventually the nuclear bomb. 
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growing dependence on technology, was a trend that could turn back upon itself, so that 

machines could just as easily destroy life as they could make it better or extend it.  And 

like other technological developments of the industrial age, this had an effect on the 

literary imagination. 

 It’s not difficult to see why.  As Julie Keller writes in her book on Richard Jordan 

Gatling, the gun’s inventor,  

 for the first time in history, death was automatic.  Death could be reliably doled 
 out in sweeps and clusters, in reeling multiples, instead of one by one.  Hence a 
 world that had been moving steadily toward an enlightened recognition of the 
 significance of even a single life, progressing towards a thoughtful and human 
 acknowledgment of the uniqueness of the individual, suddenly was forced to 
 contend with the appalling opposite, with an ugly new truth:  People could be 
 erased with the simple pivot of a gun barrel, with the calculated fury of a 
 devastating weapon.  Death was mechanized. (1) 
 
At once a very elegant machine and the most significant advancement in gun technology 

since the invention of guns, the Gatling gun was poised to register as much, if not more, 

in the symbolic domain as it did in its actual use against physical bodies.  Indeed, both its 

use and its non-use must be considered in order to fully appreciate the impact the Gatling 

gun had as a strangely attractive piece of machinery that was pleasurable to look upon, 

satisfying, as Twain described, to operate, and a tremendously effective engine of death. 

 The Gatling gun, unlike other guns, was expensive enough that only governments, 

militaries, and police forces could afford to buy and operate them.  Therefore, unlike say, 

the Colt revolving pistol or a Winchester rifle, the Gatling gun was not used by 

individuals as a weapon of defense against oppressive forces, but usually by the powerful 

against the weak.  While native Americans and colonized Africans sometimes had access 

to rifles, and could even defeat colonizing forces (as, for example, at the Battle of Little 



  
 

 
135 

Bighorn in 1876, when Sitting Bull and the Sioux, armed with rifles, defeated Custer’s 

army) none of them had the means to purchase and use Gatling guns.  Upon the Gatling 

gun’s development in the 1860s, foreign governments all over the world put in purchase 

orders.7  They were sometimes used in foreign wars between major powers,8

 The British, for example, could take a relatively small force of men in opposition 

to the Zulus or Ashantis, set up a few Gatlings, and subdue tens of thousands of natives.

 but their 

most prolific use was in Africa. 

9

                                                 
 

  

“Time and time again,” John Ellis writes, “automatic fire enabled small groups of settlers 

or soldiers to stamp out any indigenous resistance to their activities and to extend their 

writ over vast areas of the African continent” (101).  The Gatling gun was an effective 

killer, as well as an effective deterrent.  An anecdote related by a British correspondent 

during the “Ashantee War” of 1874 wrote of the British Gatlings that “The effects of our 

Gatling fire were greater than we anticipated, for the moral fright it created was so great 

that one of the ambassadors, either to avoid collision with a foe so powerfully armed, or 

7 At least nineteen nations, including every major industrialized nation, ordered Gatlings from the Colt 
Arms Factory between 1862 and 1900.  For a list see Hughes’ The Gatling Gun Notebook. 
 
8 In conflicts between warring industrial nations, Gatling Guns were most notably used in the Franco-
Prussian War (1870-71) and the Russo-Japanese War (1904-05).  Perhaps the most famous instance of the 
Gatling’s use in a battle was its deployment in the securing of San Juan Heights during the Spanish 
American War (1898), when Theodore Roosevelt and his “Rough Riders” were aided by Lieutenant John 
H. Parker’s Gatling gun detachment, the story of which is retold in his History of the Gatling Gun 
Detachment (1898) to which Roosevelt wrote a glowing preface. 
 
9 Though the use of the Gatling gun in subduing African natives remains largely untold by modern 
historians, one can sense just how often they were used by perusing nineteenth-century British and 
American periodicals that report on, for example, the wars against the Zulus and Ashantis.  The use of a 
Gatling gun is almost always an important component of nineteenth-century reporting on colonization.  See 
particularly Scientific American, Appletons’ Journal of Literature, Science and Art, Hartford Daily Courant 
(which often reported whenever the Gatling gun was used, since it was manufactured locally), Scribner’s 
Monthly, The New York Times, Potter’s American Monthly, Century Illustrated Magazine, The Manchester 
Guardian, and London Telegraph. 
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else anticipating death should he bring back such unwelcome news of the strength of the 

white man, blew his brains out about 3 30 this morning [sic].”  Indeed, one of the most 

common arguments for the efficacy of the Gatling was its ability to actually prevent 

death.  When the Gatling’s power was displayed before it was actually used on people 

(and in most cases it did not need to be fired), those who promoted it as an ingenious 

invention could make a plausible claim that the Gatling gun could actually save lives.  It 

was so menacing that any opponents would give up before they would engage whoever 

had a Gatling in possession.  As writers for the Scientific American would argue in the 

early stages of the Gatling’s development, the weapon’s destructiveness would lead 

nations to avoid settling their disputes “by the stern arbitrament of blood” (143).  An 

1879 article on Richard Gatling in Potter’s Monthly, which was the first article to offer 

any biographical detail of Gatling’s life, made the claim that “the general use of this 

formidable arm will tend…to diminish the barbarity and actual carnage of warfare.”  The 

logic of this claim, of course, is only half correct, at best.  It is true that Gatling guns 

made large colonizing forces obsolete—many British troops were likely spared because 

one Gatling could replace a regiment of men.  However, this made colonial skirmishes no 

less deadly for the natives.  In the same biography, the author suggested (without a hint of 

irony or self-awareness), at the same time that he’s arguing for the Gatling’s preventive 

power, that it could “deal out tremendous destruction to hordes of savages.” 

 What the promoters of the Gatling’s deterrent effect are blind to is the fact that 

just because a Gatling gun isn’t actually fired does not mean it is not being used.  

Crowds, whether they consist of laborers or natives, are controlled by the Gatling gun 



  
 

 
137 

whether it is fired or not.  One could make the argument that the Gatling gun is even 

more powerful in its non-use than in its use, since the mere sight of a Gatling could, and 

did, disperse crowds, or prevent them from forming in the first place.  The Gatling’s use 

was ubiquitous, for example, during the labor unrest that swept the United States in the 

1870s.  In these cases the Gatling rarely needed to be fired.  It did its work by simply 

showing up.  In one particularly illustrative instance reported by the Chicago Daily in 

1874, striking workers blocked freight trains at the point where the Baltimore & Ohio 

Railroad crossed paths with the Michigan Central Railroad.  The strikers, whose wages 

had recently been cut, showed up in the thousands to protest their treatment, allowing 

only passenger trains through.  The state militia, though heavily outnumbered, had the 

advantage:  

 At 8 o’clock a train on the Baltimore & Ohio was observed coming up, and at 
 once everybody was astir knowing that, as no regular trains were running on the 
 Baltimore & Ohio, this must be the train with the anxiously-expected soldiers.  As 
 the train came nearer the United States flag was seen proudly floating over the 
 engine and two ugly-looking Gatling guns were on a platform-car in front of the 
 locomotive, pointing directly at the Michigan Central forces. (5) 
 
Like the flag flying above the train, the Gatling guns enforced a species of power that did 

not inflict bodily violence.  What Gatling guns do, Julie Keller writes, “is deadly enough, 

to be sure, but it is not what they do that defines them.  It is what they might do, in the 

next few seconds” (224).  The Gatling gun established order through its abstract 

manifestations in the minds of those it might be used upon.  It is “the embodiment of 

actual and present power” Gatling’s early biographer wrote, that functions best, ironically 

enough, when it is not fired.   
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 Yet, the Gatling was not simply a sinister embodiment of power.  The Gatling’s 

deterring power was not unrelated to the qualities of it that attracted admiration, in the 

way that one might appreciate a painting, a sculpture, or a complicated piece of 

machinery.  The Gatling gun, unlike its even more deadly progeny (like the gun invented 

by Hiram Maxim, another American inventor), contained a form that made it an attractive 

display piece.  Nineteenth-century Americans, John Kasson writes in Civilizing 

the Machine, took great pleasure in viewing machinery.  “Spectators derived satisfaction 

watching great machines at work totally apart from economic and technical concerns and 

often despite their ignorance of mechanics” (141).  This drive to make the useful 

beautiful contributed to a developing “machine aesthetic” that encouraged a “mode of 

perception” that momentarily disregarded use- and exchange-value for an aesthetic 

appreciation for these mechanical manifestations of human ingenuity.  This mode of 

perception is evident throughout nineteenth-century American periodicals as well.  In an 

article on “American Worksmanship” in Scientific American, a French correspondent, 

comparing American and French inventions, is described at being shocked at “how 

tasteful Americans are in everything related to machinery.  The Gatling, beside the dull, 

heavy, somber French piece, looked like a bit of jewelry, its steel and brass flashing like 

gold and silver in the bright sunlight of the Mediterranean” (395).  The Gatling gun’s 

ubiquitous public appearances, like its display at the Centennial Exposition in 1876, made 

audiences even more aware of its formal qualities, and the elegant way that it operated, 

than for what it could actually do.  Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century, 

the Gatling gun was likened to musical instruments and media technologies.  One writer  
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for Scientific American wrote that the gun is “played like a hose pipe,” while another 

wrote that the Gatling “bears the same relation to other firearms that the printing press 

does to the pen.”  Perhaps the most illustrative metaphorical use of the Gatling gun  

was in an article published in Scientific American in 1892, wherein the writer called upon 

the Gatling gun to analogize the newly invented magazine camera: 

 While it may be too early to say the old-time plateholder camera has had its day, 
 it cannot be denied that magazine cameras of various kinds are superseding the 
 old-fashioned camera, especially among tourists and others who desire to 
 accomplish a great deal photographically in a very short time.  The magazine 
 camera is in photography what the Gatling gun is in warfare.  It enables the 
 operator to not only secure a great number of subjects, but it also allows him to 
 get a view which would be lost if the plates were to be changed by the clumsy 
 device of the ordinary plate holder. 
 
What is interesting about this analogy is the ease and innocence with which the Gatling is 

referred to, and the careful euphemism—“secure” instead of “kill”—that the writer uses 

to describe the Gatling’s power over its “subjects.”  The analogy to the magazine camera 

is appropriate because the magazine camera speeds up the process of taking pictures, 

therefore eliminating the interval between shots, just as the Gatling gun would also “erase 

the spaces between bullets” (Keller 160).  In media technologies, as well as in warfare, 

time was suddenly speeding up, as mechanized inventions converted active subjects into 

passive subjects—or rather—objects.  Just as these inventions granted powerful agency to 

their builders and their users, negating traditional notions of time itself (the time it took to 

win a battle, sped up by a machine gun, the time it took to create art, sped up by the 

photograph), the advent of automaticity also marked the emergence of a conversion of 

subjects into objects that could be “secured” in unprecedented numbers, and with relative 
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ease.  What is surprising is the extent to which this provoked admiration and awe instead 

of fear and suspicion. 

 Despite the American public’s fascination with the Gatling (the gun was a main 

feature of Buffalo Bill’s “Wild West” show), the Gatling actually found less favor by 

those who might have had a use for it.  Indeed, the latent power of the Gatling gun—what 

it might do—was not the only reason Gatling guns were rarely fired, at least within the 

United States.  That Gatling gun was sparsely used in major conflicts during the 

nineteenth century because the armies and navies of large nations were generally run by 

men from the upper classes who placed a high premium on notions of valor, courage, and 

individual bravery.  The Gatling gun potentially destroyed these values, and so was 

actively resisted by those who procured weapons and those who managed their use on the 

battlefield.  Invented in 1862, the Gatling might have played a more decisive role in the 

Civil War, but it was resisted as a novelty, even though field tests revealed an accurate, 

long-range, mostly efficient weapon.  Its first public use, in fact, was not on a battlefield, 

but sitting atop the New York Times building in Manhattan, protecting it from rioters 

angry at the newspaper’s support of the policy that allowed those drafted into the Union 

army to buy replacements for $300.  Though the U.S. Army officially purchased a large 

order of Gatlings in 1866, they were rarely used on battlefields, and they were used only 

intermittently by the Army against Native Americans. Their most common use, in the 

United States, remained as a tool in support of state militias looking to quell or prevent 

labor riots.  
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 There are a few reasons why national militaries were reluctant to use the Gatling 

gun.  One reason is that they conceived of the Gatling gun as a piece of artillery, whereas 

its future use would prove it most effective as an infantry weapon.  Transporting the 

Gatling was also a challenge, especially over difficult terrain.  However, the main reason 

the Gatling was not used more often by armies is because of the force of the idea of 

chivalrous war.  Citing the London Telegraph after the famous machine-gun trials at 

Shoeburyness, England in 1870, the Hartford Courant reported that “There is a prejudice 

among the officers of artillery stationed at Woolwich and in the Royal Arsenal against the 

Gatling…They regard them as a kind of ‘infernal machine,’ and not in consonance with 

the English notions of warfare.”  Many American officers held the same opinion.  Even 

though the Civil War proved that many American officers were willing to engage in new, 

less chivalrous types of warfare in order to overcome Southern forces (i.e., Sherman’s 

March to the Sea), many still valued the symbolic power of the sword and the bayonet 

charge.  Custer’s second-in-command, who survived the Battle of Little Big Horn, told 

reporters that despite Custer having three Gatlings in his possession, he did not use them 

for fear that they “might embarrass him.”  A real soldier, a real man, should not have to 

rely on a machine to vanquish his enemies, and so while the Gatling gun was often used 

without scruples by militias and police forces, the officer’s romantic chivalry prevented 

him from fully embracing the Gatling’s potential: 

 The chasm between what these early machine guns could actually accomplish and 
 how military personnel felt about them was not really a matter of logistics, or 
 efficiency, or official reports from the ordinance department.  It was a matter of 
 imagination.  It was as much about emotion as about technology—and it would 
 haunt the initial relationship between machine guns and the men who waged war. 
 (Keller 154) 
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John Ellis, in perhaps the only cultural investigation of machine guns in existence, writes 

that “The officer corps of the nineteenth century clung on to their old beliefs in the 

centrality of man and the decisiveness of personal courage and individual 

endeavour….[the machine gun] negated all the old human virtues—pluck, fortitude, 

patriotism, honour—and made them as nothing in the face of a deadly stream of bullets, a 

quite unassailable mechanical barrier” (17).  While this temporary resistance to 

mechanized warfare might be lauded, it would eventually result in the massive casualties 

that characterized the beginning of WWI.  During this war, the machine gun began to be 

incorporated on a massive scale, but the tactics and strategies, at least in the first year of 

the war, remained conventional.  In other words, wave after wave of men were sent by 

their commanding officers to charge machine gun lines, in the manner of nineteenth-

century warfare, only to be mowed down by machine guns.  Not aware that a charging 

group of even hundreds of soldiers were no match for even one machine gun, WWI 

commanders kept sending waves of men, who were promptly slaughtered by machine-

gun fire.  The earlier resistance to machine guns, then, actually contributed to the massive 

casualty rate of WWI.  Armies had finally adopted the most up-to-date technology, but 

had not relinquished tactics more associated with chivalric warfare—namely, the clashing 

of armies on an open battlefield, which the machine gun rendered obsolete.  Twain might 

have used these tragedies to argue, if he had still been alive, that that generals had not yet 

put down their Sir Walter Scott novels (for which Twain, half-seriously, blamed for the 

Civil War).  The noble idea of war had not caught up with the technological reality of 

war, but when the two finally began to coincide, the antiquated and delusional conception 
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of chivalric war was replaced, upon the large-scale incorporation of the machine gun into 

warfare, with a conception of human expendability that would lead to the genocidal 

tendencies of twentieth-century warfare. 

  

 

3.2  Interpreting the Battle of the Sand Belt 

 Though the Gatling had a significant cultural presence in the late nineteenth 

century, Twain was the first writer to give the gun a prominent role in a novel.  Of 

course, any scholar writing about a novel must choose which aspects and sections of a 

novel to ponder over and close read.  Since novels are long affairs, this careful choosing 

is inevitable.  But no argument about the meaning of A Connecticut Yankee can avoid the 

novel’s denouement, for it is on this episode that the novel’s meaning hinges.  Any 

critical evaluation of A Connecticut Yankee cannot avoid Hank’s destruction of Camelot 

and its defenders, the 30,000 knights that he slaughters with electric fences and thirteen 

Gatlings.  The reason why this episode is unavoidable for a critic is because one’s 

interpretation of it will affect how one reads and interprets the rest of the novel:  the 

question of whether it is a tragedy or a comedy, a fable or a burlesque, an allegory or a 

satire, a combination of all or some of the above (it has been called each of these things), 

whether Hank Morgan is oppressed or the oppressor, whether Twain sanctions the 

violence or whether he condemns it, as well as the novel’s entire view on progress and 

technology—the evaluation of all these things depends on the perspective one takes on 

the Battle of the Sand-Belt.  In the history of criticism surrounding this novel, certain 
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points of view have been more favored than others at different points in time, the 

fluctuations occurring as the result of critical trends, political trends, and world events. 

 The Battle of the Sand-Belt is the novel’s concluding episode before Hank 

Morgan is sent back to the nineteenth century by Merlin, whom Hank has thwarted (by 

revealing the emptiness of Merlin’s magic) throughout the novel.  It marks both Hank’s 

victory, as well as his defeat.  He succeeds in overcoming his main opponents, the 

knights, knight-errantry, and chivalry itself, with the help of electric fences and Gatling 

guns, but he fails to institute his vision of a Republic, which would replace the 

oppressive, aristocratic institutions that Arthurian England is built upon.  Yet, whether 

Hank’s failure is something the reader should celebrate or lament is, of course, open to 

debate.  Critics have sought evidence for their interpretations, both inside and outside the 

novel, by considering Twain’s intentions (hence, biographical materials like letters and 

speeches), the marginalia he left in books on history that captivated his attention, his 

frustration with the failure of the Paige Typesetter, an invention he invested heavily in 

and whose ultimate failure coincided with Twain’s writing the novel’s end, as well as 

several other factors.  No matter the evidence, however, interpretations of the novel’s 

argument have generally taken one of two sides.  Hank, on the one hand, is seen as a 

despot and a villain by the novel’s end, therefore confirming the inevitability of power 

corrupting, no matter the form it takes (monarchy or democracy).  This perspective 

normally focuses on Twain’s suspicion of American imperialism, which would 

strengthen during the 1890s, and his growing pessimism about the independence of 

human will (he would later argue in the dialogic essay “What is Man?” that humans are 
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nothing more than machines).  Hank therefore embodies the tyrannical methods that he 

thinks are necessary in order to redeem history from chaos.  Though his intentions might 

be pure, his hubris, as well as his own ideological blindness, dooms his revolutionary 

endeavor to failure.  On the other hand, these critics argue that, despite his defeat, Hank is 

still clearly more sympathetic than the oppressive knights and the social order they 

represent.  According to this reading, the violence in the novel should be read as 

hyperbole, as merely textual. If this side reads the end of the novel as tragic, the tragedy 

lies, not in Hank’s abuse of power, but in the inherent difficulty of overcoming 

determinism and “training,” even through extreme measures like violent revolution.  

Sometimes, as these examples make obvious, the same evidence is used to support 

divergent readings. 

 To demonstrate how my arguments deviate from these trends, I’d like to delve 

deeper into some of these readings.  A critical turning point in the interpretation of this 

novel occurred in 1978, when Everett Carter argued against the idea, prevalent in the 

1960s and 1970s, that the end of Twain’s novel represents a reversal on his part, in which 

the criticism he had reserved for Camelot and its inhabitants throughout the book, 

suddenly gets turned on Hank Morgan and all that he embodies, especially the promise of 

technology and the possibility of progress.  According to the reading that Carter opposed, 

which was first established by Henry Nash Smith in Fables of Progress, the “perversions 

of the thematic pattern bespeak a crisis in Mark Twain’s thought and feeling about 

progress, a crisis so severe that it led to an almost incomplete loss of control over his 

materials” (94).  This interpretation (“post-Hiroshima” as one critic puts it) paints a 
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portrait of Twain coming to a realization during the novel’s composition that, as Forrest 

Robinson would argue many years later, “human beings in the nineteenth century are as 

blindly enslaved to themselves, to their beliefs and institutions, and to each other, as the 

English were in the sixth century” (161).  Carter takes these readings to task, and argues 

very convincingly that, though it’s tempting to read the present into the past, and to read 

A Connecticut Yankee as portending technological catastrophe, Twain did not intend for 

the massacre to undermine Morgan, and himself viewed the ending as a triumph over 

medievalism.  Arguing that the violence be put into context as “frontier hyperbole,” and 

that Twain was clearly “untraumatized” by this episode, Carter’s study shifted the critical 

trend toward a recognition that Twain’s politics were, in 1889, still relatively optimistic 

about republicanism, progress, and technology.  Others have taken up this claim in 

modified forms. Bruce Michelson, who specifically mentions Carter’s article as shifting 

the terrain, argues that the novel’s use of dynamite, bombs, and guns can be read as 

aligning with the novel’s form, which “tries to sustain itself on a sequence of surprises—

on no continuity except astonishment and shock” (630).  His premise is that the novel is 

an “act of war against every conceivable enemy of personal integrity” (611).  In this light, 

the violence in the novel is decidedly unreal, and not to be considered as having the kind 

of ethical implications that other critics have insisted upon.  The violence is a reflection, 

as well as a tool of, the novel’s form, which is rebellious in its entirety.  James L. Johnson 

takes up Carter’s point of view slightly less enthusiastically, but finally concludes that “It 

would be gratifying to say with certainty that Twain parts company with Hank in the 

Battle of the Sand-Belt.  But the end of Hank’s career—and the end of the novel itself—
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both retain insoluble ambiguities” (150).  Johnson is clearly more sensitive to the novel’s 

depiction of violence than Carter or Michelson, but in the end he agrees with Carter that, 

in the context of the novel, “what Hank destroyed deserved destruction, and what he 

offered was a prize not easily declined….Hank does not win this game, but neither does 

he clearly lose” (153). 

 These perspectives, which had previously displaced the “post-Hiroshima” 

interpretations, have been predictably displaced themselves.  In the most recent book that 

focuses on A Connecticut Yankee’s compositional process, Joe B. Fulton directly 

contradicts the idea that Morgan does not “clearly lose.”  Fulton alludes to historical 

events and theories of history (those posited by Carlyle, Lecky, and Macaulay) that 

possibly inspired Twain’s ideas about progress, technology, and imperialism, and argues 

that “Twain rejects teleology, and Hank is really both Custer and Sitting Bull in a history 

with no ultimate winners” (80).  Fulton argues that the novel’s “fundamental  paradigm” 

is that “change,” which is the only “historical truth” “humiliates us because no ultimate 

success in any human endeavor is possible” (26).  Therefore, the novel becomes a kind of 

Greek tragedy, in which Hank’s attempt to challenge fate is doomed from the beginning.  

Coming full circle, John Carlos Rowe returns to Smith’s “Fable of Progress” perspective, 

and by finding similarities between Merlin and Morgan, who for the most part the novel 

clearly contrasts, makes the claim that “by imagining in Connecticut Yankee the curious 

intersection of feudal modes of domination with the progressive claims of nineteenth-

century capitalism…Twain sent yet another of his prophetic warnings from the mouth of 

the Cave” (188-189).  Lawrence Howe, who, like Fulton, is also interested in the form of 
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Twain’s novel, argues that Twain, like Horkheimer and Adorno after him, eventually 

came to view the Enlightenment “as a flawed dialectic of freedom and control that 

generates totalitarianism” (165).  Though Twain attempted to “subvert the authority of 

history by way of a radical version of novelistic discourse,” he discovered while writing 

A Connecticut Yankee that novelistic discourse could not stand outside American 

ideology:  “he was attracted to the novel . . . as a genre that is inherently critical of 

authority but that also affords a writer the opportunity to assert one’s own authority” (2).  

This echoes the thoughts of another critic, David R. Sewell, who writes that “Hank self-

destructs not in spite of but because of his utopianism . . . The most radical implication of 

A Connectictut Yankee . . . is that utopian narrative is a variety of literary imperialism—

that Utopia is always a colony” (141-42).  According to Sewell and Howe, the knowledge 

that Morgan brings to Camelot is a form of power that imprisons just as it liberates.  

Finally, adding an interesting twist to this debate is Walter Benn Micheals, who argues 

that the novel does not express any particular attitude toward technology in general.  

Highlighting Twain’s belief that people are essentially biological machines, Michaels 

reads the Battle of the Sand-Belt as Twain’s tribute to Native Americans.  The massacre 

of the knights, who represent American Indians, “is thus a recognition of their rocklike 

character, and his commitment to exterminating them is not an attack on their savagery 

but a tribute to their individuality” (130).  Hank realizes the knights will not be convinced 

to surrender, even in the face of modern weapons technology, and so he (and by 

extension, the United States), does the only thing that it can:  kill them all. 



  
 

 
149 

 Many of these arguments are creative and convincing, but none of them 

adequately address the aesthetic and ethical implications of the novel’s representation of 

violence, or rather, the extent to which the novel’s ethical dilemmas are so thoroughly 

intertwined, like fibers in a rope, with the novel’s aesthetics.  Though these critics are 

earnest in their assessment of Hank’s guilt or innocence, the violence does not, as it does 

for John Carey reading Samson Agonistes, come alive, nor have any impact beyond the 

text, or beyond Twain’s biography.  Either the violence is merely textual, and not to be 

equated, at all, with violence as it occurs in the “real” world, or, the violence is taken 

seriously, but only as a symptom of a larger tragedy (the irredeemable nature of history, 

etc.).  Though it is tempting to look past the novel’s violence since its victims are so 

clearly fictional (one could make the argument that the knights represent more a mode of 

fiction—chivalric romance—than they do actual people), this temptation must be avoided 

since they are killed with nineteenth-century technology; furthermore, their deaths are 

described in such detail, that one cannot avoid imagining their physical presence the 

knights assume when their bodies are treated so abjectly: shocked, shot at, and drowned.  

For whatever delusions the knights harbor about the romantic nature of their existence, 

they die the most un-romantic deaths imaginable.  The Battle of the Sand-Belt seems so 

real because it prefigures, twenty-five years before World War I begins, the very un-

romantic realities of trench warfare.  The Battle remains relevant in the twenty-first 

century as the world faces, as it did at the dawn of WWI, a new species of oppression, in 

which violence and representation combine in ways that reorder everything from 

international relations to the nature of our aesthetic perception.  Understanding the 
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aesthetics of violence in this novel means considering the ethics of violence in the novel; 

and yet, though this reading agrees with the humanistic depiction of literature espoused 

by Scarry and Nussbaum, the novel also challenges the perspective on the redemptive 

nature of literature by implicating the reader, and his or her aesthetic perception, without 

which the novel’s violence has no impact.  In other words, Twain’s depiction of violence 

encourages a kind of pleasure in reading the very same violence that we are also 

supposed to condemn.   

 Therefore, I aim to encounter the novel’s violence as only a post-9/11 reader can:  

by understanding how the representation of violence, through its appeal to aesthetic 

perception, contains a force equal to, and even surpassing, actual physical violence.  

Though physical violence and represented violence are not literally the same, since actual 

violence is performed upon the body while represented violence acts upon the mind, the 

impact they have on their intended victims—or in the case of represented violence, their 

intended audience—is commensurate.  I take as axiomatic that aesthetic perception is 

operational both within and outside of art; I also assume that “aesthetics” encompasses 

more than what it is most often associated with:  the somewhat precious reduction of it to 

the “beautiful” and the “sublime.”  To consider aesthetics in relation to violence—both 

real and fictional—does not trivialize violence or separate it from material, lived reality.  

In fact, the opposite is the case.  The aesthetics of violence in Twain’s novel forces us to 

confront the ethical implications of both enacting and witnessing violence. This 

confrontation is imminent and urgent given the role that aesthetics plays in the enactment 
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of violence in a post-WMD, post-9/11 world, both of which the Gatling gun—its use and 

its representation—prefigure. 

 

3.3  The Aesthetics of Fictional Violence 

 A Connecticut Yankee is soaked in blood.  Well before the Battle of the Sand-Belt, 

the novel dwells upon and depicts the ubiquitous violence inherent to the feudal system, 

as well as the constant duels and battles that constitute the knight-errant’s conflict-filled 

way of life.  And yet, the violence is always complicated by the overly-wrought 

sentiment that accompanies it, or the integral role it plays in the novel’s humor.  Thus, by 

the novel’s end, the overwhelming violence is potentially softened by the novel’s 

cartoonish depiction of it.  For example, when King Arthur and Hank “travel incognito” 

so that Hank can show Arthur what it’s like to live in his country (and for the sake of 

adventure), they eventually encounter two knights along the road who nearly trample 

them.  Highly offended, and forgetting his disguise, the king challenges the knights while 

Hank, also forgetting his normally cool demeanor, hurls insults at them.  Having no 

weapons themselves, Hank decides that it’s a good time to use the stick of dynamite he 

carries with him:  “Yes, it was a neat thing, very neat and pretty to see.  It resembled a 

steamboat explosion on the Mississippi; and during the next fifteen minutes we stood 

under a steady drizzle of microscopic fragments of knights and hardware and horse-flesh” 

(355).  Though the violence is described in detail, the effect of this scene is more comic 

than tragic.  We are not meant to feel sorry for the knights, or to even cringe at the 

violence.  In the novel’s original illustrated edition, the cartoon-quality of the scene is 
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enhanced by a drawing of bits of men and horses comically thrown up into the air by the 

dynamite. 

 When humor does not diminish the urgency of the novel’s violence, its sentiment 

does.  In one example, Hank witnesses the acute suffering of one of Morgan Le Fay’s 

prisoners, who, being tortured on the rack, refuses to confess to killing a stag on the royal 

preserves: 

 As we entered the rack-cell I caught a picture that will not go from me; I wish it 
 would.  A native young giant of thirty or thereabouts, lay stretched upon the frame 
 on his back, with his wrists and ancles [sic] tied to ropes which led over 
 windlasses at either end.  There was no color in him; his features were contorted 
 and set, and sweat-drops stood upon his forehead . . . . in a corner crouched a poor 
 young creature, her face drawn with anguish, a half-wild and hunted look in her 
 eyes, and in her lap lay a little child asleep.  Just as we stepped across the 
 threshold the executioner gave his machine a slight turn, which wrung a cry from 
 both the prisoner and the woman . . . . I could not let the horror go on; it would 
 have killed me to see it. (209) 
 
Though Hank does not hesitate to commit violence when his enemies clearly threaten 

him, this episode shows that he is not incapable of sentiment, but only when the victim is 

clearly sympathetic.  But even here, the urgency of the violence is diminished by the 

suffering wife and baby who lend the scene a kind of melodramatic artificiality, in which 

the violence is subsumed by the hyperbolical sentimentalism of the suffering wife and 

child.  Fittingly, when Hank saves the man from the rack, he vows to send the family to 

his “colony”:  “you’ll like it there; it’s a Factory where I’m going to turn groping and 

grubbing automata into men” (212).  Thus, any possibility that the novel might actually 

register the very real pain involved in being tortured is emptied out by its sentimentalism 
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and its happy ending, which ironically consists in the prisoner freed from one prison only 

to be sent to a factory, where he will supposedly regain his manhood.10

 Whatever effect the Battle of the Sand-Belt might have, then, is potentially 

corrupted by the novel’s inconsistent treatment of violence.  At times the novel seems 

earnestly to elicit sympathy for the victims it depicts, and at other times it treats violence 

as just another element of its slapstick comedy.  The reader is not prepared for the Battle 

of the Sand-Belt, as such, with its electric fences and Gatling guns and is tempted to read 

the violence that these weapons inflict from the same perspective:  as either a joke or 

merely the means through which Hank, and not the violence itself, is revealed as tragic.  

There are several reasons, however, why the violence in the Battle of the Sand-Belt is 

fundamentally different from the depiction of violence before it, and why, for twenty-first 

century readers, it needs to be distinguished, not only from the other types of violence in 

 

                                                 
 
10 Another example of the novel’s depiction of sentimentalized torture and violence occurs in chapter 35, 
when Hank and Arthur are sold into slavery.  They witness a woman being burned at the stake, allegedly 
for witchcraft, while her two daughters look on (459); Hank’s slave master then commands them to warm 
themselves by the same fire that engulfs the woman.  In the same chapter, immediately upon their arrival in 
London, they witness a woman, again with her infant in tow, being hung for stealing food, which became 
necessary to avoid starvation after her husband is sent to war.  And yet, even this episode, which does not 
have a happy ending, is so awash in melodrama that it threatens to undermine both the tragedy of the scene, 
as well as the immediacy of its violence:   
  After his prayer they put the noose around the young girl’s neck, and they had great 
 trouble to adjust the knot under her ear, because she was devouring the baby all the time, wildly 
 kissing it, and snatching it to her face and her breast, and drenching it with tears, and half moaning 
 half shrieking all the while, and the baby crowing, and laughing, and kicking its feet with delight 
 over what it took for romp and play.  Even the hangman couldn’t stand it, but turned away.  When 
 all was ready the priest gently pulled and tugged and forced the child out of the mother’s arms, 
 and stepped quickly out of her reach; but she clasped her hands, and made a wild spring toward 
 him, with a shriek; but the rope—and the under-sheriff—held her short.  Then she went on her 
 knees and stretched out her hands and cried: 
  ‘One more kiss—Oh, my God, one more, one more,--it is the dying that begs it!’ 

She got it; she almost smother the little thing.  And when they got it away again, she cried out:  
 ‘Oh, my child, my darling, it will die!  It has no home, it has no father, no friend, not 
mother—’ (459). 
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this novel, but for the familiar representational dilemmas it poses for a post-9/11 

audience. 

 The Battle of the Sand-Belt follows a lengthy period, in the time of the novel, in 

which Arthur’s kingdom is thrown into violent chaos while Hank is absent, attending to 

his wife and sick daughter in France.  Hank’s dream of building a republic is thwarted by 

the Catholic Church and, ironically, by the introduction of a stock market, which causes 

friction between Launcelot and Arthur’s nephews when the two parties dispute over the 

buying and selling of railroad stocks.  It’s soon revealed that Launcelot and Guenevere 

are having an affair, and the country falls into chaos—some knights siding with Arthur, 

and some with his new enemy.  Seeing the chaos as a chance to regain the control that 

Hank had wrested from them, the church imposes an interdict, and declares war on Hank 

and anyone loyal to him.  They are able to reunite the kingdom’s knights, and by the 

novel’s end, Hank finds himself besieged with only 53 boys left in the entire nation who 

are still loyal to him. 

 Hank and his boys, though, have their technology.  In an eerie prophecy of the 

trench warfare that made World War I so deadly, Hank constructs a fort around an old 

cave which is surrounded by mines under a layer of sand (hence, “sand-belt”).  He then 

constructs twelve separate layers of fatal electric fences and finally defends the inner-

circle with thirteen Gatling guns.  When Hank is satisfied that they are properly defended, 

and he is capable of defeating the 30,000 knights that will eventually march upon him, he 

issues a proclamation declaring himself the leader of the country, the abolishment of the 

class system, and freedom of religion.  While it’s clear at this point that Hank has little 
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hope of bringing about revolution via peaceful means, which he had previously desired, 

his obvious willingness to stir revolution through violence has been strengthened.  But his 

intentions at this point become murky when he soon realizes that the very same people 

who, encouraged by Hank, had very recently clamored for republican government and the 

institution of democracy, could be cowed so easily by the church, by the state, and by 

their “training.”  When Hank finally declares, just before the battle begins, “Imagine such 

human muck as this; conceive of the folly!”, we begin to understand how, as a character 

with a certain amount of idealism and a capacity for sympathizing with the suffering of 

others, he can also treat life and people with such disdain.  If they behave like sheep, then 

they are no better than sheep.  It’s Hank’s turn from idealistic reformer to cynical, violent 

nihilist that several critics have used to explain how the violence of the novel’s holocaust 

makes sense at least in terms of its relationship to Twain’s own shifting perspective 

regarding the nature and possibility of true individuality (he would eventually argue that 

man is the product of his training and environment more than anything else), and toward 

the promise of democracy as the form of government most likely to foster progress and 

freedom (he would eventually lambast U.S. imperialism in the Philippines).  But even if 

Hank’s actions do reflect the reality of Twain’s shifting attitudes, the novel’s violence 

can hardly be limited to having a merely representative function; for Hank does not 

merely kill the knights, he slaughters them.  The excess of Hank’s violence calls for 

further interpretation. 

 The battle takes place in several stages, the violence escalating until every single 

knight is killed.  In the battle’s first eruptions, the army of knights approaches the sand-
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belt, and the carnage begins as the mines do their business:  “Great Scott!  Why, the 

whole front of that host shot into the sky with a thunder-crash, and became a whirling 

tempest of rags and fragments” (554).  This description begins a pattern that the battle’s 

description, as well as its depiction in its illustrations, will follow:  the technological 

weaponry that Hank and his boys use literally tear bodies to pieces, making even body 

counts impossible:  “As to destruction of life, it was amazing.  Moreover, it was beyond 

estimate.  Of course we could not count the dead, because they did not exist as 

individuals, but merely as homogeneous protoplasm, with alloys of irons and buttons” 

(555-556).  From Hank’s perspective, of course, this is a fitting end for those who are 

only “muck” anyway.  They were indistinguishable as individuals before the battle, and 

now they are truly indistinguishable.  And yet, we might halt here and consider the 

language that Hank, as a narrator, employs.  To call the war-dead a mass of 

“homogeneous protoplasm” is to call attention to the body—its penetrability, its fragility, 

and its grotesqueness.  Whereas previous scenes humorously describe knights who fall 

victim to dynamite as being blown into bits and fragments, the humor oin this description 

is certainly attempted, but arguably not accomplished.  After all, cartoonish violence 

remains viable as humor only if there’s no blood.  This passage rips the body open, 

threatening the humor it’s attempting to convey.  The reader is left to wonder whether he 

or she should laugh or cringe.  

 This language is made even more problematic given the long paragraph that 

originally followed it, but that was cut upon the encouragement of one of Twain’s 

friends, and one of the novel’s first readers, Edmund Clarence Stedman.  Though highly 
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enthusiastic about the novel in general, Stedman advised Twain to cut the following 

passage that explains how exactly the homogeneous protoplasm might be converted to an 

accurate body count: 

  Several methods were tried, with a view to getting at the solid contents of 
 the mass.  By triangulation, very good approximate measurements were secured; 
 then, by taking the mean distance of the sun from the nearest fixed star, and 
 computing he difference between the meridian of London and the number of  
 people engaged in the fight—however, never mind those details, they wouldn’t 
 inform anybody but scientists.  It is sufficient to say that after they got the mass 
 measured, they weighted the earth, by the ordinary processes known to 
 astronomers, then they subtracted the estimated weight of this mess or mass of 
 protoplasm from the sum of the earth’s weight.  After that, the rest was easy.  By 
 determining the proportions of a cubic foot on this slush—so much horse, so 
 much man, so much dry-goods, so much iron—and then adding up all of the man 
 by itself and charging up the rest to profit and loss and debt or to sundries, it was 
 demonstrated that we had killed 1,069,362 pounds. 
  This was correct—that is to say, it was within a basketful, one way or the 
 other—and so I made out my report accordingly.  The custom of determining 
 losses in battle by count is untrustworthy, as all history shows, and it ought to be 
 discontinued. 
  We were very well pleased with the result.  An entire fifth part of the 
 enemy had been disposed of in this engagement.  The gross weight of the 
 remaining four-fifths was estimated at 4,277,448 pounds.  But this could not be 
 considered as its effective weight—that is to say, its fighting weight (CY, Smith 
 ed.)   
 
This passage, and its subsequent deletion, might suggest something about Twain’s 

attitude toward his main character at this point.  For those who argue that the reader is 

supposed to condemn Hank’s actions, and to see in them a portent of the kind of tyranny 

that caused so much violence and bloodshed in the twentieth century, this passage must 

be accounted for, even if Twain did indeed excise it from his final draft.  At the moment 

he wrote this—a very late moment in the composition process—Twain’s sense of humor, 

macabre as it may be, is still intact.  Even if Twain agrees with some of his twentieth-

century readers that Hank is a despot, he also does not, at least in this passage, take the 



  
 

 
158 

moment so seriously as to exclude humor.  Whether Twain was favorably receptive to 

deleting this passage, or whether he begrudgingly complied with his friend’s suggestion, 

his intentions seem clear at this point:  he, like Hank, does not consider the death of these 

knights as a tragedy equivalent to the loss of real life.  If there is an ethics to the 

aesthetics of this scene, this evidence suggests that Hank still has the moral upper-hand, a 

fact which is reflected in the generic slippage between dramatic climax and low-brow 

humor.  For though this passage was deleted, its tone is reflected in passages that were 

not cut.  The humor signals to the reader that even though Hank’s rational calculations 

might border on the absurd and heartless, it is difficult to hold in complete contempt a 

character who can make you laugh.  Yet, interpretation can not end speculating about 

Twain’s intentions. 

 Hank, not sobered by the violence, vows to “kill them all” (556).  Though he 

hesitates somewhat, and briefly considers offering the knights a chance to escape their 

death, he ultimately dismisses his “mistimed sentimentality.” The knights, he predicts, 

are as determined on their course as he is on his.  Their training—their lack of 

individuality—will not allow them to consider the logical fact that they will surely die.  

Therefore, for Hank, mercy is pointless, and the violence justified.  The battle continues. 

 Meanwhile, the initial round of dynamite explosions digs a trench, which fortifies 

the cave, but also allows the knights their own defensive barrier.  Using it to disguise 

their movements, the knights plan a sneak attack without knowing that any advance they 

make will be thwarted by the electric fences.  They soon trickle over the ditch, and fill in 
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the ten-foot gaps between the twelve circles of electric fence.  When Hank has them 

where he wants them, he throws the switch: 

  One could make out but little of detail; but he could note that a black mass 
 was piling itself up beyond the second fence.  That swelling bulk was dead men!  
 Our camp was enclosed with a solid wall of the dead—a bulwark, a breastwork, 
 of corpses, you may say.  One terrible thing about this thing was the absence of 
 human voices; there were no cheers, no war cries:  being intent upon a surprise, 
 these men moved as noiselessly as they could; and always when the front rank 
 was near enough to their goal to make it proper for them to begin to get a shout 
 ready, of course they struck the fatal line and went down without testifying. (563-
 564) 
 
As the bodies pile up, the “smell of burning flesh” begins to permeate; the only sound the 

knights make is their armor crashing to the ground, an effect which Hank describes, 

rather uncharacteristically, as “very creepy.”  It’s at this point that the humor of this 

episode becomes rather awkward and strained, as Hank, for the first time, registers a bit 

of disgust at the carnage his weapons are inflicting.  The comic absurdity of knight after 

knight, meeting the exact same fate, without ever taking even a moment to understand 

that the wires are fatal, illustrates the extent to which, as Hank says, the knights are 

literally mindless, and no better than unthinking animals when compared to the 54 

“minds” that oppose them.  And yet even Hank admits that “There was something awful 

about it.”  The vague feeling that Hank attempts to describe—the “creepiness” of the 

battle—is due, in fact, to a development that only modern weapons technology makes 

possible:  the knights die in silence by a force (electricity) that they cannot see, and that 

they cannot fight against.  Their opponent is not any army but a weapon which renders 

the knights’ courage suddenly obsolete.  Even before they become “protoplasm,” 

technology strips them of their personhood and their individual will.  It is the sudden and 
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massive, yet silent, aura of death that reminds one of grainy atomic bomb footage—a 

bright, mushroom-cloud sky—the sublime awe evoked by our most devastating weapons 

technology.  The final scene in A Connecticut Yankee is “creepy” due to the disjunction 

between the knights’ overwhelming “manpower” and the sudden irrelevance of such 

manpower in the face of new weapons technologies.    

 Hank’s tale, however, does not end with jolts of electricity; it’s the music of his 

thirteen Gatlings that sounds Hank’s “victory,” but which also signals his, as well as the 

reader’s, exit from Arthurian England.  After the electric surge kills “eleven thousand 

men,” about “ten thousand” remain “pressing forward to the assault” (564).  The final 

ditch surrounding the fort, however, has been rigged to fill with the diverted water from a 

nearby stream.  The “ditch,” which is a “hundred feet wide and twenty-five feet deep” 

secures the knights, water flows in, and for those who do not drown, Morgan’s Gatlings 

await: 

  ‘Stand to your guns, men!  Open fire!’ 
  The thirteen gatlings began to vomit death in to the fated ten thousand.  
 They halted, they stood their ground a moment against that withering deluge of 
 fire, then they broke, faced about and swept toward the ditch like chaff before a 
 gale…. 
  Within ten short minutes after we had opened fire, armed resistance was 
 totally annihilated, the campaign was ended, we fifty-four were masters of 
 England!  Twenty-five thousand men lay dead around us. (565) 
 
In the late 1880s, when Twain was completing this portion of the novel, the average 

Gatling gun, which now featured ten barrels instead of six, could shoot 1200 bullets per 

minute.  Thirteen Gatlings shooting for ten minutes, then, would equal 156,000 bullets, 

or, approximately fifteen bullets per each knight left standing after the final jolt of 

electricity.  Though this novel is full of exaggeration and humor, the possibility of fifty 
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men killing ten-thousand with thirteen Gatling guns was certainly not an exaggeration, 

and fully within the capability of the world’s first automated weapon. 

 It is the Gatlings, then, that finally silence Hank’s voice.  Only two chapters 

remain:  a “postscript” by Clarence, in which he explains how a spell cast by a disguised 

Merlin sent Hank back to the nineteenth century, and the final chapter by “Mark Twain,” 

the tale’s original interlocutor, who now tells his readers of how Hank finally dies in bed, 

after a bout of “hideous dreams,” a fact which some critics point to as evidence that Hank 

is traumatized by his guilt.11

 It is entirely appropriate, I argue, for the Gatlings to conclude Hank’s tale because 

their invention and use signaled an end to one era of warfare and the beginning of 

another, a transition that A Connecticut Yankee fully reflects despite its setting in a 

mostly fantastical past.  There were many other types of guns and weapons that Twain 

could have put into Hank’s hands—but there was something about the Gatling which 

made it the perfect weapon, both for Hank’s and for Twain’s purposes.  Just as Twain 

thoroughly enjoyed firing the Gatling gun in the 1860s when it was still in its nascence—

turning its crank and delighting at its machine-like efficiency—so he must have felt at 

  Whether Hank feels the sting of responsibility for the 

knights’ deaths, the reader is at least certain that it was Hank’s knowledge of the Gatling 

and his ability to construct such a machine that finally defeats the knights in a final 

shower of death and destruction.  It is the Gatlings that make Hank’s accomplishment—

whether it be a triumph or tragedy—possible.   

                                                 
11 This reading is undermined, however, by the novel’s final sentence, when “Mark Twain” relates Hank’s 
last words:  “’A bugle? . . . . . It is the king!  The drawbridge, there!  Man the battlements!—turn out the –‘  
He was setting up his last ‘effect;’ but he never finished it” (575).  It can be assumed then, that Hank is still 
ready to fight, and not necessarily remorseful. 



  
 

 
162 

least some satisfaction in imagining the “chivalry” that he had so decried in Life on the 

Mississippi, finally exposed for the useless and hopelessly outdated code of conduct that 

it was—a relic of the past that, despite the nostalgia of some, could not survive in a world 

in which the Gatling gun existed. 

 The last gap of Arthurian nostalgia, represented in Tennyson’s Idylls of the King, 

whose pieces were finally brought together to form the poem’s whole, was published in 

1885, four years before A Connecticut Yankee.  Fittingly, both Tennyson and Twain used 

Thomas Malory’s Morte Darthur as primary source material for their own versions.  Yet, 

whereas Tennyson used Arthurian legends to nostalgically call upon the past in order to 

allegorize Victorian England, Twain instead found in Arthurian legends an opportunity to 

allegorize the present in a much different way—implicating Arthurian sensibility as an 

oppressive, feudalistic holdover that prevented people from realizing their democratic 

potential, and ultimately, their freedom.  

 Twain’s disdain for Sir Walter Scott, which he voices most vociferously in Life on 

the Mississippi (375-77), might be aligned, then, with his enthusiasm for the Gatling gun, 

which converted battlefield chivalry into a relic of the past.  Twain must have known that 

machines like Gatling guns were indeed the perfect antidote to chivalric codes—indeed 

could even be a kind of liberation:  a violent but necessary tool to rid the world of its 

delusions about war, manhood, and civilization itself.  While poems like Idylls of the 

King and Morte D’Arthur conjured Arthurian modes (ones that especially highlight 

Arthur’s relationship to Christ’s second coming, a clear correlation made in Morte 

D’Arthur when the poem’s narrator dreams that “’Arthur is come again; he cannot die.’”) 
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in order to proclaim the possibility of a future when “war shall be no more,” Twain’s 

Hank Morgan can be read as murdering those modes—replacing Arthur’s Excalibur with 

Hank’s Gatling.  What Twain probably did not presage, however, and which Connecticut 

Yankee seems ambivalent about, is the possibility that while a weapon like the Gatling 

gun could release the world from its sentiment regarding war, it could also, conversely, 

create a new reality of war that was equally problematic. 

 Interpreting the Battle of the Sand-Belt in the twenty-first century, then, is a 

matter of accounting for the novel’s transgressive depiction of bodies torn asunder at the 

hands of technology in a way that remains sensitive to the realities that terrorism, and 

counter-terrorism alike, have created: a world that is both highly militarized and highly 

susceptible to attacks on massive populations by very small groups of people who, aided 

by technology, can wreak havoc disproportionate to their “manpower.”  In other words, it 

would be difficult, and perhaps even irresponsible, as Carey argued in regard to Samson 

Agonistes, to read a book like A Connecticut Yankee in a critical or historical vacuum.  

Given the tools made available in critical discourse by the recent surge of interest in the 

ethics of literary aesthetics, Twain’s novel might function as a lacuna around which some 

of these conversations might take place. 

 However, while Carey’s suggestion should be heeded, it would be difficult to 

account for the Battle of the Sand-Belt by referring to conventional ethical discourses that 

equate the reading of literature with an “aesthetics of alterity” or that regard the aesthetics 

of Twain’s novel as “pacific” or “lifesaving.”  For even if the key to A Connecticut 

Yankee’s ethics lie in the aesthetics of Twain’s satire of the Arthurian knights, feudalistic 
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autocracy, and then of Hank himself whose democratic designs yield to a desire for 

tyrannical power and a disregard for human life, the sheer delight in violence that the text 

evinces still needs to be sufficiently encountered.  It’s a delight that becomes much more 

common in literature in the late twentieth century, in the works of writers like Anthony 

Burgess, J.G. Ballard, and Bret Easton Ellis; in the late nineteenth century, however, it 

seems out of place, before its time, and gratuitous. 

 My point, however, is that it only seems gratuitous if one does not account for 

something that Twain clearly knew:  weapons like the Gatling gun would forever change 

the human body’s relationship to technology, in which the old hierarchy of subjects and 

objects suddenly reversed itself.  Yet this reversal contains imaginative possibilities.  

Like Ballard’s narrator in Crash (1973) who envisions the “sexual possibilities of the 

invisible technologies of thermonuclear reaction chambers,” the ethics of Twain’s vision 

lies in its transgression—a transgression made possible by the invention of technologies, 

and the Gatling gun in particular, that reorganize power relations, and in turn, the ability 

to envision new means through which both oppression and liberation may occur.  

Twain’s completely unveiled contempt for Walter Scott, chivalry, and the nostalgia for 

ancient history was fueled by the arrival of technologies like the Gatling.  On the one 

hand, Hank’s use of the Gatling is obviously fictional, and what makes Twain’s novel 

“transgressive’ and not “murderous” or even “unethical,” is the very clear border one can 

draw between fiction and reality—the innocent materiality of pages versus the grotesque 

reality of bullet-penetrated bodies that would make World War I so deadly, so 

horrifically deadly.  On the other hand, the novel is clearly permeated by the reality of the 
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invention of the Gatling gun.  The entire fabric of the novel’s form—its structure, its 

genre(s), its humor, and its seriousness—are all the consequence of Twain’s 

unprecedented vision of two eras coexisting simultaneously:  a vision only made 

possible, however, by a writer who understood how the invention of new technologies 

necessitates the invention of different kinds of stories. 
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    CHAPTER 4 
                      THE LAST INVENTORS: 

                      THE LATE FUTURISM OF EZRA POUND AND MINA LOY  

 In previous chapters I sought to establish the connections between the 

ideologically-driven rhetoric of invention and the ways in which, despite its ideological 

uses in nineteenth-century America, it could still function as a viable model for literary 

creation.  Chapter one fleshes out the specific characteristics of this rhetoric:  the way 

invention was supposed to promote domestic comfort by making physical labor obsolete; 

the way invention functioned as the sign of civilizational progress and supported a 

teleological view of history; the way the United States was uniquely positioned—

geographically, historically, and legally—not only to build upon European technology, 

but to wield invention to bring forth the fruits of modernity; the way American inventors 

represented the apotheosis of American individualism; and finally, the way invention—

above both art and science—represented the essence of American creativity, given its 

“practical” uses over merely theoretical or aesthetic concerns (or to be more exact, how 

invention adopted aspects of art, aesthetics, and science and made them relevant by 

making art, aesthetics and science finally “useful”). 

 Chapters two and three discuss Herman Melville and Mark Twain’s reactions to 

the rhetoric of invention by critiquing its ideological, nationalist, and racist 

underpinnings.  Both authors were able to conceive of invention in a way that the rhetoric 

of invention often elided—that invention’s material, intellectual, and imaginative 

qualities defy the image of the spontaneously inspired genius, and that invention is at its 

core subversive of the status quo, capable of being used against ideology as effectively as 
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it is used to bolster ideological purposes.  Melville’s Typee, for example, is the result of 

Melville’s appropriation of invention’s aesthetic and disruptive potential, which he uses 

to reinvent the genres that colonialism depends upon—sea stories, travel narratives, and 

anthropological treatments of “native” peoples.  Melville uses invention against itself. 

 Twain was much more enthusiastic about the prospect of mechanical inventions 

than Melville; his costly investment in the Paige compositor revealed a man who was 

willing to embrace technological modernity insofar as it could bring him personal profit.  

But Twain’s attitude toward technology was not wholly consistent.  Though for much of 

Connecticut Yankee Hank Morgan, the former Colt Arms Factory foreman, appears to be 

intellectually superior to his Arthurian counterparts, his mechanical knowledge and 

inventive edge only really converts to a superior capacity to inflict violence and death.  In 

his depiction of mechanized death, Twain’s novel foreshadowed the realities of World 

War I, as well as, I argue, the logic through which weapons of mass destruction get 

invented, and finally used.  In Twain’s novel we see a slightly more complex depiction, 

and use of, invention.  Twain was clearly fascinated by the very same technologies that 

he seems to condemn (the Gatling gun).  What Twain’s novel suggests about invention is 

that it is itself a neutral endeavor—an act that can be used to dominate, as well as to 

subvert.  His depiction of Hank’s transgressive violence represents this ambivalence 

toward invention:  on the one hand, the novel’s general premise and tone is so fantastical 

and comedic that Hank’s slaughter of the knights risks seeming too unreal to have any 

real-world application; on the other hand, the violence depicted in the Battle of the Sand-
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Belt is one only possible in a world in which the Gatling gun—a very real invention—

had been invented. 

 Integral to my readings is the basic assumption that literary form and genre are 

affected by a notion of inventiveness that originates from outside the literary.  At the 

same time, literary artists are unique in their ability to locate and preserve those aspects 

of invention that are conducive to artistic creation and that provoke aesthetic responses. 

This ability, which is evident in the nineteenth century, becomes even more pronounced, 

and even more necessary, to the modernist movement in the first decades of the twentieth 

century, and is why a project that has up to this point covered mostly nineteenth century 

literature, must conclude in the century during which the irony of inventiveness became 

fully visible.  In this sense, this project aligns with those versions of modernist history 

that posit a real connection between World War I, which finally revealed to the world the 

extent to which invention could be taken in the service of death and oppression, and the 

radical departure from traditional literary forms that became the hallmark of modernist 

literature and poetry.  Both of these developments, one productive, one destructive, 

originate from the enthusiasm for invention that flowered in the nineteenth century.   

This is why the modernist poet Mina Loy may be read as continuing the work of 

Melville and Twain, because for her invention functions as a kind of aesthetic labor that 

helps these literary artists to conceptualize and execute their art.  Their capacities to 

realize the inseparability of invention and modernity allows them to create a space for 

their own inventions alongside technological and mechanical invention (as well as within 

modernity itself, defined, as it is, by these technologies), a space that is distinct, but not 
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completely separate, from the kind of aesthetic labor that mechanics and inventors 

employ.  Invention, that is, is not simply a product, but it is also a process.  In literary 

terms, this procedural aspect of invention must inevitably influence form, as much as, if 

not more than, content. 

 The fairly unpredictable jump from Melville and Twain to a lesser-known female 

modernist poet—who was, by some myopic definitions of nationality, not even 

American—is a move influenced by two important factors:  one, any project that 

discusses the impact of technology and invention on American literature must necessarily 

account for poetry as thoroughly as it does for prose, especially given poetry’s central 

role in the development of modernist aesthetics; second, the perspective of a poet who 

was not born in the U.S., but made the U.S. her adopted home, points to the complicated 

role of national literature during the modernist period.  Modernism was by definition 

transatlantic, cross-cultural, and defiant of borders.  Melville lived during a time in which 

he and his fellow American authors felt the burden about producing a national literature 

distinct from British and European traditions, and this anxiety was produced, in part, by a 

feeling of competitiveness with American inventors and their promoters who implicitly 

called un-pragmatic endeavors like writing literature into question.  But nationalism, as 

well as invention, plays a much different role in early twentieth-century American poetry. 

 My choice of Loy over other American modernist poets who engage with 

modernity and technology, such as Moore, Williams, or Eliot is informed by the fact that, 

more than any modernist poet beside Pound, she engaged with technological modernity 

in a comprehensive and nuanced fashion.  Her early connection to F.T. Marinetti and the 
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Italian Futurist movement (as well as her ultimate rejection of that movement’s inhumane 

and anti-feminist principles), which unabashedly embraced technology and technological 

aesthetics, lent her a perspective on technology and art that most American modernist 

poets did not fully comprehend or acknowledge.  Second, Loy was herself an amateur 

inventor—a “tinkerer” in the most American sense of the word, who dabbled in 

everything from fashion design to lampshades to detachable toy alphabets.  As Loy 

settled in the United States, first in Manhattan and then in Aspen, Colorado until her 

death, she for the most part gave up writing poetry and turned toward a different kind of 

invention.   Having always maintained both a talent and a keen critical eye for visual and 

plastic arts, Loy employed these skills inventing objects from which she hoped to profit. 

 If modernism was a kind of industrial Romanticism, in which artists met the 

challenges wrought by modernity through granting art a transcendent potential, achieved 

through a radical, and at the same time, disciplined, reevaluation of form as an end in 

itself, then the premium placed on newness by the American enthusiasm for invention 

might have granted American artists a special role in formulating what, as a movement, 

modernism would accomplish.  Though American inventors were among the world’s 

most prolific artificers at the turn of the century, American literary artists were tardy 

participants in the artistic revolution that modernism became.  Americans writers such as 

Ezra Pound, Gertrude Stein, T.S. Eliot, and Ernest Hemingway had to leave the United 

States to make their mark; some, like Mina Loy, were not American by birth, but 

eventually found in American cities a vitality absent from the older, European capitals.  

This project’s final chapter investigates the poetry and prose of Pound and Loy (via their 
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mutual connection to F.T. Marinetti’s machine-inspired Futurism) for the enthusiasm it 

registers for, as Pound phrased it, “Machine Art.”  When Hugh Kenner, in The Pound 

Era, describes Pound as having participated in the “invention” of “language,” “China,” 

and “Confucius,” he implicitly advances the idea that Pound’s famous dictum to “make it 

new,” was another way of saying that a modernist’s primary function is to invent.  The 

formal invention that drove modernism cannot be divorced from the prominence of 

mechanical invention that American culture and industry made prominent (and in some 

cases, fetishized) through the turn of the century.  The American contribution to 

modernism came as much from its machines as it did from its artists, but the impact of 

American machinery and invention was only belatedly recognized as a specifically 

American influence when Pound, looking back upon the country he left, and Loy, looking 

toward the country she would adopt, could finally formulate the relationship between the 

formal modalities of their work and a particular strain of American artifice that always 

resided within it.   

 I call Pound and Loy the last inventors, then, because as Kim Sevelson notes 

(taking cues from Alan Trachtenberg’s The Incorporation of America) invention’s 

ultimate downfall as a culturally prominent mode of action and creation in the 1930s and 

1940s was in part the result of its precipitous rise.  Though the “period stretching from 

the later nineteenth century through the early 1920s is regarded as the ‘golden age’ for 

invention in the United States” (Sevelson 4), invention’s decline was the result, not of its 

threat to art and literature, but because of its relation science and its supposed threat to 

the credibility of the scientific method’s putatively pure and objective pursuit of “truth”:   
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 At the turn of the century, scientists who claimed a superior status for themselves 
 and their work were stridently asserting the difference between science and 
 invention.  With the support of various influential figures from a range of fields, 
 including America’s literary elite, this distinction turned into a sweeping critique 
 of invention, which was blamed for (among other things) the degradation of 
 science.  Ultimately, as invention became systematized, which meant the 
 extensive production and marketing of inventions themselves, its high profile 
 brought extra attention from its critics, ‘who insisted that invention had become 
 an arm of industry, and could no longer be heralded as a sign of an independent 
 spirit, for the inventors were not longer independent,’ but merely the agents of 
 large corporate interests, or, just as bad, driven by their own personal profit 
 motives. (24-25) 
 

Ironically, then, just as some artists and purveyors of “high” culture (like Carlyle) in the 

nineteenth century defended art from invention’s and technology’s emphasis on 

practicality, in the twentieth century it was science and scientists who actually took up 

this argument against invention.  On the one hand, while a figure like Thomas Edison 

took invention to new heights, his heavy involvement with outcome-based 

corporations, and his ultimate betrayal of invention as an individual act of will, 

fortitude, and native intelligence, actually spelled invention’s ultimate association, not 

with individuality, but with incorporation.1

                                                 
1 See Alan Trachtenberg’s The Incorporation of America:  Culture and Society in the Gilded Age  (Farrar, 
Strauss and Giroux, 1982). 

  Pound and Loy were the last inventors 

because they were the last literary artists to find something productive within invention, 

as a creative process, and regarded inventions, as a collection of objects that reorganize 

the world for the better.  One could even argue that Pound and Loy were even less 

skeptical about inventions than Melville or Twain, which is ironic given the stock 

narrative of modernist artists turning against industrial modernity after the horrors of 

World War I.    
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 I call these poets “late futurists” in recognition of the fact that Pound and Loy 

were not the only modernist artists inspired by industrial modernity—in fact F.T. 

Marinetti and his crew adopted an enthusiastic position toward technology well before 

“modernism” even became recognized as a movement.  While many of Marinetti’s 

statements were unfortunate and outlandish (i.e., “War is the world’s only hygiene,” 

etc.), the inventive energy within the Italian Futurist movement—the daringness, the 

audacity, and particularly the willingness to challenge traditional formal modes of 

literature and art by actively introducing an aesthetics of technology into those 

traditions—is something that Loy co-opted from the Futurists at the same time that she 

rejected their politics.2

 

 

 In considering the relationship between Mina Loy’s poetry and her inventive 

endeavors, and then in reading this relationship through Ezra Pound’s attempt to 

delineate the aesthetics of “Machine Art,” I am on the one hand inserting my claims into 

the rich and varied critical discourses that have long attempted to explain technology’s 

influence on modernism, and on the other hand, I am also introducing to these discourses 

the idea that the historical and theoretical legacy of invention and inventiveness has not 

been fully fleshed out.  While it is common to consider the influence of science, and the 

scientific method’s influence on modernism (it has become commonplace to call 

modernist poetry “experimental”), and while it has become commonplace to describe 

                                                 
2 For a description between futurist poetics and politics, see Marjorie Perloff’s The Futurist Moment:  
Avant-Garde, Avant Guerre, and the Language of Rupture (U. of Chicago, 1986), and Renato Poggioli’s 
The Theory of the Avant Garde (trans. Gerald Fitzgerald, Harper & Row, 1971). 
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modernism as a reaction to industrial and technological modernity, what has not been 

accounted for, especially given that modernism is still often conceptualized as it has been 

for the last forty years. To quote a famous essay by Malcolm Bradbury and James 

McFarlane—modernism is still often regarded as one of those “cataclysmic upheavals of 

culture…that…leave vast areas of the past in ruins” (19).  What this chapter highlights is 

the way modernism does not simply react against modernity, but also reflects and even 

builds upon the progressive ideas about technology that began circulating well before the 

twentieth century begins.  The Italian Futurists played an important role in developing a 

modernist aesthetic, but their role is often downplayed because their enthusiasm for 

technology seemed canceled out when this very same technology was used to such 

deadly effect during World War I.  In Alan Bullock’s “The Double Image” we recognize 

a familiar take on modernism’s reaction to modernity.  Noting that the years between 

1870 and 1913 saw the most “remarkable period of economic growth in history,” in large 

part due to advances in industry, communication, and transportation, (59), Bullock argues 

that it was the Great War that finally demonstrated what modernist artists in the early 

twentieth century had already been intuiting, the “improbable, disturbing, fragmented 

world in which we still live” (70). 

 Yet as Sara Danius demonstrates in The Senses of Modernism (2005), this 

prevailing version of modernist art is one that has consistently relied upon “standard 

dualism[s]” (3) that insist upon modernism as a critique of modernity, wherein the first 

term in the following dualisms is always favored by modernist artists and their most 

prominent literary critics: 
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 art/commerce; art/instrumentality; art/industry; aesthetic 
 discourse/communicative discourse; art/market; aesthetic value/economic value; 
 beauty/utility; autonomy/reproducibility; innovation/standardization; 
 originality/reproducibility; high culture/mass culture; body/machine; 
 organic/mechanical; individual/collective, minority/majority; elite/masses; and so 
 on. (28-29) 
 
Echoing one of the more important books on modernism in the last fifteen years—Tim 

Armstrong’s Modernism, Technology, and the Body (1998)—especially his idea that 

“cultural Modernism is implicated in numerous ways with the scientific, technological, 

and political shifts which characterized the modern era” (4), Danius similarly claims that  

 It has become possible…to approach modernist texts with a historical perspective, 
 where high modernism—its practitioners and advocates, its texts and artifacts, its 
 sensibilities and programs—is understood not as it wanted to understand itself, 
 that is, as autonomous aesthetic performances at a safe remove from the 
 encroachments of technology, massification, and commodification, but rather as 
 historically mediated, semiautonomous cultural practices responding to, 
 expressing, or managing conceptual, ideological, social, and cultural crises. (26) 
 
While Danius perhaps oversimplifies the extent to which commentary on modernism has 

followed the binaristic model she describes,3

                                                 
3 Danius does not really account for two important critical texts that argue that modernist form reflects and 
reproduces the predominance of machine culture:  Cecelia Ticchi’s Shifting Gears:  Technology, Literature, 
Culture in Modernist America (1987) and Lisa Steinman’s Made in America:  Science, Technology, and 
American Modernist Poetry (1987).  Ticchi’s basic argument is that the “gear-and-girder” technology—the 
most visible aspects of early twentieth-century technology and industry—inspired or “summoned” literary 
form to transform and adapt to the new “perceptual values” that these technologies promoted.  “Fiction and 
poetry,” Ticchi writes, “became recognizable as designed assemblies of component parts.”  Modernist 
literary art forms “were not galleries featuring pictorial representations of machines and structures.  In this 
sense their works are not about machines.  Their fiction and poetry, instead, is the machine….As such, it 
can be shown to obey design rules for sound structures and efficient machines…There must be no 
unnecessary parts to lessen efficiency” (16).  While Ticchi’s main innovation is to show how visible 
technologies—those that could be seen in the industrial landscape—influenced literary form, I contend that 
by focusing upon invention, or the process through which those objects come into existence, we might 
better understand not only how the technological landscapes  influenced literary form, but how invention as 
a process inspired the original and trailblazing modes of action that modernist art is most renowned for. 

 her perspective is one that I’d like to borrow 

 Steinman, who along with Kim Savelson is one of only a few critics to address, not just 
technology, but “invention” itself, argues that “many writers shared the assumption that the practical 
inventiveness of common citizens was a sign of America’s creative genius” (14).  However, while 
Steinman recognizes that “The identification between poetry and technology…appeared to offer American 
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from and amplify at the same time that I avoid a pitfall that neither Danius nor Sevelson 

avoid.   

 Sevelson and Danius argue that the ostensible inclusion of technological themes 

in modernist novels actually serve more as a conduit through which wider claims about 

these novels might be made, such as the changing status, in the early twentieth century, of 

knowledge, aesthetics, the body, class struggle, and democracy.  For Sevelson, 

“Invention, along with the parallel philosophy of pragmatism, was thus a large imaginary 

sign of the changing status of ideas”; she asks, “how do novels that literally discuss 

invention and inventors, through such discussions, engage an array of critically important 

conversations and issues beyond invention?” (14).  These issues range from the changing 

status of knowledge, “democratic notions of social status and economic mobility,” and 

“conversations about purity and disinterest, purpose and utility, aesthetics and art, [and] 

ideas and action” (24).  For Danius, the context and the “issues” that invention and 

                                                                                                                                                 
poets a way of including the real world in their art and of defending their poetry in a culture that respected 
most the work of engineers or industrial designers,” she does not recognize or acknowledge that this desire 
to compete with engineers and inventors was not a new development.  Thus, when Steinman claims that 
American modernist “poets hoped to show European modernists that America’s writers could be as 
inventive as its engineers” (5), she offers a false version of literary history.  The anxiety born from the 
sense of inferiority artists felt in relation to inventors and engineers did not materialize because, for 
example, Thomas Edison became such a mythic figure or because invention became more culturally 
prominent during the early twentieth century; as I’ve shown in previous chapters, American literary artists 
had always felt anxious and second-rate in a country that valued most the individualistic, pragmatic, and 
material efforts of inventive men. 

I am not claiming that there is not much that is really new about modernism.  What I would like to 
posit is that when Loy takes up invention (in her poetry, her art, and in her later entrepreneurial efforts), 
and when Pound explains his attraction to “machine art” in his important essay from the early 1930s, they 
are not merely responding to the modernist movement’s reaction to technology, if indeed much of 
modernist literature takes an adversarial position toward industrial modernity, they are responding to over a 
hundred years of enthusiasm for invention and the rhetoric of invention that had been a dominant aspect of 
American culture since the early nineteenth century and beyond, when men like Jefferson (an important 
figure in Pound’s Cantos) and Franklin made invention an integral part of the American experience—and 
of being American. 
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technology touch upon are different—she’s more interested in technology as a mediating 

force between the body and modernist aesthetics—yet her approach is similar to 

Sevelson’s in two ways:  both regard technology as merely tangential, a topic that is 

always about something other than itself. 

 While these methods—one formalist and one historicist—seem to diverge in very 

important ways, each of the above critics treats technology, and especially “invention” in 

the same manner, that is, as a given and stable concept.  As I’ve discussed previously, 

this unwillingness to consider invention’s history as a mechanical, creative, rhetorical and 

historiographical term, potentially devoids the word of its meaning and its aesthetic 

potential.   Even Sevelson, who does not simply equate invention with technology, and 

who at least treats the status of invention as somewhat contingent upon other factors, 

namely, the rise of pragmatist philosophy, refuses to look back into the nineteenth 

century, despite her claim that pragmatism and its “result-oriented agenda” were the 

“grounds” on which “invention became even more visible on a broad scale” (4).  As I 

argue in chapter 1, the rhetoric of invention was far more likely to have provided the 

“grounds” upon which pragmatism developed than vice versa.  Sevelson argues that 

invention functions as a “large imaginary sign” that points toward a wider set of 

“emerging problems” (24); however, as I have and will continue to demonstrate, there is 

nothing really new about these problems at all.  They existed for as long as the United 

States had existed, since men like Franklin and Jefferson made inventing both an integral 

aspect of being an American citizen, and an integral characteristic by which the United 

States could set itself apart from other nations.   
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This is not to say that invention remained constant or static through the turn-of-

the-century.  While Thomas Edison seemed to embody everything the nineteenth century 

valued about inventors, he also contributed to invention’s “incorporation”; and while 

writers like Melville and Twain could certainly foresee the kind of destruction that 

inventions made possible, it was not until the twentieth century that their foresights 

became widely held ideas in the wake of World War I.  Furthermore, if invention had 

always had subversive capabilities in the nineteenth century, this potential was threatened 

by a new array of forces:  the increasingly technical and specialized nature of the 

knowledge required to invent new technology, the inability of amateur inventors to 

compete with the engineers employed by corporations, and, among many other 

developments, the growing sense that the fruits of invention were not worth its costs.  

Nevertheless, Mina Loy and Ezra Pound continued to posit the value of invention as a 

creative force despite its association with the waste lands of post-WWI Europe. 

 

The Late Futurists 

 By 1941, upon the eve the United States’ entry into World War II, Mina Loy had 

lived in her adopted country for five years in the Bowery district of Manhattan, where she 

would continue to reside until her eventual move to Aspen, Colorado in 1953.  Forgoing 

her thoroughly cosmopolitan lifestyle, in which she regularly shuttled back and forth 

between Paris, Florence, and New York, as well as in and out of various prominent 

circles of modernist artists (mostly painters), Loy had begun to detach herself from her 

closest circle of friends (which included Djuna Barnes, Marcel Duchamp, Man Ray, 
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Henry Miller, and Joseph Cornell), as well as from her most frequent modes of artistic 

expression:  poetry and painting.  During these latter decades of her life, Loy actually 

made a living from her lampshade and fashion designs, and was constantly tinkering—

writing down ideas for inventions of all types—household items, children’s toys, and 

devices that would halt the appearance of aging in women’s bodies.  Roger Conover, who 

was the first scholar to collect Loy’s work into The Last Lunar Baedeker (1982), writes 

of this period that for Loy “dozens of new commercial experiments [are] launched:  

advertising slogans, household implements, industrial and lighting devices.  Writing 

becomes more difficult after these years; literary expression gives way to ‘invention’” 

(lxxvii).   

 It will become clear in this chapter that Loy would not have conceived of poetry 

“giving way” to invention—would never have conceived that the two were substantially 

different endeavors at all.  In the various inventions that actually came to fruition, and 

even in those that never proceed beyond the design stage, it is quite evident that Loy’s 

imagination—that which made her a fairly accomplished painter, poet, and critic—was 

indeed, above all, inventive.  Her “inventions” were wrought from the same aesthetic 

labor that produced her poetry.  In fact, Loy’s inventiveness was much more nineteenth-

century than twentieth.  The quintessential amateur, Loy had very little, if any, 

knowledge of mechanical engineering, and no technical knowledge.  Her inventions, 

rather, were the result of visual intuitiveness, an understanding of composition and how 

things are put together.  On the other hand, Loy was anything but an amateur poet, as 

Ezra Pound would note when he read Loy’s poetry—“Human Cylinders,” “At the Door 
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of the House,” and “Black Virginity”—for the first time in Others: Anthology of the New 

Verse (Knopf, 1917).  Though Pound would have certainly known of Loy since they had 

various mutual connections, including Marinetti, and would both contribute to Margaret 

Anderson’s The Little Review (serializer of Joyce’s Ulysses), their actual contact was 

minimal.  And though Loy’s poetry would appear alongside some of the most famous 

modernist poetry written—her poem describing “Brancusi’s Golden Bird” appeared in 

the same Little Review issues as T.S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land” (1922)—it took a 

considerable amount of time for Loy’s contribution to modernist poetics to be 

appreciated.4

 I bring together Pound and Loy partly because I believe their aesthetic affinities 

had common origins, namely, their enthusiasm for (despite the developing negativity 

toward technology and invention after World War I) the poetic possibilities of science, 

technology and mechanism.  Pound’s essay “Machine Art,” written in the late 1920s and 

early ‘30s, and previously unpublished until it was collected by Maria Luisa Ardizzone in 

Machine Art and Other Writings:  The Lost Thought of the Italian Years (1996), provides 

a unique, and superior, critical apparatus through which Loy’s creative enterprises, both 

her poetry and her inventions, might be conceptualized as belonging to the same aesthetic 

project.  It is Pound’s perception of the importance of Loy’s adopted nationality, and his 

ability to draw connections between Loy’s inventiveness and her “American” sensibility 

that makes his perspective on her indispensable to understanding Loy’s connection to a 

 

                                                 
4 Though several articles have been written on Loy’s work in the previous decade, the seminal work on her 
life and poetry remains Virginia Kouidis’ Mina Loy, American Modernist Poet (LSU Press, 1980), Carolyn 
Burke’s Becoming Modern: The Life of Mina Loy (HarperCollins, 1996), and Roger Conover’s 
introductions to both The Last Lunar Baedeker (The Jargon Society, 1982) and The Lost Lunar Baedeker 
(HarperCollins, 1996). 
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particular Americanized concept of invention that is reflected in her poetry and her 

material inventions. 

 

 One of the important early evaluations of Loy’s poetry, in fact, came from Pound 

in the pages of The Little Review.  Loy’s poetry, according to Pound, along with 

Marianne Moore’s, functioned as an example of “logopoeia,” or, “a poetry that is akin to 

nothing but language, which is a dance of the intelligence among words and ideas” 

(“Loy” 188).  Logopoeia, as distinct from “melopoeia,” or “poetry which moves by its 

music,” and “imagism,” or later, “phanopoeia”—“wherein the feelings of painting and 

sculpture are predominant,” is a poetry that gains its force not primarily via sound or 

image, but through words themselves.  It is a form-driven poetry that nevertheless is 

engineered to “cope with the human,” instead of “tak[ing] refuge in scenery description 

of nature,” or the “stupidity beloved of the lyric” (188).  Pound appreciated the “lack of 

emotion” in Loy’s poetry, and the “arid clarity, not without its own beauty, of le 

témperament de l’Americaine” (189).  This is a key point.  Pound knew that Loy did not 

originally hail from the United States, but she still “without any pretences and without the 

clamors about nationality . . . [has] written a distinctly national product . . . [that] could 

not have come out of any other country” (189).  Pound does not explain why he 

associates Loy’s style with America or American poetry, other than to link Loy’s “arid 

clarity” with the “American temperament.” 

 But perhaps we might turn to Loy herself to help explain why Pound, and why 

Loy herself for that matter, valued that “American” quality in her poetry, as well as what 
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exactly distinguishes this quality—what it might mean for her poetry to be understood as 

American despite the fact that even by 1925, she had not even established a permanent 

residence.  In an essay written in 1925 on “Modern Poetry” Loy writes that “The new 

poetry of the English language has proceeded out of America” (Lost 157).  For Loy 

modern poetry, which for her is epitomized by American poets like Cummings, H.D. and 

Williams, “has received a fresh impetus from contemporary life,” which Loy defines 

primarily as life which has had to adapt itself to the new rhythms and tempos of a world 

transformed by technology.  “Poetic rhythm,” she writes, “is the chart of a temperament,” 

and the modern poets’ verses are “determined by the spontaneous tempo of their response 

to life” (157-158); the modern poet “has to become adapted to a country where the mind 

has to put on its verbal clothes at terrific speed if it would speak in time” (159).  This 

country, of course, is America 

 The second quality that Loy associates with “Modern Poetry,” as well as with 

America itself, the place from which “It was inevitable that the renaissance of poetry 

should proceed,” are the “thousand languages [that] have been born, and each one, for 

purposes of communication at least, English—English enriched and variegated with the 

grammatical structure of voice-inflection of many races, in novel alloy with the 

fundamental time-is-money idiom of the United States” (158-159).  Yet while American 

English is “alloyed” with accents and idioms of many nations and cultures, there remains, 

“no Europeanization of his fundamental advantage, the acuter shock of the New World 

consciousness upon life.  His is still poetry that has proceeded out of America” (159).  
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The embodiment of this type of poet for Loy is, fittingly, the “American Ezra Pound…the 

masterly impresario of modernist poets” (158). 

 One can recognize in these statements the same nationalism found in the rhetoric 

of invention, as I described it in chapter 1.  For Pound, as well as for Loy, modern 

poetry’s adaptation to the “rhythm” and “tempo” of contemporary life is best 

accomplished by those working in a country that is, in industrial and technological terms, 

the most contemporary—the least beholden to traditions from European history.  Pound 

recognizes that “Any man born sensitive in America between 1865 and 1895, capable of 

perceiving a nuance…has suffered, and has probably, a vast thirst of vengeance” for 

machines” (“Machine” 59), but he also asserts that “Mechanics, people having to do with 

machinery in certain ways, do not share this aversion” (69).   

 It is doubtless a marvelous and sinister coincidence that having played in the 
 elevator like other American infants, and having at the age of four and from 
 thence onward been taken often through the rooms of the Mint and seen all that 
 active brightness of presses, fires, and crucibles, I should meet later, talk to, and 
 even waste time with a few young Americans who had also looked at machinery, 
 or taken an interest in form. (76-77) 
 
While Melville and Twain lived in a century in which industrial modernity was 

developing, Pound grew up, at least as an artist, in a world in which technology pervaded 

day-to-day life.  While this presence offended those with more “sensitive” dispositions 

(and while Pound seems to sympathize) he defends machines and their aesthetic potential 

because he can contemplate the form of a machine without “dragging in the private life 

and personality of the inventor” (58).  When Pound admires Mina Loy’s poetry because 

he does not detect any “emotion whatsoever,” he is following T.S. Eliot’s idea in 

“Tradition and the Individual Talent” that an artist has “not a ‘personality’ to express, but 
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a particular medium.”  At the same time, his appreciation for “machine art” is grounded 

in the idea that machines can exist as form as such, that any person might “more readily 

awaken his eye by looking at spare parts and at assembled machinery than by walking 

through galleries of sculpture” (57).5

                                                 
5 This argument is anticipated by Marinetti’s proclamation in “The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism” 
that “We say the world’s magnificence has been enriched by a new beauty; the beauty of speed.  A racing 
car whose hood is adorned with great pipes, like serpents of explosive breath—a roaring car that seems to 
ride on grapeshot--….is more beautiful than The Victory of Somathrace.”  Both Pound and Marinetti prefer 
the aesthetics of machinery to the traditional art objects like painting and sculpture.  This is a common 
comparison that runs through Italian Futurism, and that is picked up, in a slightly modified form, in 
Pound’s essay. 

  In other words, Pound recognizes in Loy’s 

poetry—the “dance of the intellect among words” that characterizes its style, tone, and 

form—the same kind of impersonality that makes a machine a worthy object of aesthetic 

contemplation and appreciation.  Pound seeks to defamiliarize machines for his audience 

so that they may appear in a different light—as form; but he does not seek to disassociate 

the aesthetic value of a machine from its fundamental use value.  For Pound, the “beauty 

of machines” lies in its function; he claims that  “we find a thing beautiful in proportion 

to its aptitude to a function.  I suspect that he better a machine becomes as a machine, the 

better it will be to look at” (69).  Pound associated the functional aspect of a machine 

with its most vital parts, those “parts of machines where the energy is most 

concentrated,” for it is in these parts where “the inventor’s thought, or more probably a 

whole series of inventors has been most concentrated” (57).  The relationship between the 

energy of a machine’s individual parts—those “mobile parts” that one finds “hidden 

under its hood” (69)—and the machine’s function is where a machine’s aesthetic 
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potential comes alive. 6   Just as the imagist movement that Pound had invented earlier in 

the century valued poetry that “use[s] no word that does not contribute to the 

presentation,” Pound’s taste in machinery was dismissive of those parts of a machine that 

had nothing to do with its function.7

 “Machine Art” demonstrates Pound’s basic affinity for the ideas about invention 

and technology that were much more popular in the nineteenth century, before the 

twentieth-century backlash against invention takes on momentum.  What Pound seeks so 

preserve from this rhetoric is the emphasis on function as a criteria by which an object’s 

value is determined, the idea that inventors and engineers belong to a special class of 

creator whose “Aptitude to a given end” allows them to invent things “to a point nearer 

perfection” than other creators and artists (58). From his point of view the ability to write 

a novel or paint a picture is not divorced from the ability to invent machinery.  He even 

goes so far as to repeat one of the most common arguments advanced in the nineteenth 

century, that “Machines were made to eliminate work and produce leisure” (78).

 

8

                                                 
6 Ardizzone comments that “In traditional aesthetics, Pound had located a residue of metaphysics, while 
putting forth the view that beauty is no longer to be regarded as an essence culled from the act of gazing, 
but a thing’s inner law” (8).  Given that a machine’s “moving parts” are most closely related to its function, 
this is where the “inner law” of a machine should be located, and where its aesthetic value resides. 

  Any 

 
7 Pound included several photographs of machine parts that he had sent to him by several manufacturers of 
drill presses and cranes.  “The photographs which Pound collected to illustrate the text explain his 
viewpoint to a greater extent because they are instruments of measurement (the pyrometer) or calculation, 
or single screws, particulars of mechanical parts.  According to Pound, the motor’s function relates art to 
the baggage of technical knowledge through which the functioning of the machine is made possible.  In 
Machine Art, art encompasses a meaning that resembles the medieval concept of art, in which the word 
‘art’ was used to indicate an ensemble of knowledges (sciences) used by man, such as, for instance, the arts 
of the trivium (dialectic, rhetoric, grammar) or those of the quadrivium (music, astronomy, geometry, 
mathematics)” (Ardizzone 20). 
 
8 Ardizzone rightly connects Pound’s ideas in “Machine Art” to his preoccupation with economy and 
banking during the 1930s .  Though this aspect of the essay is outside the purview of my immediate 
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deviation from this purpose is the fault, not of machines, but of “human stupidity” 

(“Machine” 78). 

 

Loy’s Inventions 

 “Machine Art” provides the critical context through which to interpret the work of 

Mina Loy, and reveal the nexus between her early poetry and her later inventions.  This is 

the case not only because Pound and Loy shared very similar views on technology and its 

relationship to poetry, and not only because they were both heavily influenced by the 

Italian Futurists, or even because they both recognized in each other’s perspectives and 

styles the influence of particularly American ways of life (the tempo and rhythm, for 

example, of a city like New York) and modes of thinking (the emphasis on pragmatism 

and use-value, for example), but because Pound and Loy have an even deeper intellectual 

connection: one that seeks to revive more ancient conceptions about what it means to 

make something, and apply these ideas to modern poetry. Loy’s poetry is reminiscent of 

the earlier Greek idea of technê, and she seeks to apply this idea to the “modern world” 

which provokes a “direct response of the poet’s mind to … [the] varieties in which he 

finds himself” (“Modern” 158).  Maria Ardizzone writes  

 Although the word technê does not appear in Machine Art, Pound’s essay appears 
 to be written in light of Aristotle’s idea of art as technê.  Technê implies that art is 
 not an object but a rational activity of making, and at the same time technê takes 
 into account the kind of knowledge which makes this activity possible.  It implies 
                                                                                                                                                 
interests, it is worth acknowledging that “The artificial, which comes to improve nature, is the means by 
which Pound’s modernism tries to resolve the cause of evil in history:  usury and avarice.  That Pound in 
his correspondence considered Machine Art as a writing on American art shows his continuing faith in the 
United States as the land of a New Renaissance and a new economy (a notion outlined in Patria Mia 
[1913])” (21). 
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 the concept of art as a set of rules.  The category of technê, as identified in 
 Machine Art, is the new aesthetic dimension which destroys the idea of art as 
 imitation, all the psychologisms inherent in the idea of beauty, an the idea of style 
 as ornament. (9) 
 
Technê, as I have noted in previous chapters, is absent in name from the rhetoric of 

invention, even though this rhetoric was thoroughly saturated by its logic, which suggests 

“an aesthetics in which art is the skill of making and beauty is aptness to purpose,” a 

concept that contains both “artistic and technical meaning” (Ardizzone 19, 48).  What 

Ardizzone does not quite recognize about Pound’s treatise is that when he invokes 

invention and inventors (he does so specifically, four times in the essay), he is 

functionally invoking the concept of technê as Ardizzone describes it.  As I hope I have 

demonstrated throughout this project, “invention” was essentially the nineteenth-century 

equivalent of the more ancient concept of technê:  a way to think about creativity and 

production in a way that does not draw heavy distinctions between art and industry, art 

and machines, language arts and mechanical arts.  

  

 Loy’s poems “Brancusi’s Golden Bird” and “America – A Miracle,” along with 

her late designs and inventions, (specifically a design for a set of toy letters, whose 

separate lines could be detached and reattached as different letters) demonstrate the 

extent to which Loy’s work builds bridges between art and technology, and puts into 

poetic form the ideas about machine aesthetics that Pound was only able to articulate in 

prose.  “Brancusi’s Golden Bird” (1922) describes Constantin Brancusi’s famous abstract 

sculpture that garnered the attention of the art world in the early 1920s: 
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  The toy 
  Become the aesthetic archetype 

  As if 
  some patient peasant God 
  had rubbed and rubbed 
  the Alpha and Omega 
  of Form 
  into a lump of metal 
 
  A naked orientation 
  unwinged unplumed 
  the ultimate rhythm 
  has lopped the extremities 
   of crest and claw 
  from  
  the nucleus of flight 
 
  The absolute act 
  of art  
  conformed 
  to continent sculpture 
  --bare as the brow of Osiris— 
  this breast of revelation 
 
  an incandescent curve 
  licked by chromatic flames 
  in labyrinths of reflections 
  
  This gong 
  of polished hyperaesthesia 
  shrills with brass 
  as the aggressive light 
  strikes 
  its significance 
 
  The immaculate 
  conception 
  of the inaudible bird 
  occurs 
  in gorgeous reticence. (Lost 79-80) 
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In a later essay on the American collagist Joseph Cornell, Loy would call Brancusi’s 

sculpture “the purest abstraction I had ever seen” (Last 300), and the poem surely does 

attempt to explain the nature of that abstraction in relation to what the sculpture depicts (a 

bird).  In this sense, the poem seems to contravene what Pound values about machine art, 

which is partly what he also valued about the poetic projects—imagism and vorticism—

that he was most closely associated with:  the absence of the worst forms of abstraction, 

which Pound associated with “metaphysics,” “estrangement from nature,” and “the 

reduction of the plurality to the one” (“Machine” 11).  What keeps this poem, as well as 

Loy’s fervid appreciation for Brancusi’s abstract sculpture from committing the sins 

associated with abstraction, is that despite the movement from bird to shape, the sculpture 

still functions as a concrete object that exists in space.  It is not an abstraction that 

transforms a bird into something universal, nebulous, or ethereal.  It is a “continent 

sculpture,” one that is humble despite its embodiment of “the Alpha and Omega.”  When 

Pound describes his own critical efforts in “Machine Art” as disturbing a man’s “habitual 

associations” (83) about machines by taking them apart and forcing him to contemplate a 

machine’s parts, he is in some ways abstracting the machine.  On the other hand, he is 

also positing that certain parts of a machine—especially those dedicated to its primary 

function, which contain the essence of the machine’s movement and energy—are worthy 

of contemplating as form, in and of itself.  In other words, they are formally interesting 

because they have a function.  When Pound describes the poetic usefulness of the 

ideograph in “How to Write,” he basically makes the same argument about the 

relationship between what a “thing is” and “what it does,” that is, “the ideograph 



  
 
 

190 

abstracts or generalizes in the known concrete”; the ideograph, like the machine “is what 

it does”—they each contain the “noun and verb in one, things in action, action in things.”  

Ideographic poetry, or at least alphabetic poetry inspired by the ideograph therefore 

provides a “treasure house of concrete images” (“Chinese” 89). 

  “Brancusi’s Golden Bird” describes an abstraction that does not reduce the many 

to the one, but that finds the many in the one.  It is a “labyrinth of reflections” that is 

quiet and reticent at the same time that its appearance to the eye produces a loud “gong.”  

It provokes very immediate, in-the-world synaesthetic responses—it “shrills with 

brass”—while invoking timelessness and rebirth by way of the “brow of Osiris” and the 

“immaculate conception.”  The sculpture obeys a machine aesthetic, a “lump of metal” 

that is born from industrial processes and appears “licked by chromatic flames.”  The 

object is static, like the ideograph, and the parts that Pound extracts from the machine; 

and yet the sculpture suggests “the moving image,” the marriage of verb and noun, form 

and function.  The bird is “unwinged” and “unplumed,” “lopped” of its “extremities.” we 

We may read this poem as an example of the aesthetic kinship shared by Pound and Loy, 

we may read the bird as Pound read the machine:   “In looking at any machine one must 

sort out the essential parts from the parts that merely happen to be there. . . .the much 

vaunted Ford motor probably contains parts that give much greater formal satisfaction 

than the assembled Ford car” (“Machine” 69).  It is no accident that while describing why 

he included photographs of machine parts and what can be learned from them, Pound 

would refer to Brancusi’s work itself:  “That I in particular should notice this [that 

machine parts “record forms that are interesting in themselves”], causes me no surprise, 
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nor can I see in it any incongruity.  The perception of a statue by Gaudier or Brancusi, or 

the perception of a stamping press has never so far as I know dimmed my perception of a 

statue by Mino da Fiesole . . .” (71).  For Pound, as well as for Loy, a Brancusi statue and 

a stamping press belong to the same class of object—something that contains aesthetic 

and use value, or rather, something whose aesthetic and use value are inseparable.  It is 

what it does. 

 

 “Brancusi’s Golden Bird” was written during a period in which Loy was still 

travelling between New York, Florence, London, South America, and Paris, and during a 

period in which she was obviously still writing poetry.  The poem invokes invention via 

its ability to describe Brancusi’s bird as both abstract and concrete at the same time, the 

same quality of invention and inventiveness that Pound argued for in his commentary on 

machine parts.  But it is not until Loy would write “America – A Miracle” in the early 

1940s that we can see in Loy’s poetry the connection between inventiveness and what she 

called the American “vision.” By the early 1940s, when she wrote “America – A 

Miracle” she had been living in the Bowery district of Manhattan for around five years; 

she would stay in the U.S. until her death in Aspen. Colorado in 1966.  There were 

several reasons why Loy chose to live the remainder of her life in America, but the fact 

remains she had always found her adopted country more suitable to her artistic and 

inventive endeavors than any of the European cities she had resided within.  The United 

States, and New York in particular, epitomized “contemporary life” for Loy; consummate 

modernist that she was, Loy consistently ventured toward the unprecedented in art, and 
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always associated herself with those artists that exemplified modernism’s break with the 

past.  There was no better place to break with the past and with tradition than New York.  

“America – A Miracle,” which unabashedly celebrates the U.S., is a noticeably patriotic 

poem, but one whose tribute can be at least partly explained by its many references to 

American technology and inventiveness. The poem itself is not even included in the most 

recent collection of Loy’s poetry The Lost Lunar Baedeker (1996), at least partly, I 

suspect, because of its nationalism.  One would not expect such a keen critical observer 

as Loy to so enthusiastically espouse, with patriotic fervor, the superiority of one country 

over another, especially given how cosmopolitan she really was.  Loy was well traveled 

and embodied a kind of sophistication for which she was quite well known.   

 The poem’s tone can be partly understood, as Roger Conover very briefly argues 

in the first collected edition of Loy’s poetry The Last Lunar Baedeker (1982), as a tribute 

to the U.S. on the eve of its entrance into World War II, and there are moments in the 

poem when the war is deliberately invoked, such as when “America” is described as 

valiantly opposing “the power of the man - of - prey, / the living robot as it roars abroad 

(Last 231).  Yet the rather long poem, at least by Loy’s standards, weaves through 

various aspects of U.S. life and history before it reaches this moment at its end.  What 

interests me about this poem is the way Loy justifies her sense that the U.S. is a moral 

force in the world by invoking its industrial history and its essentially inventive spirit.  In 

this respect, the poem echoes many aspects of the rhetoric of invention.  The question 

then becomes, given the efforts of writers like Melville, Twain, and many others who 

were skeptical of the claim that the United States represented the best hope for the 
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progress of humankind, why this aspect of the rhetoric of invention is affirmed by 

someone who was not born in the U.S., and whose aesthetic and critical sensibilities were 

widely appreciated by some of the twentieth century’s most well known artists. 

 There are moments in the poem that explain how and why Loy associates the 

United States with her own creativity, how the U.S. provides a space and an opportunity 

for her inventiveness to reach its full potential.  The poem’s opening lines compare 

America favorably to “the tortoise history” (l. 3), the “New World” (l. 116) is a “flash of 

lightning, / a stroke of genius” (l. 5-6).  Loy’s poem slips back and forth between 

describing the U.S.’s natural grandeur and its technological achievements:   

  Invoked by willpower, 
  your soaring architecture 
  rose from the aboriginal grass 
  of a virgin continent 
  in a grandeur 
  of windowed cliffs (ll. 7-12) 
 
The poem then offers a definitive image of what David Nye has called the “American 

technological sublime.”  Nye describes the American phenomenon of equating large, 

man-made objects like bridges and skyscrapers with natural wonders like the Grand 

Canyon.  Nye’s study tracks a consistently “repeated experience” of American citizens 

who perceive the “awe,” “wonder,” and “terror” of “particular natural sites, architectural 

forms, and technological achievements” (xvi).  These sublime experiences, while not 

necessarily unique to American citizens, are nevertheless tinged with nationalist feelings  

that are clearly present in “America – A Miracle”:  

 
  Alpine dwellings 
  piercing the aerial clarity of your morning, 



  
 
 

194 

  ethereal bridges 
  looped as a spider’s line 
  above the mirrors 
  of your wide waters, 
  your integral strength 
  is drawn from mathematical solutions 
  of engineer magicians. (ll. 12-26) 
 
And later: 
 
  Beyond the flaming curtains 
  of the Pittsburgh dusk 
  molten moons 
  pour into circulation 
  ceaselessly 
  metallic servitors. 
 
  In resurrection 
  from those liquid ores 
  the industrial phoenix 
  lifts talons of steel, 
  extends its iron feathers 
  on its flight 
  of civilization’s  
  celerity. (ll. 49-60, Last 227-231) 
 
As with that of “Brancusi’s Golden Bird” the imagery here reflects a fascination with 

steel and metal—the primary material of industrial technology.  Its strength, its earthly 

origins, its sculptural qualities, its shifting appearance from “molten” states to a 

hardened, finished, straight-line gleam, appear in Loy’s poem to connect America’s 

strength as a morally-superior force in history with the strength of its industrial apparatus.  

The tools that America uses to build itself up, as well as to “oppose the mechanized 

monster” of the axis-powers’ own industrialized armies, is inseparable from America as a 

democratic haven where “a scarecrow ancientry / fell in favor of a balance of power / 

shared by the young and the mature” (ll. 41-43).  Repeating the tendency of invention’s 
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promoters in the nineteenth century to equate democratic freedoms and inventive 

possibilities, Loy’s poem also establishes America’s “. . . urgent promise / to Humanity, / 

of Liberty” (ll. 91-93).  It is America, finally, where “the electric conjury of Morse, / of 

Bell, of Field / forced space to yield / her secrecy, / distance dwindled / to a timeless 

flash” (ll. 66-71).  The poem envisions the U.S. as a moral force whose geographical 

“immensity” is reflected in its technology’s ability to shrink space and time, so that 

America’s “iron feathers” (l. 59), finally overcome the “tortoise history” (l. 3).  The U.S. 

surpasses its historical and spatial limits with two mutually sustaining tools: democracy 

and technology. 

 The reality, of course, is that inventors like Morse and Bell, whose achievements 

were mostly the result of individual efforts, were made mostly obsolete when the job of 

inventing became a largely collective, corporate enterprise; likewise, U.S. involvement 

overseas, despite its role in defeating Nazi Germany and imperial Japan, was not as 

triumphant or morally clear-cut as Loy’s poem makes it.  What Loy’s poem does suggest 

is the persistence, not so much of a mode of invention, as a latter-day rhetoric of 

invention.  Though Loy’s own inventiveness was much more evident in her earlier poetry 

(which is more sophisticated on the level of form and content), this late poem is 

nevertheless an important part of the record of invention’s place in the American 

imagination.  Pound and Loy’s faith in mechanical inventiveness and its ability to inspire 

a heightened and more inclusive aesthetic sensibility across both art and technology was 

achieved at a cost:  their failure to see how invention and technology could oppress as 

often as it could liberate. 
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 I’d like to conclude this chapter, as well as this project, however, with the idea 

that despite invention’s moral neutrality—its ability to serve the powerful and the 

powerless simultaneously—its ultimate potential lies in the fact that it opens spaces and 

breaks down the limits within the imagination.  While a certain conception of invention 

encouraged and bolstered Loy’s nationalist point of view in “America – A Miracle,” it 

was her inventive imagination that also enabled her to remain productive, and which 

allowed her readers, and those who would actually use her inventions, to see the 

advantages of thinking of artistic mediums—including language—as types of technology, 

and vice versa.  Her inventiveness across mediums suggests the connectedness between 

everything that humans make, whether it be with their hands, with their minds, or both.  

Loy’s design for a toy alphabet, in which each individual letter could be taken apart and 

reattached to make other letters, provides a fitting illustration of how she envisioned 

language as technology.9

                                                 
9 For a view of the copyrighted image, see Mina Loy’s “Alphabet Design” in the Mina Loy papers, Folder 
184, located in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University.  The image can also be 
viewed at  <http://beinecke.library.yale.edu/dl_crosscollex/brbldl_getrec.asp?fld=img&id=1041965>. 

  Though the invention never materialized beyond the design 

stage, it exemplifies the expanded creative possibilities of art and language when we 

consider them as mediums that question the boundaries we still draw between the “arts” 

and “sciences,” the “humanities” and “engineering.”  Though the invention of a 

detachable toy alphabet seems innocent enough, it points the way toward the possibility 

of a more expanded and interwoven nexus between the poems we write and the machines 

we invent, the stories we tell, and the future we engineer. 
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