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ABSTRACT
This study posits reading as a trope for meaning-construction and considers the
thematized act of reading ui American literature as a self-reflective phenomenon that
reveals, questions, and complicates the state of America's cultural consciousness in and
through literature. Against the institutionalized New Critical practice of explicating texts
in a vacuum, the paradigmatic shift in recent decades to contextualized modes of criticism
has promoted a performance-oriented view of textuality that immerses texts in a number
of problematic relations with the past and with social reality. This "new" perception of
reading has been with us all along, I suggest, and my study is an attempt to recuperate the
major writers of the American Renaissance for the ongoing work of revisionist
scholarship. The canonical writers of the mid-nineteenth century recognize an unstable
view of textuality endemic to the American cultural imagination, and indeed centralize its
destabilizing effects in their work. The struggle to find and maintain meaning in such a
milieu largely informs Melville's ideas about reading, as I describe in Chapter Two, and it
also becomes a compelling way to consider American identity and culture in terms of
process rather than product.

In Chapters Three and Four, I address Whitman and

Dickinson as two particularly influential figures who discover, challenge, and even attempt
to harness the liminal power fi^om which a process-oriented conception of identity arises.
In their ambitious attempts to achieve a fi^eedom of the imagination, Melville, Whitman,
and Dickinson consciously and unconsciously construct and reflect the American will to
fi-eedom. Their liminal conception of reading reveals a liminal sense of being, both of
which extend to the present day as a primary trait of American literature and of American
cultural consciousness. My concluding chapter considers the implications of a culture
based on liminality and arrives at the hard fact that America is doomed by its own dream.
The endless American mission to make possible in both fiction and reality the impossible

experience of pure freedom

inevitably leads to dislocation, frustration,

meaninglessness, as our most powerflil and lasting literature consistently illustrates.
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Chapter One
INTRODUCnON: THE GREEN LIGHT
Writers have long realized that reading is both a figurative and literal description of
human perception and meaning-construction, and that the process of reading is deeply
involved in philosophical, aesthetic, and ideological concerns. This is conspicuously true
of American writing since the American Renaissance.

Generation after generation,

American writers routinely address the act of reading in their work as a major theme,
subject, or concept. A quick glance at American literary history suggests the extent to
which this self-conscious concern with reading permeates our literature. To begin with.
Wait Whitman's entire literary career can be understood as a series of attempts to instruct
his readers how to read. His early poetry in particular is concerned with the relationship
between writer and reader and with the transformative potential of reading. Herman
Melville's two greatest nawt\s~Moby-Dick and Pierre~Xdik& reading as a radically
problematic activity which nonetheless is our only recourse in the construction of meaning.
Henry James treats reading as an elaborate game with profound implications in The Turn
of the Screw and in reflexive stories such as "The Figure in the Carpet." Gertrude Stein
bases her poetry and most of her fiction on "imreadability" in a challenge to the limits of
language in meaning formation.' By contrast, Wallace Stevens develops an elaborate
philosophy of poetry based on the dynamic balancing of imagination and reality and the
possibility that we might "read" ourselves into an ideal, harmonious state. In a major
modernist contribution to fiction, William Faulkner explores the multi-perspectivist nature
of reading through the shifting narrative viewpoints of The Sound and the Fury and As I
' The term is taken from Bob Perelman, who associates Stein with Joyce, Pound, and Zukofelgr in that
"unreadability is the raw material" of their poetic philosophies (IS).
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Lay Dying. And more recently, John Ashberys poetry addresses the nature and process of
meaning formation, first in the early dialogic meditations of the Termis Court Oath, and
then more notoriously in

Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror, where the process of

perception (or reading) is a focusing mechanism for a philosophical questioning of
identity. This overview of American literature is not exhaustive, of course; nor is it
intended to cohere around a particular ideology or style of writing.

Rather, these

examples serve to indicate a common and continuing interest in reading among American
writers, and they suggest that the depth, range, and scope of its treatment in our major
poetry and fiction is worthy of our attention.
Accordingly, it is not surprising that one finds a similar preoccupation with reading
in American criticism.

The New Critical legacy of close reading established in the

American academy during the 1940s continues to this day as a linchpin of critical practice,
and it illustrates what Gerald Graff has described as a "recurrent motif in the history of
American literary studies: the "appeal to 'literature itself against various forms of
commentary about literature" in the professional practice of reading (Graff 10). The
emphasis in the 1960s on performance-oriented analysis in the fields of anthropology,
folklore, and linguistics developed by the mid-1970s in the field of literary studies into a
widespread interest in reader-response approaches to criticism, where the interaction
between reader and text became a central concern and the act of reading itself became an
active site of meaning formation. This shift fi-om focusing on what Roman Jakobson calls
the "narrated event" to addressing the "speech event" within which the former is presented
reflects an interest in process that I will shortly describe as an intrinsic component of the
American character in both literature and in life (Jakobson 492-3). The critical turn fi-om
product to performance and the resulting major role assigned to the act of reading in many
ways characterizes the development of American literary studies since at least the mid-
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20th century; one of the points I will try to clarify in my study is that such emphasis on
reading is not merely an inevitable development in the field, but that it can also be seen as
an extremely productive means of addressing the complicated question of what it means to
be "American."

As Richard Baimian and Charles Briggs have pointed out, a given

performance "is tied to a nimiber of speech events that precede and succeed it (past
performances, readings of texts, negotiations, rehearsals, gossip, reports, critiques,
challenges, subsequent performances, and the like)" (60). Against the institutionalized
New Critical practice of explicating texts in a vacuimi, the performance-oriented view of
textuality immerses the text in a nimiber of problematic relations with the past and with
social reality. The struggle to find and maintain textual meaning in such a milieu largely
informs Melville's ideas about reading, as I describe in Chapter Two, and it also becomes a
compelling way to view American identity and culture in terms of process rather than
product. This latter idea informs my study as a whole, and my ultimate ambition here in
addressing Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson is to link their individual concerns with
reading with the larger question of cultural identity which always seems to accompany the
act of reading.
Granted, this interest in reading can be considered a natural by-product of literary
creation. Writing, after all, depends on being read. Therefore, it stands to reason that the
most efifective writing anticipates its own reading and refiexively questions its own status
and potential as a construct of language.^ For R.G. Collingwood, such refiexivity is
^ In this manner, writing can be understood as a fimdamentally reflexive act In order to be recognized as
writing, that is, it must bear the implicit metacommunicative message "This is writing" through the use of
devices (e.g., narrator, plot) to set up "an interpretive &ame within which messages being communicated
are to be understood" (Bauman 9). The concept of refiexivity itself will be discussed in more detail
shortly. What is useful to note at the outset, however, is the idea that the reflexive or meta- dimension is
always and has always been present in language use, despite its popularity in recent and contemporary
criticism as a privileged subject See Barbara Babcock's seminal essay, "The Story in the Story," for an
excellent discussion of metanarration in folk narrative and the meta- dimension of language in general.
Following Babcock's emphasis on metacommunication as the sine qua non of human experience, one of
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inevitable, because "[t]he philosophizing mind never simply thinks about an object; it
always, while thinking about any object, thinks also about its own thought about the
object" (1). Another way of saying this is that writers, as a matter of course, read
themselves reading their writing. The American version of this practice, however, is
particularly interesting. Characterized by its close association to a cultural identity based
on the pursuit of an impossible ideal, reading comes to reflect and perhaps create both the
representation and the reality of American life, neither of which is finally distinguishable
firom the other. John Barth puts this blurred association between art and life more
eloquently in his Friday Book:

We tell stories and listen to them because we live stories and live in
them. Narrative equals language equals life: To cease to narrate, as
the capital example of Scheherazade reminds us, is to die—literally
for her, figuratively for the rest of us. One might add that if this is
true, then not only is all fiction fiction about fiction, but all fiction
about fiction is in fact fiction about life. Some of us understood
that all along (236).

Earth's example, of course, reminds us that the commingling of life and fiction has
a history in non-Western as well as m Western literary traditions. But in terms of its
complicated association with cultural identity, American writers tend to equate reading
with cognition in a curious and perhaps unique fiision of private and public interests.
Seeking independence of mind as well as body, they turn again and again to reading as a
means of questioning cognitive limits. In one of the more powerfiil challenges to such
limits in American literature, Walt Whitman conceives the ideal relation between writer

the aims of my own study is to describe how the reflexive dimension of writing became aswriateH in mid19th century America with larger cultural concerns. See also footnote S.
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and reader as an intuitive kind of contact that is accomplished beyond or outside the
boundaries and possibilities of reading itself:
We understand, then, do we not?
What I promised without mentioning it, have you not accepted?
What the stu(fy could not teach—^what the preaching could not accomplish
is accomplished, is it not?
What the push of reading could not start is started by me personally, is it not?
(1856,219)

I will have much more to say about this passage from "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" in
Chapter Two. Here, however, it serves to illustrate the kind of dynamic, interactive, and
boundary-challenging qualities that generally inform reading in American literature. In this
example, as in much of Whitman's poetry, the central relationship between writer and
reader-the "I" addressing a "you"—suggests as its ultimate goal or purpose a kind of
mystical communion, a fusion of self and other. Positing this communion as nothing less
than cosmic enlightermient, Whitman insists that it cannot be accomplished by traditional
methods~e.g., through education ("study") or religion ("preaching").

We naturally

assume that this contact must be made, or at least described, through the act of reading,
and this is why the final line is by far the most interesting in the passage. Tenney
Nathanson has called Whitman's declaration that we are not reading "audacious, since it
patently flies in the face of simple fact: we are reading this poem and indeed this
declaration" (12). Whitman's deletion of this line in later editions perhaps reflects a loss of
confidence in the magic potential of language. Yet, in the poem's 1856 version, this
attempt to erase reading from the relationship between writer and reader must be
considered a bold challenge to traditional conceptions of literature to say the least. It is a
challenge that reflects my study's premise that the American ideal of reading, with its
magical and impossible aspirations, reflects a living philosophy and cultural mindset based
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upon the endless challenging of limits. In keeping with Whitman's audacity in "Crossing
Brooklyn Ferry," I suggest that in its most powerfiil form the American conception of
reading tends to be an ongoing attempt to accomplish the impossible. It is either an
attempt to get beyond reading by realizing a sense of identity and culture unmediated by
language, or it is an attempt to overcome confining limits of culture and identity through a
kind of Whitmanesque reading magic. In both cases, the American conception of reading
suggests a prevalent cultural mode of thinking that paradoxically insists on a fi'eedom and
autonomy of mind and self that, as we shall see, carmot be realized.
The act of reading itself is thematized consistently in American literature as a
shared liminal experience between writer and reader, both constructing and deconstructing
the necessary but volatile boundaries between writing and reading, writing and living, and
writing and thinking. Even if one is unwilling to concede, as Barth suggests, that all
fiction is reflexive by definition, writing that theorizes reading must be considered selfconscious. I am suggesting that classical American literature falls into this category of
writing as a general rule, and that reflexive attention to the generative powers of language
informs America's major fiction and poetry at a formative level. Of course, self-awareness
is nothing new to literature. Shakespeare's plays and poetry, along with Cervantes' Don
Quixote, are formidable historical examples of reflexive writing that specifically address
the limits of representation and the nature of its reception. A similarly self-conscious
approach to writing and reading unites the primary authors of my own study. These
foundational writers of American literature, I argue, incorporate reflexivity into the fabric
of their work as a means of re-thinking their individual philosophies of art and life. And
while each remains unique in his or her literary project, their reflexive questions and
discoveries reveal a remarkably compatible sense of purpose when considered together.
Further, as they independently produced their major works within the same fifteen-year
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span of time, Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson effectively established a liminal
conception of reading that extends to the present day as a primary trait of American
literature.
This constitutive trait, however, turns out to be both a blessing and a curse for
American writers even as a related fascination with process both strengthens and threatens
America's cultural identity. That is to say, the effects and results of my study are neither
celebratory nor exultant where the American idea of reading is concerned.

On the

contrary—and this is perhaps the most significant contribution of my study—there is an
unavoidable and apparentiy unresolvable dark side to a process-oriented understanding of
reading in human thinking and experience.

Far from

being a joyous, liberating

phenomenon, liminal perception as a means of reading the world involves confronting the
void beneath conventional structures of reality. I will have more to say about this dark
side of liminality later in my Introduction, and in each chapter of my study as Melville,
Whitman, and Dickinson all realized and confronted the danger of being "betwixt and
between." But despite the terrible psychic cost and the profound isolation involved in
liminal consciousness, for different reasons they each chose to pursue their visions of
transformative reading. In so doing, they helped to seed the American literary imagination
with an apparentiy irresistible self-image.^
Although the process-oriented conception of reading I am describing is very much
a Renaissance-produced phenomenon, these ideas are deeply entangled in American

^ My point here compares with the findings of Leslie Fiedler, Richard Poirier, Michael J. Hoffinan, Tony
Tanner, and Quentin Anderson in their assessments of America's literary (and cultural) health, and their
ideas will be discussed as they become relevant in nq^ stucfy. For a gener^ introduction to their individual
views regarding the negative associations between American literature and culture, see Fiedler's Love and
Death in the American Novel (pp. 23-27, 37-38, 441-448); the Introduction to Poirier's A World
Elsewhere-, Hoffinan's The Subversive Vision (pp. 5-9, 100); Tanner's City of Words (pp. 11-27, 419); and
Anderson's Making Americans (pp. 1-28, 196-199).
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literary history. Many American writers after the Renaissance period—particularly those
who centralize reflexivity in their work such as James, Stevens, O'Connor, Ashbery, and
Barth—certainly merit full-length discussions of their own. And one can move backward
in time just as easily, although with more limited success. Cooper's Leatherstocking
Tales, for example, address the reading of individuals and groups of individuals in terms of
cultural and geographical contexts. And, as Sacvan Bercovitch has shown in his American
Jeremiad, the sermons and speeches of John Winthrop and Samuel Danforth, along with
other early colonizers, read the New World and its native peoples in terms powerfully
suggestive of what I'm calling a "liminal consciousness," or a reflexive awareness of
oneself between stable points of origin, definition, and meaning in general."* But the
project of establishing a basic understanding of American literary reflexivity has limited my
consideration of other writers to a few passing remarks and a concluding chapter that
provides an overview of concerns for further scholarship. Following F.O. Matthiessen's
influential idea that the mid-nineteenth century saw America "coming to its first maturity
and afiSrming its rightful heritage in the whole expanse of art and culture" (vii), I'm
suggesting that the three authors of my study represent the development of a writerly
aesthetic at a formational moment in our literature. Reflexive in nature, it informs our
culture as well as our literature, and it is my aim to describe and critique this aesthetic.
As my references to American cultural identity suggest, the implications of this
project extend well beyond the limits of "merely" literary or academic interest. Edward
Said reminds us of the "coexistence of realms—the literary, the social, the personal—and
the way in which they make use of, affiliate with, and represent each other" (20).
Therefore, I should note that my use of the term "American" follows Joseph Riddel's

See Bercovitch's Introduction for an excellent overview of early American writing in this vein.
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thinking about its uncanny or ambiguous nature when associated with creativity. For
Riddel, American literature "belongs to a conceptual order that correlates periodization
with national boundaries, and ... it is the order itself, not the historicity or nationalism, of
'American' literature that [he] wishes to mterrogate" (Kronick and Bauerlein 1). His
position that America "in its literature is not so much a history of what occurred as a
dream to be arrived at" suggests process as both the means and "end" to American identity
(Riddel 99). By calling America "a point of arrival infinitely deferred by the act of
searching for it," that is. Riddel notes an idealistic rejection of fixed identity and fixed
ideology at the heart of American consciousness, without stable points of reference to
define and stabilize our culture (99). These ideas will be addressed in different ways in
each of the following chapters, but as a rule I try to treat reading as a matter of perception
that encompasses all of the reahns—the literary, the social, the personal—that Said
mentions.
It should be noted also that many discussions of reflexivity in American literature
have been published to date. However, the majority of these focus on writing after 1950,
as reflexivity tends to be considered a post-modem phenomenon, so the number of general
discussions of the subject is actually quite small. While their work is not limited to
American literature, Linda Hutcheon, Robert Alter, and Robert Siegle have produced
perhaps the most substantial general studies of reflexive writing to date, and their
treatment of reflexivity as a primary subject rather than a "side-issue" informs my own
study.

It should be further noted that prior critics and a number of social and

anthropological thinkers have akeady established much of the important theoretical
groundwork in this area; for this reason, my study is more concerned with the practice
than with the theory of reflexivity. However, some brief explanation of key ideas is
necessary to clarify my own use and understanding of them.
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Reflexivity, as an act of self-reference and thus of self-awareness, gives us the
ability to approach otherwise unapproachable boundaries in binary thought, particularly
the boundaries between mind/body, selfi'other, and subject/object.' Recognizing limits is
the necessary first step towards questioning, challenging, and perhaps transforming those
limits, and in this manner, self-awareness can be a source of empowerment. In terms of
cultural identity, reflexivity redirects our attention to limited structures of thought,
language, and society by playing with and across the boundaries of human understanding
itself (Colie 7). In terms of literature, a work of fiction that recognizes itself to be a
fiction centralizes some intriguing questions: What is fiction? What is its purpose? What
is the relation between fiction and reality, its ostensible opposite? These are some of the
questions driving my own study, which is based on the idea that a profound sense of
tension or unresolved conflict between the real and ideal that characterizes America's
major writers. This is the very problem that haunts Pierre Glendiiming after he reads
Plotinus Plinlimmon's pamphlet.

Pierre can understand and appreciate Plinlimmon's

warning that the heavenly (ideal) and earthly (real) must not be confused or forced upon
each other, but his own nature prevents him fi-om adopting the "virtuous expediency"
Plinlimmon recommends for "the mass of men" (P 214). Such conflict is endemic to most
of Melville's major characters and, I suggest, to most of our major fiction and poetry as
well.

A basic refusal to adopt Plinlimmon's "virtuous expediency" as a practical

philosophy of living, in other words, is perhaps the most striking effect reflexive thinking
has had upon American identity and culture as conceived in its literature. We~writers and
readers alike—continue to read the ideal in the real, and vice-versa.
^ Again, reflexivity can be understood as "a sine qua non of human experience" because it enahlp.g us to
organize language and thought within a frame (Babcock 1987, 235). Far from being a minor issue, that
is, the reflexive dimension of language provides us with a necessary means of commtmicating and
understanding in the first place.
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In keeping with the collusion (or collision) of art and life in literature, Robert
Siegle identifies reflexive thinking as a key element in what he calls the "constitutive
poetics of culture" (12).® Driven by the now familiar anthropological understanding that
the reflexive actions of myth and ritual largely inform the construction of personal and
social identity (Rappaport 181), Siegle's work demonstrates that reflexive studies in
literature offer a useful way to consider how and why we read (or, for that matter, think)
the way we do.

"Constitutive poetics," Siegle further explains, is a "specialized

application of a larger study of how a culture—whether in literature, cultural coding in
general, science, or philosophy-composes its identity and that of its individuals and
constitutes the "world' within which it takes place" (12). Reflexive studies, in other words,
encourage critical thinkers to turn the cultural gaze inward to consider the complicity of
fiction and reality, and how their relationship might inform our very sense of identity.
With these ideas in mind, we see that American literature is ideal for reflexive
study. Riddel's conceptual America, as found in its major literature, shines like Gatsbys
green light, eternally promising "the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us"
(Fitzgerald 182) and fixing American identity and culture in the unfixed state of infinite
deferral. In terms that encompass the whole spectrum of thought concerning an American
cultural identity based on independence and individualism—fi-om the Puritan ideal of a New
Jerusalem to Whitman's ambitious merging of past, present and future in an eternal "now";
firom Williams' call for a "new language" and its "new measure" to the demythologizing
satire of Earth's Sot-Weed Factor—Bl^&A identifies America as a hybrid, a paradox;

® Siegle's study is primarily concerned with the ideological implications and effects of reflexivity in
literature. As my own discussion of the politics of reflexivity in Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson is
limited to local textual observations, readers seeking a more comprehensive contextuaiization of
reflexivity will find Siegle's book both valuable and interesting. See especially Chapter One for an
excellent discussion of reflexivity and cultural processes.
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American thought seems to originate in the need to think our own
originality . . . American literature inevitably stages itself as a
clearing of the ground before the beginning of a new literature, but
at the same time projects itself as a future free from the old groimd.
It must be critical before it can be creative—at once self-reflective
and an intervention in or doubling of the ideal of self-reflexiveness.
That is why it seems never to conform to the old genres but to
violate every law of genre; to be a hybrid ^ddei 79).

American identity and culture as conceived in its literature is paradoxical because, selfcritical or reflexive by nature, American writing has always been "addressed to a certain
degree to the problematics of clearing the ground for something 'new' which has not yet
appeared, and perhaps carmot ever appear" (Riddel 21). For this reason. Riddel sees "the
actual literary texts we have and study [as] kinds of prefaces or notes toward" (21) a
Stevensian Supreme Fiction of culture, an ideal America where the boundary-erasing and
oppression-negating promises of the country's Declaration of Independence finally are
realized, and where the fiction of Utopia becomes the fact of reality. But in both fact and
fantasy, this ultimate goal appears to be out of reach. American writers, as Quentin
Anderson has suggested, tend to claim "a hold on reality which is actually impossible"
(196). And yet, generation after generation, our writers insist on making this claim, which
is doomed from the start."'
Hovering between representation and reality with its persistent dream of realizing
the new—the harmonious whole, that is, where the self "appears as a provisional substitute

' Also lurking in this discussion of what it means to be "American" is a problem Carolyn Porter points out
in her excellent 1994 essay on the projert of "remapping" American literary studies. Revisionist scholars,
she notes, face the "extraordinary difficult ent^ed in resisting the virtually gravitational force of
'America' as a foundational assumption," by which she chiefly means the monolithic tradition of white,
male, middle-class values that have informed the canon for a century (478). I will address Porter's essay,
and some of the major ideological concerns it involves, in Part One of my Q)nclusion.
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of the old myth of the center" (Riddel 81)—American literature appears to enact and
embody Victor Turner's conception of liminality. For Turner, the liminal is that which
stands at the threshold, "betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law,
custom, convention, and ceremonial" (1969, 95) where the "release from

normal

constraints, mak[es] possible the deconstruction of. . . common sense . . . into cultural
units which may then be reconstructed in novel ways" (1985, 159-160). Clearly, Riddel's
ideas about American literature's hybridity compare with Turner's description of the
"both/and" presence liminality makes possible in relation to traditional "either/or" thinking.
But in this conjunction some important details need to be addressed. First, reacting to the
enthusiastic importation of his theoretical ideas from anthropology to other fields of study
in the early 1970s, Turner felt the need to clarify his conception of liminality. "Liminal"
was reserved to describe "sacred, prescribed ritualized transitions between states in smallscale, stable societies and modem religious communities" whereas a new term, "liminoid,"
was introduced "to refer to the secular leisure genres and optional play forms of complex
industrial society" (Babcock and Macaloon 14). According to this formulation, it would
appear that my discussion of the "leisure genres" of fiction and poetry should follow
Turner's distinction between secular and sacred by describing the "liminoid" rather than
liminal aspects of America's literature.

Yet it is the very problem of distinguishing

between categories—secular and sacred, past and present, representation and reality—that
chiefly concerns me. In their own ways, Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson question these
distinctions as a means of challenging the very limits of binary thinking. As the difference
between secular and sacred in their writing remains fundamentally in play, I will retain the
term "liminal" in my analysis to purposefully blur the distinction between real and ideal in
what I see as a collective cultural refusal to heed Plinlimmon's warning.

23

However, the transitory nature of Uminality presents another problem in the idea's
application to literature.

According to Turner, the liminal is defined by its very

impermanence; it represents a momentary state of being between states and by definition
carmot be permanent. How can an individual, let alone a whole society, maintain a sense
of liminal identity or presence between fiction and reality? The easy and obvious answer
to this question is that such permanence is impossible: impossible in principle, as Turner
would have it, and impossible in practice, as Plinlimmon describes it. Yet the American
literary imagination persists in its attempt to realize a paradoxical state of permanent
impermanence. For this reason, the idea of a "liminal consciousness" seems usefiil because
it describes a mindset informed by "both/and" logic and resolutely in pursuit of the
unattainable. It would appear that the prevailing historical trend of liminal consciousness
in American literature embodies his ideas about society to a degree Turner might not have
anticipated. That is, the most powerfiil aspect of Turner's thinking about liminality is his
vision of society as process, a type of dialectical process where "successive experience of
high and low . . . homogeneity and diflferentiation, equality and inequality" inform society
profoundly; "the opposites, as it were, constitute one another and are mutually
indispensable" (1969, 97). "[N]o society can fimction adequately without this dialectic"
Turner claims (1969, 125), and thus all societies are in a sense reflexive as they depend on
the dynamism of dialectical experiences to reflect upon and renew themselves. It is also
usefijl to note Turner's interest in process or movement as a social "archmetaphor" here.
As an "archmetaphor," that is, movement plays against traditional eflEbrts in anthropology
and other fields of study "to represent social reality as a stable, orderly, and rulegoverned" phenomenon (1974, 62). In the context of American society and culture, this
sense of process can be seen to move fi-om the background to the foreground, no longer
relegated to prescribed moments of carnival or subtle traits of behavior and speech, but
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rather celebrated outright as the natural state of things. If society is a process, then its
literature must be at least partly informed by that process. From its Puritan begimiings, I
suggest, the American literary mind has promoted and foregrounded this idea of process
with a consistency and intensity unmatched in other world literatures. For their refusal to
accept impossibility as a limit, then, America's major writers justify and even encourage
use of the term "liminal" in relation to their work. It is in their paradoxically "permanent"
transition between representation and reality that America's major literary works constitute
a poetics of reflexivity and liminality; that is, they both define and are defined by a sense of
identity and culture perpetually "unfixed" between the reality of the old (or known) and
the dream of the new (or unknown).
If the relation I'm describing between literature and reality in reading still seems
arbitrary, one might consider that recent definitions of "culture" endorse reading as a
formational element. According to Clifford Geertz, for example, culture "denotes an
historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of inherited
conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate,
perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life" (89). More
recently and more radically, Giles Gunn has argued for an essential, reciprocal relationship
as opposed to a strictly mimetic one: "Art not only imitates life but equally influences it, by
providing, for the first time, a significant form for those very aspects of subjective human
experience it purports only to reflect" (105). But my concern is not to define the
relationship itself between art and life. Rather, I am interested in the different ways this
relationship is questioned and complicated such that it becomes a formational aspect of
American literature. The conception and representation of reading in our major fiction
and poetry offers an ideal point of focus for this project. The three authors of my study
realize the act of reading as one of the basic elements of creation—its accomplice rather
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than its opposite. Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson in their own ways conceive reading
as a process that deeply affects the intellectual, spiritual, and even physical well-being of
individuals, society, and culture at large. Attention to their reflexive representations and
explorations of reading, I suggest, helps us to better understand their own work and
perhaps American literature in general as well.
The represented and thematized act of reading is a favorite motif for Melville, who
repeatedly places us in the curious position of readers reading a reader reading. For
example, Pierre's discovery of Plotinus Plinlimmon's pamphlet leads to a complicated
reading situation that entangles us, as well as the characters, in the struggle for meaning.
Pierre's initial distaste for the "sleazy rag pamphlet" becomes wonder as he reads on: "The
more he read and re-read, the more his interest deepened, but still the more likewise did
his failure to comprehend the writer increase" (P 209). Although its effect leaves him
more "puzzled" than anything, the narrator hints that Pierre "may not in the end be entirely
uninfluenced in his conduct by the torn pamphlet, when afterwards perhaps by other
means he shall come to understand it" (P 210). Indeed, as noted earlier, his failure to heed
the pamphlet's warning can be seen as an important transitional moment which leads to his
downfall. The narrator's claim that the pamphlet "exert[s] a surprising sorcery upon his
spirit" (P 210) is also a reflexive comment upon the novel itself, whose plot hinges on
Pierre's "reading" of Isabel, a potential misreading that profoundly affects his life by
unsettling his sense of meaning and thus being. The idea that "sorcery" is associated with
texts and with the act of reading suggests the transformative power of language and its
ability to affect reality by blurring the boundary between real and not-real.^ How, the
novel asks in general, can we determine the truth when such sorcery distorts our vision?
® Melville's suggestion that texts and reading exert a "sorcery" upon the reader echoes Don Quixote's
suspicion of "enchanters," by which he generally means intellectuals. When Sancho confionts him with
the fact that the mythical helmet he has won in battle is nothing more than a barber's ha«an Quixote
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As readers reading readers reading, we are in effect twice removed from the
source, a suspicious situation indeed where evaluating the "correctness" of the
interpretation is concerned. What happens to correctness as we move further and fiirther
away from the source, when one person speaks for another who is speaking for another,
and so on? How does one read a reading of a reading? Precisely this problem is
foregrounded in Moby-Dick, revealing the novel as a multi-layered, self-reflexive text
which obliges the reader to reconsider the process of reading as an interpretative act. In
Chapter One, I use the terms reading and interpretation interchangeably to explore a case
where reading functions as a self-reflexive activity that questions and re-questions the
reader's position in relation to the text and in relation to the formation of meaning itself
Chapter 99, "The Doubloon," is a powerflil synecdoche for the novel's theme of reading.
My own reading of its narrative sequence suggests that the chapter can be considered a
key to Melville's doubled idea of textuality. Melville's next novel addresses reading,
textuality, and meaning formation more aggressively and, perhaps, more powerfully.
While the book's difficult, contradictory, and philosophical nature made it a public failure
from the start, Pierre has a history of critical attention because of its probing, reflexive
considerations of rhetoric. As such, it offers a wealth of insight concerning Melville's
thinking about reading. My discussion of the mysterious Memnon Stone attempts to
provide an overview of the philosophical, psychological, and historical concerns that
reading evokes, enacts, or embodies for the author. In a narrative plot where knowledge
alters everything, Pierre's realization of meaning as a fundamentally unstable phenomenon
explains the subjective nature of reading to his squire: "Is it possible that in the time you have been with
me you have not yet found out that all the adventures of a knight-errant appear to be illusion, follies, and
dreams, and turn out to be the reverse? Not because things are really so, but because in our midst there is
a host of enchanters, forever changing, disguising, and transforming our affairs as they please, according
to whether they wish to favor or destroy us. So, what you call a barber's basin is to me Mambrino's
helmet, and to another person it will appear to be something else" (243).
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illustrates the terrifying results of liminality as an informing principle of identity and
culture.
If Melville offers a dark view of reading-as-being. Whitman's "dazzling and
tremendous" vision, where "a leaf of grass is no less than the joum^work of the stars," is
a striking contemporary contrast (1855, 50, 55). Whitman's ambitious attempt to realize
the "merge," as I argue, relies largely on his belief in the transformative power of reading.
Matthiessen has noted that Whitman, like Emerson, was impressed by a line of John
Sterling's: "Still lives the song tho' Regnar dies." Only Whitman added this suggestive
gloss: "The word is become flesh" (Matthiessen 524). The song, in other words, is not
simply an abstract, nostalgic artifact; it is material and real, the living incarnation of the
now absent man. It is precisely this kind of thinking that shows Whitman trying to
overcome the dichotomy between the ideal and the real, to bridge the gap between mind
and body in a way that Emerson did not. The site of such a convergence. Whitman
realized, was necessarily the word, and Matthiessen's recognition in 1941 of Whitman's
language-based approach to poetry persists today as the critical standard by which the
poet's philosophizing mind is measured. "Words! book-words! what are you?" Whitman
asks early in the Drum-Taps sequence (1891, 223), and this question can be seen as
central to his writing and thinking throughout his poetic career. Whitman's thinking about
language is always deeply invested in the convergence of dichotomies, in the fusion of the
abstract or ideal with the tangible or real. If the word is to become flesh, however.
Whitman knows that the user of words—the speaker or writer—is only half of the equation
for success. The other half is the receiver of the words, the reader. It is here—in
Whitman's relationship with the reader and in his conception of reading itself—that his re
thinking of binary thought demands particularly close attention. Thus, the aim of my
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discussion in Chapter Two is to establish and consider Whitman's conception of reading as
a powerful trope for the ambitious project of making words become flesh.
In my formulation of reflexivity and liminality combining to form a cornerstone
aesthetic principle in American literature, Emily Dickinson offers the most powerHd
realization of these ideas. In a stunning fusion of art and life, both Dickinson and her
poetry embody the exhilarating power and the terrifying uncertainty of liminal
consciousness, a combination that has moved Harold Bloom to pronounce that, "[e]xcept
for Shakespeare, Dickinson manifests more cognitive originality than any other Western
poet since Dante" (291). The daunting task of analyzing or interpreting such originality
has resulted in a body of criticism that is almost as thought-provoking and fascinating as
the poetry; in fact, I begin Chapter Three by "stepping back" to consider the professional
practice of reading itself or how readings of Dickinson inform readings in Dickinson.
Specifically, I trace the history of a particular critical claim in Dickinson studies to
emphasize and analyze the difference between private and public acts of reading in relation
to a body of work that resists both. In section two, I contend that reading is for Dickinson
a major trope for her liminal conception of identity, power, and being; it is a means of
questioning and thus challenging limits in human thought and reason.

The careful

attention to boundaries and boundedness in her poetry and in her life can be understood as
an attempt to realize the ideal state of liminal consciousness, a transitory sense of
perception and presence that, not unlike Whitman's, both deflects and enables wildly
varying interpretations of her life and work. But where Whitman backs off fi"om his
attempt to realize this ideal for reasons of self-preservation and self-promotion, Dickinson
seems to achieve and maintain a paradoxically permanent liminal presence ui both poetry
and reality. The power and fi^eedom of this presence appear to achieve the "impossible"
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ideals of an identity based on process. But, as I suggest, Dickinson's liminal consciousness
comes at a cost few individuals are willing, let alone able, to afford.
As Dickinson's ideas about reading compare strongly to those of Melville and
Whitman, these three major writers independently yet concurrently establish a conception
of literature that extends through American literary history to the present day. For each
writer, reading is conceived as an act of empowerment, a creative and transformative
process that has potential and actual effects upon one's perception of reality. While the
same can be said for a number of other writers from diverse cultures and periods, their
concurrent development of a reading philosophy informed by liminal awareness at such a
profoundly influential moment in our literary history suggests that these three authors
helped to constitute, consciously or otherwise, what has been a defining characteristic of
American writing ever since. However, I do not mean to promote a formulaic critical
approach to define our major literature. Instead, I am suggesting that self-awareness in
American writing, charged as it is with various realizations of liminal consciousness, is a
unique part of our cultural identity as formed and informed by our representations of
reality. The doubled—or better, unstable—sense of meaning that arises from such reflexive
thinking is the inevitable result of trying to live up to the impossible ideals of originality
and freedom

upon which that identity is constructed.

As structuralist and post-

structuralist thinkers tell us again and again, how we see is what we see. In this sense, the
question of how we construct meaning in reading is one that has just as much to do with
our perception of reality as it has to do with our perception of literature.
In terms of method, my discussions in each chapter favor detailed readings of
specific works, or parts of works, rather than more comprehensive analyses of each
wnter's corpus. The reason for this approach is twofold. First, a discussion of reading in
American literature should do reading more than anything else. A more comprehensive
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stockpiling of observations seems a rather limited way to consider the development of a
major trait in such a large body of writing. Using close reading as my primary method of
critical analysis, I hope to do more than point out what appears to be a favorite motif in
American poetry and fiction. Rather, I hope to show how these philosophies of reading
work in action, and how they attach themselves to contextual and ideological concerns in
terms of the "world-view" a given writer seems to be promoting or enacting. And second:
I believe that several highly significant models or "allegories" of reading can be found in
key works by each of the three major authors of my study. As these models appear to be
synecdoches for the authors' work in general as well as synecdoches for a number of
trends and developments in 20th-century American literature, it makes a good deal of
sense to consider these models as concentrated instances of the larger patterns they help
constitute.
At the same time, I do not mean to overlook the fact that my subject is deeply
immersed in controversial questions concerning the purpose and use-value of literary
theory and criticism, not to mention literature itself Perhaps it is only fitting, in a reflexive
study of reading, to admit fi-ankly that the art of reading is an infinitely problematic
phenomenon, because it has everything to do with interpretation, definition, naming, and,
as Toni Morrison illustrates so powerfully in Beloved, "definitions belong ... to the
definers—not the defined" (190). The idea that interpretation is an oppressive art has been
understood by language-based theorists and critics for some time. For example, the
association Nietzsche identifies between the art of defining and power—the "lordly right of
giving names," he calls it (26)—is reconfigured by Roland Barthes, who sees that
"[vjiolence is everywhere in the art of reading" (Moriarty 137). Barthes explains that in
reading "appears the nature of meaning: it is a force which attempts to subjugate other
forces, other meanings, other languages" (154). The notion that interpreting, defining,

naming, and reading all describe a fundamentally violent action—the forceful imposition of
one's will—is realized in different ways by Melville, Whitman and Dickinson, and it should
be realized as a problem we ourselves face, in reading them or anyone else. This is my
initial concern in Chapter Three, in fact. Even fiirther, Michel Foucault's influential ideas
about nonnalization allow us to situate the power dynamics of reading in a social and thus
institutional context, where the act of reading takes on a more immediately oppressive
quality. The institutionalized study of literature, that is, necessarily participates in the
normalizing function of institutions, which Foucault describes in Discipline and Punish as
"one of the great instruments of power" in a social system that objectifies, codifies, and
regulates individuals and groups of individuals (184). What is at stake for us, then, is not
only the outright normalization of our subject—literature itself—but also the question of
whether or not we are ever flmctioning (or can ever function) independently of such
normalization which, as Foucault describes it, effaces the notion of independence
altogether.
The answer to this question has already been offered, at least theoretically. If
independence is indeed possible in reading, writing, thinking, or being, then surely it must
be found in resisting normalization and normalized modes of operation. But how does one
resist the irresistible? Liminality—in Turner's original sense of a ritualized transitional
state—seems to enable such resistance, particularly when it challenges distinctions between
fiction and reality, self and other. Conceived as a mode of perception, liminality becomes
for Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson a way to question and challenge the very limits of
limited being. Inscribed into our cultural consciousness, liminality enables resistance to
the oppression of definitions, social limits, and other codes and measures that prevent the
individual realization of fi'eedom.

I also hope to demonstrate, greater awareness and
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understanding of the ways liminality appears in American reading, writing, thinking, and
being offers a useful perspective for literary criticism as well.
At bottom, the structure of the literary experience is quite basic: literature always
fimctions within a framing relationship of reader and writer. But the rigid dichotomy of
this relationship breaks down when the reader is involved in the creation of meaning. As
Linda Hutcheon suggests, in reflexive writing the distinction between literary and critical
texts begins to fade (15). In "baring its fictional and linguistic systems to the reader's
view," she explains, reflexive writing "transform[s] the process of making, of poiesis, into
part of the shared pleasure of reading" (20).

One might read "responsibility" for

Hutcheon's "pleasure," however, for Patricia Waugh reminds us that reflexivity at bottom
concerns "the problem of how human beings reflect, construct, and mediate their
experience of the world" (2). In this sense, reflexivity serves the important function of
"enabl[ing] us to understand the processes by which we read the world as text"
(Ommundsen 4). Thus, as critics we are like the Player in Tom Stoppard's brilliant
rewriting of Hamlet, who recognizes the omnipresent fusion of artist and audience, fiction
and reality. When GuUdenstem declares "I'd prefer art to mirror life, if it's all the same to
you," the Player responds: "It's all the same to me, sir" (Stoppard 81). In the shared
process of making, readers join writers in the liminal space where meaning is produced,
and where the blurred distinction between art and life holds the potential for challenging
limits and perhaps realizing an independence of mind, body, or both.
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Again, however, I repeat that this access to power and freedom is not without a
price. It is an appropriately paradoxical fact that being "betwKt and between" is both a
blessing and a curse in human experience. Like the melancholic Romantic extreme that
Morse Peckham has called Negative Romanticism, liminal consciousness leads inevitably
to the "experience of almost total psychic dislocation [and the] sense that value and
identity have disappeared from the world" (HoflBnan 9). Melville seemed to realize this
psychic cost as the fates of Ahab and Pierre suggest, while Whitman tried to avoid it by
backing off from the ambitious, cosmic persona of his early editions of Leaves of Grass.
Dickinson, on the other hand—and this is the seal of her uniqueness and strangenessseemed to almost revel in such dislocation. Each of their reactions to liminalitys danger is
considered in the following chapters; I mention them here only to illustrate a sinister and
often overlooked aspect of reflexivity and its theoretical collusion with liminal thinking
and being. Because the implications of this dark side are not particularly flattering or
hopeful in terms of how they describe our cultural mindset. With a "literature of darkness
and the grotesque in a land of light and aflSnnation" (Fiedler 29), we are poised
dangerously in the middle where freedom and terror collide and commingle. Yet the
literary consolidation in the mid-19th century of a liminal American identity remains the
inspiration and point of my discussion, and I leave more detailed accounts of cause and
effect for future literary and cultural studies in this area.
Perhaps it is appropriate to invoke the paradoxically liberating and devastating
truth of Epictetus here. Used by Laurence Steme as a fitting epigraph for his first volume
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of Tristram Shanefy, the inscription reads: "It is not things thenaselves that disturb men,
but their judgments about these things" (Sterne 1). Epictetus and Sterne, along with
Shakespeare and Cervantes, are proof that the constructed and otherwise mediated nature
of human reality has been recognized for some time in Western literature. In its American
context, however, this understanding takes on a certain poignancy given the ideal of
personal freedom upon which the culture is based. The major American writers of the
mid-19th century established in their work a central concern with reading that promotes an
endless challenging of limits.

The freedom

realized by perpetual "between-ness,"

however, appears to be both beneficial and detrimental to the practice of reading and
living, neither of which can be entirely separated from the other. Conceiving human
consciousness as a fusion of fiction and reality suggests that there is no significance in
"things themselves," but only in our "judgments about these things." Leslie Fiedler puts it
more ominously when he says "[t]he final horrors ... are neither gods nor demons, but
intimate aspects of our own minds" (38). This is a disturbing idea when the time comes—
as inevitably it must—for us to decide what, in the end, really matters. At such a time of
reckoning, one can't retreat, hide, or otherwise remain between choices.
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Chapter Two
MELVILLE AND THE "HEARTLESS IMMENSITY" OF MEANING
This alone I have found: that God, when he
made man, made him straightforward, but men
invent endless subtleties of their own.
- Ecclesiastes 7:29

1.

The flames of her try-works create a striking and surreal image of the Pequod in
Moby-Dicks ninety-sixth chapter. Standing at the helm, Ishmael overhears the men of the
night watch telling "tales of terror" to each other and he experiences an "unaccountable
drowsiness" which nearly leads to disaster (423). The whole scene confronting him—the
red, glowing ship and black smoke from burning whale flesh; the grimy, barbaric crew; the
restless midnight sea—works on the narrator's imagination imtil he is overwhelmed. The
power of Ishmael's hellish vision is evident in a long sentence that reflects his growing
apprehension of the scene:
As they narrated to each other their unholy adventures, their tales
of terror told in words of mirth; as their uncivilized laughter forked
upwards out of them, like the flames from the fiimace; as to and
fro, in their front, the harpooneers wildly gesticulated with their
huge pronged forks and dippers; as the wind howled on, and the sea
leaped, and the ship groaned and dived, and yet steadfastly shot her
red hell further into the blackness of the sea and the night, and
scornfully champed the white bone in her mouth, and viciously spat
roimd her on all sides; then the rushing Pequod, freighted with
savages, and laden with fire, and burning a corpse, and plunging
into that blackness of darkness, seemed the material counterpart of
her monomaniac commander's soul (MD 423).
The violent language ("howled," "shot," "champed," "spat"), violent images (the
"savages," the corpse"), and breathless pace of this passage all reflect the wild.
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otherworldly scene Ishmael is describing. Or "[s]o it seemed to me," he adds in the next
paragraph, drawing attention to the idea that this vision is entirely the product of his
reading of the scene. Appropriately, the overheard narratives of the watchmen frame and
foreground this chapter's concern with storytelling.

Reading their tales as "unholy

adventures" leads Ishmael to read his current situation in a similar manner. Aided, no
doubt, by the visual strangeness of the scene, and by his growing apprehension of the
ship's "monomaniac commander," Ishmael seems to half-imagine and half-believe that he is
at the helm of a mad, ghastly, and possibly demonic enterprise. Such, one might conclude,
is the power of perception, illustrated in this case by Ishmael's reading of the scene.
Beyond its sheer strangeness, he suggests that his strange vision has allowed him to "but
the better s[ee] the redness, the madness, the ghastliness of others" {MD 423), a hint,
perhaps, that the imagination clarifies reality.'
However, there is more to Ishmael's experience than appearance. After "long
hours" in which he "silently guide[s] the way of th[e] fire ship" (MD 423), Ishmael nods
off at some point and manages to turn himself and the tiller a fiill 180 degrees. Starting
from his sleep, he is "horribly conscious of something fatally wrong" (MD 423). The
compass is nowhere in sight and he is completely bewildered until he realizes that he is
facing the ship's stem. Instinctively, he turns back to the prow and compass, avoiding the
disaster of "very probably capsizing" the Pequod (MD 424). So we see that his vision of
the ship and crew holds the potential for real disaster. Indeed, one of the major ideas in
Chapter 96 is that fiction is powerfiil enough to not only affect but to actually reverse
reality. For the brief interval that he is asleep at the helm, Ishmael's mind and body both
participate m a figurative and literal instance of the world in reverse, or the world-upside' My discussion of the Memnon Stone later in this chapter develops this idea a little fiiither and notes its
cuhnination for Melville in The Confidence-Man.
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down.^°

Significantly, this transformative experience is the result of reading.

For

Melville, reading is an unstable phenomenon that is partly terrifying for its potential
danger. Ishmael's nightmarish vision almost leads to an awflil consequence, and in a sense
it is the power of fiction—of the imagination playing upon reality—that nearly cause him to
capsize the Pequod. At the same time, however, Melville realizes that reading is both a
figurative and literal description of human perception. That is, reading essentially enables
us to remain at the helm and face the compass in the first place.
But what does it mean, "to read?" This deceptively simple question is crucial to a
philosophy that promotes the interpretive act as the basis of human thought and reason.
Throughout my study, I will use "read" interchangeably with "interpret" and "perceive,"
for all three terms have to do with the important fiinction of determining meaning. This
phenomenon occurs as a matter of course in daily life at the most basic level of thinking,
and for this reason alone the act of reading is understood to be fimdamentally important to
our existence with or without books.

However, in literary works reading creates a

naturally reflexive situation that obliges us to think twice about our own "neutral" or
"objective" thinking. In Melville, reading primarily appears in the form of a basic motif: a
reader reading. His major works are shot through with such moments; Ahab reading the
In anthropology, this idea of reversal is also known as inversion, defined by Peter Stallybrass and Allon
White as a process that "addresses the social classification of values, distinctions and judgments which
underpin practical reason and systematically inverts the relations of subject and objea" (56). See Barbara
Babcock's discussion of "symbolic inversion" in The Reversible World (pp. 14-15), which largely informs
this general definition. While Ishmael is not explicitly part of a socially-sanctioned, symbolic event or
process in this scene, the effects of his reversal experience bear some resemblance to the challenge of
"practical reason" that inversion involves. The scene also looks forward to clearer moments of inversion
in Melville, such as Pierre's reaction to Isabel's letter.
^' As a basic cognitive function, reading for J. Hillis Miller has a complicated relation to universal moral
law, such that "without storytelling there is no theory of ethics" (2). See Miller's Ethics of Reading pp. 111 for his outline of a theory of reading that arises fix)m and gives rise to the "politics of interpretation"
that constitute the main focus of literary study. For Miller, our existence, as such, is owed in large part to
books insofar as th^ help to accomplish the work of storytelling.
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white whale; Ishmael reading his library of whaling lore; Stubb reading Fedallah; Pierre
reading Isabel's letter, and later, with Lucy and Isabel, reading the mysterious portrait, "A
stranger's head, by an unknown hand'-, an employer (and narrator) trying to read an
enigmatic employee named Bartleby; the barber trying to read the cosmopolitan. The list
seems endless, and in every case we are placed in the curious position of a reader reading
a reader reading. This doubling or mirroring effect suggests, among other things, that we
might see a likeness of ourselves in fictional space, and that this resemblance might
operate in reverse as well if we recognize the constructed nature of reality. For Melville,
with his understanding fi-om Shakespeare that "All the world's a stage," the thematized act
of reading points directly to the problematic distinction between fiction and reality.
Reading happens, he realizes, somewhere between these "places"; moreover, we seem to
be doomed always to occupy this "between-space" because, as interpreting, thinking
beings, we are always reading.
Melville's allegory of reading is akin to Paul de Man's description of reading as a
naturally deconstructive process that complicates and ultimately disables dichotomous
logic.'2

Given de Man's view, considering reading as a liminal process for Melville directs

our attention to the language-based nature of the activity. My specific interest centers on
Melville's attention to the organizing powers of language arising fi-om a realization of the
entangled "both/and" nature of literature and life, particularly American life with its
troubling yet compelling insistence upon the new in an effort to establish a unique sense of
identity and culture. Melville's "doubled" conception of literature is closely linked to the

'2 de Man's chapter on Nietzsche in Allegories of Reading describes a particularly attractive pairing of
rhetoric with error that seems applicable to Melville's concern with reading and narration after 1850. The
"original pairing" in Nietzsche, as de M^ describes it, "was based on the cross-shaped reversal of
properties that rhetoricians call chiasmus" (113). The resonance between this idea and that of inversion
(cf footnote 10) is striking.
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identification with liminality that keeps America hovering somewhere between tradition
and innovation. The great novels of his mature years demonstrate by the depth of their
self-critical construction that reflexive thinking is anything but incidental to Melville's
philosophical mind. Moby-Dick and Pierre, in particular, trace the development of his
ideas, and my discussion will highlight these novels as primary sources of evidence for
Melville's theory of reading.
Certainly Melville's thinking about reading and reading's complicity in the relation
of fiction to reality can be seen in its gestational form in earlier novels, particularly White
Jacket and Mardi, where characters like Babbalanja speculate upon a liminal human
condition.

"Through all her provinces," Babbalanja says, "nature seems to promise

immortality to life, but destruction to beings ... If not against us, nature is not for us"
{Mardi 152).

Here we see the traditional problem of dualism complicated by an

individual's awareness of how the larger picture—the cyclical nature of life—conflicts with
the immediate one, implying a certain degree of paradox in the process of living. But it is
not until Moby-Dick that these thoughts are developed into a major thematic concern.
Perhaps this accomplishment can be attributed, as Matthiessen has suggested, to Melville's
liberation through the agency of Shakespeare (423), where Lear's madness and Hamlet's
insistence on recreating his father's death are two of many moments where fiction collides
with reality. Or perhaps, as many scholars contend, Melville's transformation into a
philosophical writer is more closely connected to his association with Hawthorne.
Another compelling idea is that the very process of writing Mardi led to a reversal in
Melville's last published novel. The Confidence-Mem, is a brilliant and complex culmination of these
ideas about reading. My discussion considers the book only in passing, however, as several more
elaborate and careful studies have alieacfy^ established the novel as a major reflexive work in American
literature. See Robert Alter's Partial Magic (pp. 128-137), Bruce Greenberg's Some Other World to Find
(pp. 180-189), and Elizabeth Renker's Strike Through the Mask (pp. 69-100) for an excellent introduction
to this view of the novel.
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Melville's attitude toward novel writing. His earlier books (Typee and Omoo) are a record
of his experiences at sea; they are translations of fact into fiction.

But Leslie Fiedler

argues that at some point during the writing of Mardi, Melville "abandoned his scheme "to
see whether the fiction might not, possibly, be received for a verity; in some degree the
reverse of [his] previous experience'; so that GnaHy Mardi looks forward toward his work
to come, rather than backward to work already done" (308). More recently, Richard
Brodhead has produced convincing evidence from Melville's letters to his Engh'.sh
publisher, John Murray, to verify this idea lhat Mardi marks the moment at which Melville
"starts conceiving of his works not as a record of preexisting experience—a narrative of
facts—hut as a creative imaginative activity" (29).^''

Melville's thinking about the

interactive relationship between fiction and reality can be seen as directed toward the act
of reading itself. It is, after all, concern for how his work will be "received" or read that
moves the author to adopt a new "scheme." Ms ambiguous treatment of Yillah, Fiedler
argues, and the purity she represents, reveals Melville's developing interest in a
multifarious conception of meaning, an interest that will in many ways define all of his
subsequent works. In any case, what is certain is that by 1850 Melville was consciously
involved with a doubled sense of writing and reading. This interest can be attributed in
general to his understanding of the problematic nature of language and its complicity in the
relationship between representation and reality.

Brodhead's paraphrase of the crucial letter that chronicles Melville's shift in thinldng is amusing: "I got
tired of what I was doing, Melville tells Murray, so I decided to do something else (without, of course,
bothering to start the book over); and if you don't think that's a proper way to compose a book, you're
wrong" (29). But as Brodhead points out, this letter to Murray—"surely one of the most extraordinary ever
sent by a young author to an established publisher" (29)-reflects the audacity^ and boldness that brought
Mardi into being, and that perhaps also r^ects a certain degree of exhilaration associated with Melville's
realization of new authorial power and potential.
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As I have already noted, there are many moments in Melville where the act of
reading is foregrounded, and in a sense any choice among them for the purpose of analysis
is arbitrary. But I must acknowledge that the choice to limit my own discussion to two
primary examples is not intended to be arbitrary at all. That is, I have chosen to focus my
attention on what I consider to be two models of reading for Melville. These models are
found respectively in Moby-Dick and Pierre, the two key "breakthrough" texts where
Melville's theory of reading is concerned. Following J. Hillis Nffller's example in The
Ethics of Recuiing, I will concentrate on these moments in which Melville reads himself
reading, taking that act of self-reading as "paradigmatic for reading in general, or at least
as offering records of salient examples of reading" for the author (Nffller 2). Further, one
of the points I try to make clear in discussing these selections is that reading, for Melville,
extends far beyond traditional conceptions of "literature" to the realms of human
cognition, culture, and society. Regarding this last point, it is significant that my two
primary examples of reading in Melville feature the reading of unexpected texts in the
form of a coin and a large stone. The textuality of the world—and of ourselves in it—is a
central idea in Melville's theory of reading, which ultimately has to do with how and why
we find meaning in our lives. And in Moby-Dicks questioning of how we generate
meaning through interpretation, we see Melville's first developed consideration of reading
as a means of living.
Calling Moby-Dick a "double-text"—that is, both high seas adventure tale and
philosophically-charged metafiction—is nothing new to Melville criticism.

But the

observation directs us to the sense of struggle or tension that informs Melville's thinking
about identity, meaning, fiction, and their mutual entanglement in a philosophy based on
reading. Moby-Dicks ninety-ninth chapter oflFers a wonderfiol example of this doubled
sense of textuality because its primary concern is with the process of reading. On the
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surface, "The Doubloon" advances the novel's plot for readers as it describes growing
tension on the Pequod concerning Ahab's quest for the white whale. But the chapter also
challenges readers with its layered narrative effect, which complicates notions of
interpretive "correctness" by calling into question the very nature of reading. As its title
suggests, the chapter's focal object is the gold coin Ahab has nailed to the mainmast as a
reward for sighting the white whale. Apologizing for his prior neglect of the doubloon,
due to "the multiplicity of other things requiring narration" (iWD 430), Ishmael directs the
reader's attention to the coin as an object of fascination for the men aboard the Pequod.
The subsequent "action" of the chapter is straightforward; a succession of characters
approach the emblematic coin to "read" its hieroglyphic images in their individual ways.
But through this process two significant (and less-than-straightforward) things happen: the
coin itself becomes saturated with symbolic potential; it becomes a kind of enigmatic
compass which points to a multiplicity of meanings. Consequently, we are led into what
seems a narrative "hall of mirrors," where one character reads another character reading
another character reading the coin. As Moby-Dick% reader "maps" a way through these
refi-actions, the question of how to interpret the coin becomes a question of how to
interpret any given interpretation of the coin. The question also becomes how to read
Moby-Dick itself.
Reading the chapter as a "study in multiple perspectivism," John Irwin has noted
the reflexive quality of the narrative (288). Following Ahab's suggestion that the "round
gold is but the image of the rounder globe, which, like a magician's glass, to each and
every man in turn mirrors back his own mysterious self' {MD 431), Irwin sees readings of

And one might add that the ultimate question concerns how to read anything susceptible to being read,
by which Melville seems to imply everything. This idea largely informs his next novel, Pierre, which will
be discussed shortly.
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the coin by Ahab and seven crew members as "embodiment[s] of their own subjective
states" (288). This mirroring phenomenon of the coin/world enacts the basic move of
reflexive thinking as it reflects not meaning but rather the self finding meaning. The
central concern here, as Irwin points out, is the classic problem of dualism. But in
Melville the relation between self and world, internal and external, is charged with "selfdestructive irony"; that is, "[t]he external world appears to be a void, but if all the various
appearances of that world are only projections of the sel^ then the real void is within the
self' (Irwin 287). "The Doubloon" both illustrates and enacts this problem, challenging
binary thinking as a stable, dependable system of logic or meaning. With these ideas in
mind, I will work my own way through the chapter to describe a sense of liTninal
consciousness fundamental to Melville's major fictions.
First, consider the doubloon itself the textual object around which the chapter's
action revolves.

Ishmael presents the coin in the "neutral" terms of descriptive

observation:
On its round border it bore the letters, REPUBLICA DEL ECUADOR,
QUITO. So this bright coin came fi-om a country planted in the

middle of the world, and beneath the great equator, and named after
it; and it had been cast midway up the Andes, in the unwaning clime
that knows no autimin. Zoned by those letters you saw the likeness
of three Andes' summits; fi^om one a flame; a tower on another; on
the third a crowing cock; while arching over all was a segment of
the partitioned zodiac, the signs all marked with their usual
cabalistics, and the keystone sun entering the equinoctial point at
Libra (MD 431).
The description is scarce in adjectives and, with the exception of "usual" to describe
"cabalistics" in a slightly casual or perhaps sarcastic manner, the passage avoids
judgmental terms altogether. But how objective is this representation of the coin, really?
Its emphasis on the coin's equatorial origin will soon find symbolic significance in both
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Stubb's and Pip's remarks, and the reference to "cabalistics" alone implies that fiirther
encoded meanings should be considered. In both cases such foreshadowing indicates the
narrator's subjective awareness of the coin's potential for meaning, and we realize that
there can be no "doubloon itself' but rather only the narrator's—or our own, or anyone's—
perception of it. Thus, Ishmael's "surface" description reveals more than mere surface,
recalling Ahab's earlier declaration that "All visible objects ... are but as pasteboard
masks" {MD 164). The narrator's reading, with its hints toward fiirther readings and its
implied intelligence about geography and occult sciences, is just as directive and subjective
as any other. Indeed, Ishmael told us as much a few paragraphs earlier, when he first saw
Ahab at the doubloon. "[S]ome certain significance lurks in all things," Ishmael said to
explain his captain's sudden interest in the coin, "else all things are little worth" (A<fZ) 430).
The idea of "worth" resonates with Ishmael's subsequent claim that the coin is a "wealthy
example" of South American "token-pieces"; in both cases his word choice reveals a
double entendre in reference to the coin and its "value." This implied relation between
worth, value, and significance will reappear in Pip's reading of the doubloon. In any case,
Ishmael's suggestion that value is a subjective category compares with Irwin's interest in
Ahab's earlier description of the mirroring effect of texts. That is, what one finds valuable
is that which involves, concerns, or empowers one in some way. In both cases, the point
is that reading, like value, is a subjective and thus reflexive phenomenon.
Ishmael's descriptions of the other charaaers' reactions to the coin complicate the
reflexive nature of reading considerably, however, by introducing an additional "mirroring"
effect of narrators and readers. For example, consider Ishmael's physical presence in the
scene. We know that he must occupy a position close enough to the mainmast to
overhear the coin's readers. But, as the sequence of readings begins, note how he
introduces the first reader to the scene: "Before this equatorial coin, Ahab, not unobserved
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by others, was now pausing" (MD 431, emphasis added). The idea that he is not alonethere are "others"—suggests that his narration is at least partly influenced by the close
proximity of other crew members. As what we get in this chapter is essentially the
narrator's reading of other characters' readings of the doubloon, it is significant that the
condition of the narrative voice itself is highly problematic.'® Ishmael's narration, on the
one hand, enacts Bakhtrn's notion of heteroglossia, where monologue is impossible
because the dialogic condition of language—its "stratifying saturation" with social and
historical "intentions and accents"—prevents the realization of a singular voice (Bakhtin
293). In this view, reminiscent of the "plural" narrator William Faulkner uses to represent
the collective view of the townsfolk in "A Rose for Emily" and Go Dawn, Moses,
narration in Moby-Dick can be understood as the group effort of ail the Pequod's men,
whose collective voice issues fi"om Ishmael. Then again, as we are aware of the directive
nature of Ishmael's reading, we must keep in mind that what we are really getting might be
what he oversees rather than what he overhears.

His narration takes on a more

manipulative aspect in relation to us if we understand that, as he relays various readings,
Ishmael edits or normalizes the other points of view he describes.In this case, Ishmael's
function—as a direct extension of Melville's authorial power—is to direct and manipulate
readers toward a particular way of reading the novel. Either way, narrative voice in
One might note a related problem with narrative perspective in all of Moby-Dicks "cabin" chapters.
The private or closed nature of the cabin meal described in Chapter 34 ("The Cabin-Table") makes the
presence of Ishmael—the ostensible narrator-questionable. Likewise, Ahab's conversations with Staibuck
in Chapter 109 ("Ahab and Starbuck in the Cabin") and with Pip in Chapter 129 ("The Cabin") are closed
scenes that Ishmael could have observed only through intricate and improbable espionage.
I am indebted here to Roland Barthes' discussion in S/Z of reading or naming as an exertion of
subjective power (or, as Nietzsche would have it, of will), and also to Foucault's concept of the social
normalizing gaze. These ideas about the relation of power to interpretation are clarified to an extent in
my Introduction. See also S/Z (9-11,27); Nietzsche's On the Genealogy of Morals (26) and Beyond Good
and Evil (21); and Foucault's Discipline and Punish (170, 186) for a more detailed explanation of the
relation of language and reading to power.

46

Melville is complicated by ideas of originality and power. Its uneasy quality—the "bold
and lofty nervous language" Matthiessen finds peculiar to Melville after his assimilation of
Shakespeare (421-25)—can be attributed in part, perhaps, to Ishmael's uneasy fluctuation
between plural and singular modes of voice. Narration in the novel also suggests the
author's interest in reflexivity as a basic aspect of his writing,

That is, the doubled

quality of Ishmael's perspective identifies him as a site of self-consciousness in a selfconscious fiction. At times he is our omniscient guide, providing narration for scenes that
seemingly preclude narration, such as the closed conversations in the "cabin" chapters. At
other times—for instance, when describing his first impression of Queequeg in Chapter
Three—he is firankly personal and subjective. At all times, however, Ishmael seems to be
acutely aware of the artifice of his narration and the artifice of language itself

Two

important questions arise here. First; what precisely happens to the "correctness" of a
reading as it is filtered through a succession of narrators? And is there any time where
readings are wwfiltered in this sense? While neither question is finally answerable, both are
clarified to an extent in the relay of readings Ishmael provides for us.
Ahab, the "author" of the coin's textual presence, offers the first consciously
judgmental reading of it by declaring the doubloon a cynical illustration of the human
predicament. What he really sees in the coin is an encoded reflection of himself, and of his
own unfathomable and inescapable nature. As "the image of the rounder globe" Q\4D
431), the coin mirrors the narcissistic human perspective seen in Ahab's relation to the
world, described by John Irwin as "the self s own sense that, look where it will, it sees only
Tony Tanner's analysis of the etymological notes which begin Moby-Dick is relevant here. This
opening formality, which might appear to be needless prefatory material, is for Tanner an important clue
to the book's reflexive nature, because "it inmiediately opens the suggestion that the book itself will be
about the relationship of language to objects, as well as the relationship of men to whales" (21). "For
naming, " continues Tanner, "is a kind of harpooning" (21). These remarks reinforce the idea that
narrators, writers and readers wield power.
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some aspect of itself' (287). This idea plays a key role in Pierre as well, where the
narrator declares: "Say what some poets will. Nature is not her own ever-sweet
interpreter, as the mere supplier of that cunning alphabet, whereby selecting and
combining as he pleases, each man reads his own peculiar lesson according to his own
peculiar mind and mood" {P 342). This subjective view of reading certainly applies to
Ahab's perception of the coin and the white whale. While the difference in "texts"--the
whale as opposed to the coin—might seem significant, it is finally just a relative difference.
The coin is, of course, a created, representational, unnatural object in contrast to the
whale Ahab finds in nature, yet in each case the relation of self to object relies on the same
narcissistic or reflexive dynamic. It is not a coincidence, perhaps, that Melville marked the
passage in his Shakespeare where Hamlet tells Rosencrantz "there is nothing either good
or bad, but thinking makes it so" (Cowen 2, 475).

Both authors recognize—and use—the

idea that reading complicates dualistic logic. That is, texts always give rise to the same
double effect: namely, the reader's complicity in the formation of meaning and his or her
inability to think beyond or around the ultimate collapse of meaning that such complicity
implies. For Ahab this situation is fiindamentally violent. Note, for example, how he
relates the "coined" sim's zodiacal position to the human life cycle:
Methinks now this coined sun wears a ruddy face; but see! aye, he
enters the sign of storms, the equinox! and but sbc months before he
wheeled out of a former equinox at Aries! From storm to storm!
So be it, then. Bom in throes, 't is fit that man should live in pains
and die in pangs! So be it, then! (MD 431-2).

Matthiessen has also noted the relevance of this passage to Melville's philosophy, and rightly applies it
to Pierre's dream or vision in which a familiar mountain near Saddle Meadows is seen as the Mount of the
Titans as a result of Pierre's profound mood at the time. For further details, see American Renaissance
406.
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As an aflSmiatioii of his dark and desperate view, Ahab's attention to the coin's engraved
sun makes much of its equinoctial position, a position already noted in passing by Ishmael
and here given as a reminder of the seasonal weather patterns so crucial to sea travel. And
it is significant indeed that Ahab "places" the two armual equinoxes, as they occur about
March 21 and September 23, in the sbc month intervals which neatly divide the seavoyaging year. Each equinox, that is, stands at the mid-point of the cycle, precisely
between the beginning and end of maritime reckoning. As the equinox indicates the
momentary equalization of day and night, and as Ishmael has previously commented upon
the doubloon's equatorial origin m Ecuador, we see the convergence here of a number of
potent liminal qualities. Liminal, that is, due to the between-ness all these concepts of
equal division suggest, where the point precisely halfway between two opposites
(day/night, North/South) implies the fiill weight of each. As Ishmael noted, the sun
"enter[s] the equinoctial point at Libra," the zodiacal sign of balance and thus, one
imagines, stability or order. But for Ahab all of these evocations of balance reveal the de
stabilized nature of meaning and living. Poised between the violent "storms" of birth and
death, the human condition emerges as a rather desperate struggle to de-polarize these
two key events which in many ways define the condition and process of living.
All of this, remember, follows fi^om Ahab's reading of the coin's sun, a
representation of the natural sun, the "glorious, golden, glad sun, the only true lamp—all
others but liars!" {MD 424) celebrated earlier by Ishmael as that which allows one to
remain facing the compass and thus in control of one's position, direction, sense of
accuracy. The artifice of the "coined" sun, then, is linked to the artifice of fiction in
general as well as to the "real" sun Ishmael pointedly fictionalizes through metaphor when
he calls it the "true lamp," suggesting that accuracy, direction, and position are, at bottom,
fictions themselves. Such thinking has everything to do with Uminality, because it depends
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on the crucial and apparently unresolvable distinction between fiction and reality. And at
least in Ahab's view the realization of self is dependent upon this unresolvable struggle, a
struggle fi^aught with all the potential danger that defines the liminal condition for Turner
and Douglas. What this means in terms of Melville's fiction is that the problem of realizing
meaning is always linked to the question of identity and always located significantly
between the idealized "positions" of mind and body, self and nature, art and life. The
question is not Hamlet's question—"To be or not to be"—but rather haw to be, and, in a
sense, the course that one follows is reducible to the process of realizing oneself between
fictions of reality and realities of fiction.
Significantly, the ship's compass also plays a role in Ahab's appearance on the
quarter-deck; it marks the other limit, opposite the coin, of his pacing between biimacle
and mainmast. With equinoxes in mind, his travel between coin and compass eflfectively
echoes and doubles the world-ship Pequods voyage as a symbolic representation of
hiiman living.

In this view, the compass suggests the life-affirming nature of birth,

providing direction mto the "voyage" of life. At the other extreme is the coin, or rather
the coin's textual presence. Its meaning is literally at stake in this chapter, and we might
consider the coin's ultimate meaning as at least a figurative death where the activity of
reading is concerned. Why continue, in other words, after you know the answer? Ahab's
description of the human life cycle as a violent passage between points of violence, then,
also describes the human quest for meaning, for interpreting the enigmatic text of the
world. If the human condition is defined by this process, its successfiil completion can
only mean death.

"So be it, then!": Ahab recognizes and chooses to embrace the

uncertainty that liminality provides as a condition of being, and whether one finally reads
his resolve as madness or supreme courage, Ahab's projection of the self into its own
uncertainty must be viewed as a powerfiil attempt to challenge the selfs limited nature.
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But it is a resolutely solitary challenge, and as a world-view it takes a terrible toll on the
individual. Describing his captain's reading of the story's other problematic text—MobyDick himself—Ishmael elaborates: "Ahab had cherished a wild vindictiveness against the
whale, all the more fell for that in his frantic morbidness he at last came to identify with
him, not only all his bodily woes, but all his intellectual and spiritual exasperations. The
White Whale swam before him as the monomaniac incarnation of all those malicious
agencies which some deep men feel eating in them, till they are left living on with half a
heart and half a lung" (MD 184). This dark sense of meaninglessness that Ahab finds
reflected back to him from texts is understandably disconcerting to those who are
unwilling or unable to sacrifice the health of mind and body, as illustrated by their
spiritually and physically crippled captain. How, then, to read less dangerously?
Against Ahab's insistence on a self pitted against the natural world, Starbuck's
interpretation of the doubloon points the self beyond earth's "mouldy soil" to heaven (MD
432). His own insistence upon God's saving grace can be considered an attempt to do the
business of reading in non-liminal terms which seek to stabilize the terrible uncertainty and
potential danger of Ahab's view. Not a little disturbed by his captain's reading, Starbuck is
anxious to find a more hopeful message in the doubloon, a message that will perhaps
release the interpreting self from

Ahab's vicious cycle of "pains" and "pangs."

Accordingly, he employs terms that seek to reinforce his Christian belief that the promise
of an afterlife is solace enough to overcome the misery and terror of mortal existence.
The coin's inscribed sun suggests an active challenge to Ahab, but as the "sun of
Righteousness" it offers passive hope to Starbuck (MD 432). Whereas Ahab's sun seems
to confirm Ishmael's sun as a stable indication of meaning's instability, Starbuck's sun
appears to be the precise opposite. Like Ahab, Starbuck invokes the idea of cyclical
passage, but he does so to argue against Ahab's bleak perspective, insisting that the sun's
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eventual return will "cheer" us with its "Righteousness." However, the first mate is careful
not to press his reading too far; he abruptly "quit[s]" the coin and his reading "lest Truth
shake [him] falsely" (MD 432). And this parting remark calls attention to the idea that his
version of the fixture he calls "Truth" is just as much a construction as any other reading
o£fered in this chapter. As an attempt to read reading as a non-liminal process (that is, as
a process unmindful of the constant play between reality and fiction), Starbuck's hasty exit
reveals his project as a failure, if not an outright impossibility. The "three mighty, heavenabiding peaks" he sees on the coin's surface "almost seem the Trinity," but not quite {MD
432, emphasis added). And in this case there is no room for error. Confi-onting the
possibility of truth's fictional nature, Starbuck knows, will lead him down Ahab's dark
philosophical path. So he refuses to consider the distinction between fiction and reality
despite the obvious representational nature of the sun he has been reading.
The difference between these two interpretations is only the beginning of this
chapter's exploration of the ambiguity of readmg. Stubb, we learn, has been watching
both Ahab and Starbuck at the coin. With the disclaimer that his own opinion is "poor
[and] insignificant" (MD 432), he nonetheless takes a turn and initially sees the coin in
terms of economic value: "I'd not look at it very long ere spending it" QAD 432). But
closer inspection moves him to retrieve his "almanack" firom belowdecks to decode the
"signs and wonders" of the coin's zodiacal images. The result is a superb enactment of
thematized reading: here we have a fictional character (Stubb) in a "real" text (MobyDick) consulting a fictional text-within-a-text (his "almanack") to decode a "real" text (the
zodiacal symbols) engraved upon a fictional coin, which the Pequod's men clearly treat as
a text m this chapter. In essence, Stubb's reading is a synecdoche for the chapter, which in
turn is a synecdoche for the novel and its general concern with reading and language.
Viola Sachs likewise sees Stubb's almanack consultation as a trope for the book's
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ciphering, suggesting that the key to its writing "resides in an eclectic Melvillean
concoction of Pythagorean numerology. Cabala, alchemy, astrology and other occult
devices" (12). While the details of her analysis go b^fond the purposes of my present
inquiry, it remains useful to note that Sach's discussion of Stubb's coded comments
highlights the idea that "the writing of Moby-Dick . . . conceals the existence of a double
text (doubloon)" (12).
The novel's two-faced nature is nothing new to Melville criticism, of course.
William S. Gleim had this to say in 1929: "If the reader will approach Melville's point of
view with the understanding that the book is composed partly of parable and allegory, if
he will read with a separate intention, he will find a treasure of hidden meanings, the
existence of which the casual reader would never suspect" (402).

And an earlier

observation by H.M. Tomlinson comes even closer to the paradoxical mark of the
situation. Reading Moby-Dick, he says, "we go at once into a world where all is familiarstreets, ships, men, sea, and sky—but where all has been enchanted" (142). Both "familiar"
and "enchanted," the world Tomlinson describes is an early sounding of liminal depths in
Melville's work as well as an echo of Cervantes' famous exploration of reading-asenchantment in Don Quixote [cf. footnote 5]. Linked to these ideas is the theory,
advanced and elaborated in the 1950's by George R. Stewart, Harrison Hayford, and
Charles Olson, among others, that Melville's original intention—a simple whaling
adventure—was transformed in the process of its writing mto something else entirely, to
the extent that Stewart sees the "original" text (he calls it Ur-Moby-Dick, or UMD) as a
separate or separable entity lurking within the final published version. This school of
thought typically emphasizes some event-his meeting with Hawthorne, for instance-as
the catalyst for Melville's change in thinking and the novel's final two-faced condition. But
my point here is that, regardless of its origin, Moby-Dicks double nature is a highly
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conscious core concept in the final version of the novel. The book's doubled sense of
textuality also represents a development in Melville's thinking that he mined for the
remainder of his writing career, most notably in Pierre and The Cortfidence-Man.
Arguably, the self-consciously multi-layered text of Moby-Dick is matched in
American literature only by Pound's Cantos for its sheer range, depth of reference, and
multiple sense of meaning. Perhaps the most vital of these "layers"—the one that allows
the book to cohere—is the novel's thematic treatment of reading. In the layered readings
of "The Doubloon," we find perhaps the most concentrated evidence of Melville's interest
in the act of interpretation. What does it mean to read the coin as something beyond its
physical presence? And would it even be possible not to? The playful complaint Stubb
addresses to his almanack can be read as a commentary on fiction itself: "Book! you lie
there; the fact is, you books must know your places. Youll do to give us the bare words
and facts, but we come in to supply the thoughts" (MD 433). The double text of MobyDick is at once the whaling story with its plotted action and such reflexive commentary as
this; it is both the novel-as-artifact and the malleable entity created by the multiple
perspectives of its readers.
This "both/and" quality is of course the hallmark of liminality, and for Melville it is
a textual phenomenon that both enables and embodies the act of reading, the act of "we"
readers "com[ing] in to supply the thoughts," doubly revealing the "lie" of the book's
singular presence by recognizing its multifarious sense of meaning and by energizing the
book's prone or passive position before us.

Melville's attention to reading's liminal

qualities is particularly evident in Moby-DicKs narration. We have ateady seen in Ahab's
and in Starbucks remarks that with reading comes great responsibility—the responsibility
of governing meaning in sel^ text, and world. To put it another way: for the Melville of
Moby-Dick and afterward, distinctions and relations between world, text, and self are
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deeply entangled in the question of reading. As narrators essentially read characters,
events, and situations in order to relay them to us, the readers of the novel, it is no wonder
that Melville's narrators become troubled and troubling figures in his fiction.
The chapter's already complicated sense of narration is underscored by an abrupt
narrative shift after Starbuck's exit. Namely, when Stubb steps up to the mainmast he
becomes the chapter's central interpreter, apparently replacing Ishmael as the "relayer" of
subsequent readings. But as the narrator of Moby-Dick itself^ Ishmael remains the final
"filter" for all readings of the coin; so really Stubb represents a second narrative fi-ame.
He is a narrator within a narrative narrated by a narrator within a narrative, in other
words.

Positioned liminally between Ishmael's narration and the interpretations of

subsequent characters, Stubb represents and reinforces the idea of "layering" and recalls
the dialogic nature of voice noted earlier. Still further: as one of the coin's readers and the
chapter's narrator (at second remove), Stubb is both reading the coin and writing it (or
"rendering" it, as he will say later) at the same time, with the additional, provocative
possibility that he is reading himself in the act of reading himself. Along with all of these
powerfiil liminal qualities, Stubb's personality suggests that he represents the ideal
Melvillean reader. He is literate but not necessarily "bookish"; skeptical yet curious
enough to pursue interpretive possibilities as they present themselves; and above all,
creative, as evidenced by his lively "almanack" consultations punctuated with commentary

An extended analysis of his narrators seems quite promising for the study of reflexivity in Melville, and
in this regard it is worthwhile noting some of Edgar Dryden's comment!!; about Ishmael's narration.
Describing the intertextual quali^ oiMoby-Dick in terms of bricolage, "woven more from the thread!i; of
the texts that fill Ishmael's library than it is from the lines and ropes of the whaling world," Dryden argues
that "Ishmael's relation to the world is that of a reader to a text, [who] tries to organize and arrange it as
he has previously done in his library" (1988, 23). Along with the realization that reading "is no easy or
passive activity" (1988, 23), this description is applicable—minus its whaling references, of course—to the
contradictory, occasionally frantic, and at times desperate narrative condition of Pierre and The
Confidence-Man.
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such as "there's Aries, or the Ram—lecherous dog, he begets us" (A4D 433). Stubb's
reading leaves him "jolly," because he identifies with the cyclical, process-oriented worldview he sees in the coin's zodiacal images, another quality in keeping with the dynamic
participation Melville seeks from readers.

In this, Stubb illustrates a brighter, more

optimistic understanding of reading than Ahab, Melville's other potential ideal reader,
whose pessimistic view of destabilized meaning leaves him bitter, driven, and hopeless.
The next reading in the sequence offers a striking contrast to Stubb's speculative,
inconclusive and imaginative one. Flask also sees the coin in terms of its economic value,
but unlike Stubb he is content with this appraisal: "It is worth sbrteen dollars, that's true;
and at two cents the cigar, that's nine hundred and sixty cigars" (A4D 433). As this
untroubled interpretation is enough to satisfy Flask's need for meaning, we could say that
he represents a pragmatic or utilitarian human perspective; his reading strategy is "all
surface" and is thus opposed to the layered nature of Melville's wiiting. However, also
lurking in this brief reading is a dark sense of play between values in general (e.g.,
exchange, aesthetic, epistemological), in which Flask is soberly suggesting that, all other
considerations aside, he finds the coin's practical exchange value of sole interest. Not
surprisingly, Flask wastes little time with the doubloon; he abruptly leaves the scene,
presumably to continue his lookout and pursue his 960 cigars' worth of gold. In keeping
with the chapter's theme of reading, Stubb begins interpreting Flask's remarks to decide
whether they are "wise" or "foolish," but he defers judgment to continue eavesdropping.
His refusal to take a position regarding Flask's logic recalls his own inconclusive
interpretation, and in both cases Stubb's indecision can be seen as further evidence for his
liminal sense of reading,
It is interesting to note that Stubb's choice not to choose between judging Flask's remarks "wise" or
"foolish" compares with Sharon Cameron's understanding of Emily Dickinson. For Cameron, Dickinson's
refusal to choose is the primary source of her poetry's enigmatic qualities and the basis of her personal
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The coin's next three readers extend the idea that boundaries between sel^ text,
and world are blurred. First, the old Manxman acknowledges the significance of the
inscribed zodiacal signs but disregards them in favor of reading the coin's physical
placement as the key to its meaning. For him, the horse-shoe (the sign of the "roaring and
devouring lion" in the zodiac) nailed to the other side of the mainmast foreshadows the
Pequods destruction. In looking beyond the frame of the coin's edges the Manxman
shows us that not only will readers see a text differently but that they will see what
constitutes the "text itself' differently as well. Stubb's remark—"There's another rendering
now; but still one text" (MD 434)—plainly refers to the chapter's multiplicity of readings as
it supports the idea that the Manxman, despite his liberty with the textual frame, is reading
the same text as the others. Next, Stubb watches Queequeg compare the coin's images
with those tattooed on his body. Although he decides that the savage lacks the intellectual
capacity to interpret the object—"he don't know what to make of the doubloon; he takes it
for an old button off some king's trousers" (MD 434)—Stubb's observations emphasize the
relation Queequeg sees between coin-as-text and body-as-text. So, again, we see the
nature of textuality considered. Finally, Fedallah steps up and bows to the coin's sun, an
act of idol worship that strikes Stubb as fiirther evidence of exotic Oriental savagery.
Note, however, that Fedallah's is the only non-verbal reading of the coin. He "makes a
sign to the sign" {MD 434), reflecting the coin's symbolic nature and effectively repeating
its mute, mysterious presence. Despite Stubb's analysis, the meaning of Fedallah's action,
like the meaning of the coin, remains uncertain. Is he bowing to the inscribed sun, or to
the real sun it represents, or to the gold from which the coin is forged? Is this the author's
subtle way of showing respect or perhaps submission to his book's central idea of dynamic
philosophy. These ideas will be discussed further in Chapter Four, but are mentioned here to indicate a
"liminal connection" between all the writers in my study.
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textuality and the profound destabilization of meaning it implies? Certainly Melville could
have ended the chapter with great effect at this point: Fedallah's gesture beyond language
doubles and imderscores the coin's silence, and appears to be the most adequate response
possible to such enigma. But there's more. Following the chain of command aboard the
Pequod from top to bottom, there is one last character to overhear: the simpleton servantboy, Pip, whose response to the coin surpasses even Fedallah's regarding the dark
philosophy MelviUe is exploring.
Although Stubb hears it as nonsense and flirther proof of the boj^s madness, Pip's
"muttering" at the mainmast quite specifically addresses the chapter's thematic concern
with reading. Stubb reveals that Pip "has been watching all of these interpreters—myself
included," and so Pip is able to read the readers as well as the coin: "I look, you look, he
look; we look, ye look, they look" (MD 434). Stubb interprets this apparent babble as
spillage from Murrey's Grammar, but of course Pip is describing precisely what has been
happening in "The Doubloon." One after another, characters have been "look[ing]" at the
coin to interpret, read, or "render" it as a meaningful object. They are all "on fire" to
claim either the coin's meaning or its cash value. In either case, the reward is power,
whether it takes the form of financial wealth or the authorial power of naming. In all
cases, however, their readings seek to tame and thus control the enigma that the coin
represents in terms of its association with the legendary whale.22 And, if one thing is clear

As enigmas, the coin and whale are both "matter out of place," sources of pollution in each reader's
system of meaning and therefore symbolic of Irath danger and power" (Douglas 40, 94). Discussing
Ahab's relation to the coin, Gerard M. Sweeney has suggested that the doubloon is an appropriate mirror
of the captain's personality because it "is permanently imprinted; its image is luialterably fixed, just as
Ahab's world-view is and Ahab himself is" (94). We realize, of course, that as a text the doubloon is
anything but "fixed"; yet Sween^r's remark seems accurate as at least a partial explanation for Ahab's
obsessive drive to tame, control, and indeed fix that which evades his mastery. This drive is echoed in
varying degrees of intensity by other crew members, suggesting that the need to control "matter out of
place" is a basic human concern which is associated, as Pip implies, with "look[ing]," or as I would
contend, by reading. In this sense, "look[ing]" compares strongly with Foucault's description of the
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in Pip's disjointed "muttering," it is his firm belief that attempting to claim the doubloon is
asking for trouble.
Stubb recognizes that Pip's apparent madness provides him, like Lear's fool, with
an "unearthly," "crazy-witty" perspective, a sense of understanding unavailable to the rest
of the crew with their "plain wits" {MD 435). It is significant that Stubb leaves the scene
before Pip fiiliy develops his reading of the coin. Echoing Starbuck's departure fi^om the
mainmast—an exit that gave him his turn at the coin and also enabled him to briefly assume
narrative command—Stubb similarly quits the quarter-deck for the sake of his "sanity."
Interestingly, Stubb's exit also echoes the first time he abandoned Pip. Five chapters
earlier we learned that Stubb left Pip to tread water for an hour in the open sea as
punishment for jumping out of the whale boat in flight. Ishmael suggests that this event is
the origin of the boy's madness; "The intense concentration of self in the middle of such a
heartless immensity, my God! who can tell it?" (MD 414). Later in a chapter called "The
Gilder," Ishmael describes the sea's textuality as an appeal to one's "most mystic mood; so
that fact and fancy, half-way meeting, interpenetrate, and form one seamless whole" {MD
492).

The sea, for him, is an ambiguous, shifting text which fuses oppositions

(imagination and reality, mind and body) beyond human comprehension. As Ishmael
describes it, Pip's fiill apprehension of the sea's "heartless immensity" is the source of his
madness, the result of losing one's self entirely to such an overwhelming sense of
multifarious textuality.

Even Melville's ideal reader cannot stand the "crazy-witty,"

"celestial thought" Pip now embodies, and so Stubb's self-defensive exit must be seen as
both an eflfbrt to preserve his "jolly" world-view and a sign of his guilt for abandoning Pip
earlier (MD 435, 414, 433).
normalizing gaze and, as I suggested in my Introduction, implicates that all readers and all readings are
flmdamentally oppressive.
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Of equal interest is the relation of Pip's experience and subsequently questionable
mental state to Ishmael, whose final remark in Chapter 93 further complicates his
reliability as a narrator.

After describing Pip's abandonment and the effect of such

profound solitude, Ishmael says; "[I]n the sequel of the narrative, it will then be seen what
like abandonment befell myself' (384). This remark foreshadows M36j/-Z)/cA's conclusion,
in which the whale utterly destroys the Pequod and her crew with the sole exception of
Ishmael, who is left clinging to Queequeg's cofiBn in the middle of the ocean for two days
before being rescued. Along with the comparison between Pip's and Ishmael's mental
states that this passage implies, there are two additional curiosities worth noting. First:
Ishmael also notes at the end of Chapter 93 that Pip's (and his own) experience of
abandonment is actually common in the whaling industry, implying that men of this
profession are characteristically privileged (or damned) to a unique perspective among the
greater population. Second; Ishmael's use of the term "sequel" is somewhat puzzling. As
there is no known literary sequel to Moby-Dick, the term perhaps refers to the novel's
epilogue as a separate but related document. Or, perhaps "sequel" refers to the novel
itself) as Ishmael's narrated story describes, after the fact, the "real" events Ishmael
witnessed and survived to tell about. In this case, Moby-Dick can be seen a a fiction twice
removed, a representation of a representation. This latter possibility accords with the
novel's thematic treatment of reading and its questioning of the relation between fiction
and reality. In either case, as Edgar Dryden has suggested, Ishmael's mention of the
Epilogue (or "sequel") in the body of the text "explodes" the borders of the narrative and
"destroys the myth of its self-sufticiency, for it suggests that the narrative proper does not
suflBce" (1996, 103). Dryden's description of Melville's sequels as boundary-troubling
moments that question the "whatness" of literature accords with my own argument for
Melville's liminal consciousness, as the sequel in this case stands paradoxically beyond and
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within the "narrative proper," without a proper place or name, just as Ishmael survives
"floating on the margin of the ensuing scene" {MD 521) both anticipating and
remembering the narrative itself.
In "The Doubloon," what Pip understands is that the act of reading—concerned as
it is with examining, interpreting, defining and categorizing the world in order to establish
meaning—is a troubling cornerstone of human behavior and being. In other words, Pip
sees the doubloon, which Ahab has already described as "an image of the rounder globe"
{MD 431), and its succession of readers as symbolic of human experience in general. Both
Western and Eastern peoples are represented in the doubloon's readers, both old and
young, educated and "savage."

And we are included as well: "ye look," Pip says,

reflexively recognizing Moby-Dicks readers as part of this dynamic extending through
time. As "a study in multiple perspectivism" (Irwin 288), the chapter also demonstrates
the ideological nature of reading and its function as what Robert Siegle calls a "basic
cultural act" that informs a "culture's aesthetics of forming subjects" (13).

Indeed,

individual readings in the chapter merit further discussion in this regard. Stubb's reading
of Queequeg's reading, for example, reveals a judgmental sense of superiority and a
common colonialist mind-set in its dismissal of "savages" as inferior human beings. But
my interest here concerns a broader perspective. That is, Pip's inclusion of all the coin's
readers, regardless of their cultural or other differences, suggests that Melville ultimately
conceives reading as a universal phenomenon, a basic human act that forms and informs
both identity and meaning. But Melville also realizes that, because it consistently reveals
textual instability, the act of reading at the same time threatens, if not prevents altogether,
the realization of identity and meaning.
Pip's brief soliloquy in the final paragraph of "The Doubloon" suggests as much
despite its disarrmngly lighthearted tone. Like the Manxman, Pip sees in the coin a
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foreshadowing of the ship's doom. But he also gives a final reflexive turn to the chapter.
"Here's the ship's navel, this doubloon here," he says, "and they are all on fire to unscrew
it. But, unscrew your navel, and what's the consequence?" {MD 435). The unspoken
answer is coarsely humorous at first; unscrew your navel and your ass falls off. In a sense,
Pip's humor here evokes Georges Bataille's contention that "[l]aughter casts a glance,
charged with the mortal violence of any being, into the void of life" (176). Laughter, that
is, may be the best response to enigma and impending doom as it challenges them by
undermining their consequences. But Pip's question is also to be taken quite literally as a
double warning. To "unscrew" or claim the doubloon is to lose one's ass in two senses,
because it leads to both literal and figurative death. On the one hand, claiming the coin as
reward for sighting Moby-Dick will lead to the chase of the white whale and the final
confi'ontation which, as we know, will destroy both ship and crew. And to claim or
conclusively read the doubloon in its textual sense will lead to a figurative death, because
knowing its ultimate meaning will bring the process of reading itself to a halt. Again; why
continue after you know the answer? As a condition of being, reading must remain in
play; as readers we must remain between answers if we are to continue reading.
"Then again," Pip adds, "if it stays here, that is ugly, too, for when aught's nailed
to the mast it's a sign that things grow desperate" QAD 435). While claiming the coin will
be disastrous, Pip suggests that allowing it to remain in place (in play) is an equally "ugly"
prospect. His reference to the coin as "aught" here is interesting. The O.E.D'% primary
definition for the term is "Anything whatever; anything," which of course reinforces the
chapter's theme of reading in the idea that the doubloon symbolizes textuality itself.
Anything can be a text, and theoretically anything will provide the same inconclusive sense
of meaning found in the doubloon. The coin, in this sense, is like all texts for Melville;
susceptible to multiple readings but at bottom enigmatic and silent. On the other hand, the
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O.E.D. gives the following as a secondary definition for "aught"; "Anj^thing worth;
something worth; worthy, estimable, valiant, doughty. < opposite of naught = worthless >
." In this sense, "aught" recalls Flask's materialistic reading of the coin in terms of its
monetary value, and it also recalls Ishmael's earlier statement that "Some certain
significance lurks in all things, else all thing are little worth" (MD 430). In the second
case, Ishmael's reference to "all things" joins the primary definition of "aught" with its
secondary definition. The resulting interplay of meanings suggests that texts must hold
some intrinsic value or worth for their readers if they are indeed texts, paradoxically
canceling out the first meaning's all-inclusiveness. Further, according to the second
definition, there is something "valiant" and "doughty" about texts; perhaps this is their
worth. The fearless resolve of its liminal nature allows it to transcend both figurative and
literal death, so if the coin remains in place (and in /j/ay as a text), its readers will be
subjugated, in a sense, by its eternal, taunting presence. In this view, readers are like
Tantalus in Hades, who is unable to eat the grapes suspended above his head or drink the
water he stands in, because both remain always out of reach.
In a less complicated sense, Pip could also be commenting upon the apparent
foolishness of placmg a valuable gold coin within easy view and reach of the "savages" and
roughnecks of the Pequod's crew. Surely it is "a sign that things grow desperate" for
Ahab to risk sbcteen dollars' worth of gold in such a maimer. This reading agrees with
Pip's—and the chapter's—final vision of the coin, which emphasizes its materiality or
"goldness." "Oh the gold!" Pip exclaims, "the precious, precious gold!" (MD 435). This

^ A more archaic meaning for "aught" is also worth noting. The O.E.D. states that "aught" has been
associated with "owe" and "ought," both terms that imply responsibility. But whose responsibility? The
reader's, the author's, or the text's? "Owe" further suggests an economic dimension, recalling the idea of
"worth" mentioned earlier. In any case, the notion of transaction that these archaic associations suggest is
apropos to the dynamic interaction between reader, writer, and text that my study considers.
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materialistic view also recalls Ishmael's passing remark in Chapter 93 that "man is a
money-making animal" (MD 413). Coincidentally, this comment is made in the context of
Ishmael's reading of one of Stubb's statements, associating the idea of "worth" once again
to human perception. As a reward for the white whale's sighting, the coin is as readable
and finally unreadable as Moby-Dick himself saturated with symbolic value and yet
resistant to any "final" symbolic interpretation. Thus both coin and whale converge in the
liminal sense that each holds potential reward and potential danger; in either case, a "final"
reading will, as Pip implies, undo the whole. Paradoxically, the whole isn't necessarily a
healthy condition, either, for Pip suggests that continuing to read has equally negative
implications.
"The Doubloon," in short, discovers that the act of reading places readers between
a rock and a hard place. As this brief chapter foregrounds the act of reading, it reveals
Moby-Dick as a multi-layered, self-reflexive text. This reflexivity also extends to the
reader, who is compelled to reconsider the process of reading as an interpretive act
extending beyond the confines of a book's pages, just as the old Manxman looks beyond
the coin's edges.

Stubb's passing comment on his ahnanac ("Book! you lie there")

contains a double pun on the word "lie": the text is an inert object until activated by a
reader and, even then, it is false in its promise of ultimate meaning.2"*

Are things

inconsequential until they have been interpreted? Or is the interpretation itself the illusion;

Such reflexive skepticism is anticipated perhaps at the end of White Jacket, where a similar double
entendre on the word "craft" suggests that narration itself is an inherently problematic phenomenon.
"Outwardly regarded," the narrator says, "our craft is a lie; for all that is outwardly seen of it is the cleanswept deck, and oft-painted planks comprised above the water-line; whereas, the vast mass of our fabric,
with all its store-rooms of secrets, forever slides along fer under the surface (WJ 399).
It is also worth noting that this passage from White Jacket occurs in an uimumbered final chapter
entitled "The End." This final section that is not really a "chapter" at all, but rather is associated with
Melville's common practice of ending his novels with epilogues or "sequels" that stand outside the novel
proper.
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is the coin just a coin? On this point, it is worth considering Melville's interest in coining
or minting as a figure for artistic creation. As Marc Shell has noted, the ancient Greek
term charakter meant, among other things, the upper die used by the coinmaker as well as
the impressed mark made by the die (64). Relating this meaning to the development of the
novel, J. ICllis Miller has suggested that a kind of literary minting process determines "the
novel's fimction in the psychic economy of the society to which it belongs" (70). In this
view, the fi-ee circulation of character traits in a society serves as a "common pool" that
guarantees properly "minted" characters in a novel will be recognized as "coin of the
realm." As Melville's economy of artistic creation seems to play oflf the doubloon and its
readings in complicated ways, it is worth quoting Miller's description of this process at
length:
The characters in a novel spring to life when each has been
imprinted with an assemblage chosen fi^om known traits of
character that make up the common genetic code in the community
of readers for which the novel was written. ITiese assemblages are
then dissemmated again, in a circular generation of character by
character, sign by sign. In this circulation the characters in a novel,
like the characters of living persons, are only one element in a
system of exchanges based on a set of character traits transcending
any individual character, Active or real, just as a money economy is
based on an ideal set of monetary measures—the dollar, the pound,
the lira, or whatever, and their corresponding divisions. The
"known traits of character" are, so to speak, the small change on
the basis of which the novelist mints his larger facsimile coins (70).
The association between reading and "worth" noted in Moby-Dick suggest that Melville
had something like Miller's version of literary minting in mind regarding the "readability"
of his novel. Of course, as Miller implies and as "The Doubloon" makes clear, facsimiles
or forgeries amount to the real thing when they pass as legal tender, so in terms of results,
it would appear that differences or objections exist only on ethical grounds.
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as Barthes and Foucault contend, interpretation is always an exercise of power,
then Moby-Dick seems to turn the "normalizing gaze" of interpretation back on itself. In
"The Doubloon," that is, the novel's reader is forced to consider himself or herself in the
act of reading. As the novel reflects its own materiality, the act of reading is transformed
&om passive to active, and the project of assigning meaning is problematized instead of
taken for granted. The final result is the rather Mghtening suggestion that, as a (if not the)
condition of being, reading constitutes entry into a liminal and thus dangerous intellectual
space, a space between idealized versions of fiction and reality and perhaps the only space
we can ever occupy as thinking beings.

2.

AAer Moby-Dick, Melville turned even more attention to the thematic treatment of
reading and its implications as a condition of being. Pierre is all about reading: its plot
revolves around Pierre's reading (and potential misreading) of Isabel, and, thematically, the
act of reading permeates the novel to an extent unmatched in American literature. Despite
his initial intention to write "a regular romance" deliberately aimed at a female audience
and "very much more calculated for popularity" than his previous novel, Melville managed
to produce in Pierre a book even "more "wicked' than Moby-Dick" with the further
development of his dark, pessimistic philosophy (Howard and Parker 372). So: Pierre's
subtitle is its point.

Significantly plural, "The Ambiguities" points to the often

overwhelming sense of uncertainty that pervades virtually every aspect of the novel.
Whereas m Moby-Dick the doubloon and the white whale are foregrounded as problematic
texts, Pierre presses the same idea of textuality to its logical (and, as we shall see,
illogical) conclusion with the painfully-conscious realization that everything is readable
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and thus ambiguous to a certain degree.

Moby-Dicks doubloon chapter is a "study in

multiple perspectivism" (Irwin 288), Pierre in its entirety seems to realize the impossibility
of a single, fixed perspective altogether. All the familiar touchstones of narrative reliability
in the novel are entangled in a shifting chaos of possibilities.^

Narrative voice,

characterization, and plot in particular are complicated to the point of absurdity, and
Melville's initial reviewers were quick to point out the maddening effect of such instability
upon unsuspecting readers.^^ Interpretations of this instability as a lack of authorial
control perhaps explain the popular misunderstanding and rejection of the book. As
Sacvan Bercovitch puts it; "the problem is not Melville's lack of control, but, if anything,
just the reverse" (1994, 118). Pierre's fiindamentally ambiguous nature, as its subtitle
suggests, is very much a product of Melville's intention and his realization that ambiguity
cannot be contained or controUed. The attempt to reach conclusive meaning inevitably
points to its opposite; uncertainty, plurality, contradiction. As ambiguity is by nature the
product of interpretation, it is not surprising that most if not all of the book's ambiguities
converge upon the idea of reading. In Pierre's thematic treatment of reading, we find
Melville's most coherent (and necessarily incoherent) conception of the relation between
representation and reality.
As a theme, Melville's thinking about reading finds

its focus in Plotinus

Plinlimmon's pamphlet, the "coolly argued discourse" Sacvan Bercovitch calls a
25 Edgar Dryden reads Pierre's chaos as the logical next step for Melville after his exploration of
narration in Moby-Dick. For Dryden's Melville, "story-telling is a process of representing a dark truth
that will only be available to readers whose response is in the form of a deep and probing examination"
(1994, 101). This view of Melville's narrative philosophy directs our attention to the idea that it is a
philosophy, a search for some "dark truth," which at bottom is the whole point of my own investigation.
While there were a few positive reactions from contemporary reviewers, the general consensus was that
Pierre was a failure. As the novel was originally conceived and marketed for the general reading public,
an anonymous Athenceum reviewer perhaps best sums up the immediate response to Melville's new book:
"We take up novels to be amused—not bewildered,—in search of pleasure for the mind—not in pursuit of
cloudy metaphysics" (Parker 53).
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"momentary pause" at the novel's center (1978, 28).

Featuring a text read by the

protagonist within the text of the novel itself the occasion of Plinlimmon's pamphlet is an
obvious moment of reflexivity, a mise en abyme which internally duplicates and reflects
back the image of the reader reading to us, the readers reading. In keeping with my
discussion of Moby-Dick, the coimection Bercovitch makes in The American Jeremiad
between liminality and American culture is applicable to reading in Melville. That is,
Bercovitch's description of the American jeremiad as "the ritual of a culture on an errand—
which is to say, a culture based on faith in process" (1978, 23) seems to agree with
Melville's description of reading as an unending search for meaning. In each case, the
realization of a "permanent" mode of liminality amounts to the paradox in logic that Pip
describes when he warns that both claiming and not claiming the doubloon will lead to
disaster. In Pierre, Bercovitch finds Plinlimmon's warning to never "impose the ideal
upon experience," resonant with the "effort to fuse sacred and profane that shapes the
American jeremiad" (1978, 29), an ongoing cultural process that recalls Joseph Riddel's
conception of American culture and identity represented in its major literature as a
ceaseless process of arrival. Following Bercovitch's suggestion, one finds that Turner's
concept of liminality offers a promising theoretical approach to a largely unappreciated
major American novel.

Pierre explores "understanding" itself as an apparently

unresolvable problem of identity, culture, creativity, and philosophy, and the
fundamentally unresolvable quality of liminality allows us to address the novel's concern
with ambiguity in terms that do not seek to impose definition upon the indefinite.
Despite what many critics have called the author's "contradictory ambitions" in
writing the novel (Fiedler 241), as a whole Pierre strongly indicates carefiil attention and
intention on Melville's part where the play of ambiguities is concerned. Paradoxical itself,
this idea of controlled chaos is both intensified and complicated by the uncontrolled (or
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uncontrollable) order Pierre finds in a "natural curiosity" near his ancestral home (P 133).
Deep in the woods—"several miles," we are told, firom the sculpted gentility of Saddle
Meadows—the only apparent site of stability in Pierre is found in the form of a massive,
impossibly-poised, egg-shaped phenomenon Pierre has named both the Menmon Stone
and the Terror Stone (P 131). Its occurrence slightly less than halfway in the novel
suggests that the stone may have been something of a catalyst for Melville's expansion of
Pierre beyond his original plan.

Certainly a tendency toward "cloudy metaphysics"

(Parker 53) can be found earlier in the text. Pierre's comment to Lucy in the novel's
opening scene, for example, indicates a philosophical concern with binary thinking and
also foreshadows the pamphlet Bercovitch finds central to Pierre's conceptual fi-amework.
Playfully reprimanding her suitor, Lucy exclaims "Fie, now, Pierre; why should ye youths
always swear when ye love?" To which he answers: "Because in us love is profane, since
it mortally reaches toward the heaven in yel" (4). This sense of tension or conflict
between the ideal (heaven) and real (mortal) informs many aspects of the novel, chiefly
Plinlimmon's pamphlet, as Bercovitch has noted, and the triangular relationship between
Pierre, Lucy, and Isabel.

But as the first developed moment of extended thought

regarding ambiguity, the stone's appearance suggests a transitional point in Melville's
thinking fi-om "regular romance" to something else entirely.
In contrast to the "momentary pause" Bercovitch finds in Plinlimmon's pamphlet,
the "eternally immovable balancings" of the stone suggest an endless pause always in the
back of Pierre's mind, at the edge of his consciousness "in aflertimes, when placed in far
different circumstances firom those surrounding him at the meadows" {P 135). This huge
balanced boulder evokes and embodies the precarious, mute balance upon which the
human mind relies for

meaning.^^

Call it Truth, Law, God—the Terror Stone in its
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muteness recalls the "inscnitable thing" Ahab hates, the unknown presence behind the
mask he wants desperately to penetrate, to "strike through." As the novel's only site of
stability, the stone is significantly and maddeningly unreadable, and it stands in sharp
contrast to the otherwise maddeningly-readable quality of everything else in the book.
Deep in the woods, the rural stone is an echo of as well as a step beyond Moby-Dicks
doubloon—nailed as it was to the mainmast of a ship surrounded by the sea's "heartless
inimensity"~because the stone's fixed position implies a sense of stability that, as we shall
see, isnt there.^s By way of juxtaposition, then, close attention to the Memnon Stone in
Pierre reveals Melville's further understanding of the paradoxically powerliil and
powerless position readers occupy in relation to the world.
The stone's first appearance offers a wealth of clues toward a reading of the
unreadable.

Pierre's narrator provides the following description to introduce the

"remarkable stone" to us:
It was shaped something like a lengthened egg, but flattened more;
and, at the ends, pointed more; and yet not pointed, but irregularly
wedge-shaped. Somewhere near the middle of its under side, there
was a lateral ridge; and an obscure point of this ridge rested on a
second lengthwise-sharpened rock, slightly protruding firom the
ground. Beside that one obscure and minute point of contact, the
William Dillingham contends that "Melville meant to suggest Pierre's very center of being by the
Memnon Stone" (217). While I am basically agreeing with this remark, I am also trying to show how this
"center" is anything but a stable, reassuring locus of identity or meaning.
I'm thinking here of the gathering and ordering effect the stone's presence implies. Philosophically,
one might see the stone as a Derridean vision of the "center" around which meaning coheres in the
logocentric structure of traditional Western thought In a more aesthetic sense, the stone's placement in
the wilderness compares to Wallace Stevens' "Anecdote of the Jar," where the compositional "dominion"
of the jar orders the natural chaos around it and thus gives it human significance or meaning Like the
stone, Stevens' jar is fundamentally anomalous—"gray and bare . . . like nothing else" in the scene
(Stevens 76). In both cases, the mysterious center is both part of and apart from the composition it
composes; it is, in other words, unique because it "constitute[s] that very thing within a structure which
governs the structure, while escaping structurality" (Derrida 248). In this sense, Melville's conception of
the center anticipates structuralist thinking in its realization that the center is always a fiction.
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whole enormous and most ponderous mass touched not another
object in the wide terraqueous world. It was a breathless thing to
see (132).
The stone's egg-like appearance implies fertility and organic unity, both curious qualities
for a piece of rock which, after all, has no capacity for biological reproduction and is by
definition merely the fi-agment of a larger whole. Yet, as a representation of the center or
point of balance in human thought and reason, the stone is certainly generative, lifeenabling, and theoretically whole. Like an egg, "but flattened more," the narrator says,
suggesting both the flattening nature of fictional representation and the tendency toward
simplification that such flattening implies. Like an egg, but "pointed more"; Melville
playfiiUy reverses his previous gesture towards the flattened, two-dimensional nature of
fiction by suggesting that images like the stone are given a sharper or keener aspect than
they have in reality. This reversal looks forward to his suggestion in The Confidence-Man
that readers of fiction "look not only for more entertaiiraient, but, at bottom, even for
more reality, than real life itself can show" {CM 183). But this idea is undermined, again
playfiilly, with the added "yet not pointed"~a comment, perhaps, upon the elusive final
meaning of the symbolic stone. The Memnon Stone's presence, then, both has and doesn't
have a point. Like the doubloon and the white whale, it is both directive and directionless
as a coded object, pointing us toward and away firom understanding at the same time.
Ultimately, the stone is ripe or fertile with the promise of interpretive possibilities because
we see it that way—Z/Ae an egg—and yet it remains unclear whether this perspective is
simply a by-product of fiction or whether it constitutes the human perspective in

general.^^

Samuel Otter has argued recently for the collusion of landscape and ideology in Pierre, noting that "the
viewer must leam to deny and conceal" (59) in order to see and accept a particular perspective or
interpretation of a viewed object The willM act of composition he describes recalls Foucault's
description of the "normalizing gaze" mentioned earlier in my discussion of Moby-Dick. That is, in order
to deny or conceal the central anomaly of the doubloon—its resistance to conclusive meaning and thus its
potential to disrupt their system of logic—its viewers or readers knowingly or not try to force a particular
interpretation upon it. This situation also evokes Pierre Bourdieu's concept of "misrecognition,'' in which
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But perhaps these two possibilities really amount to the same idea that perspective is
always a collusion of fiction and reality; that reading is always driven by the need to
resolve unresolvable oppositional conflicts. Reading, in other words, seems to hinge on
the problem of binary thinking.
Pierre's concern with oppositional thinking is powerfiiUy illustrated in the Memnon
Stone, which is appropriately not one but two stones; the "smoothed mass of rock, huge as
a bam" is actually resting or balancing on a "second lengthwise-sharpened rock" (P 131,
132 emphasis added). Neither one nor the other individual stone constitutes the whole; it
is rather the two pieces together which create a third entity and its "remarkable" effect.
The "obscure point" of contact and balance between the two stones is the precise
(non)location of the Memnon Stone's mystery; it is the unseen dividing line which, like the
middle of a Venn diagram, carries the full weight of each stone even as it reveals itself to
be the enigmatic third of a pair. If the stone represents Pierre's "very center of being"
(Dillingham 217)--or i^ as I'm suggesting, the stone symbolizes the "center" of meaning in
general—then we must see this "obscure point" as the productive locus of mystery or, as
Derrida might put it, a point of infinite sign substitutions.^" As a "third term," the
Memnon Stone reinforces Melville's liminal sense of reading. The stone's "both/and"
nature is reflected in its appearance and in its potential for symbolic meaning. Like MobyDicks doubloon, the stone is an internal realization of Pierre's doubled nature; that is, the
novel is both Pierre's story and a metafictional reading of itself Generated shortly after his
a lie displaces a truth because participants are determined to willingly deceive themselves to
sense of order (Bourdieu 133).

maintain a

See footnote 28 for a brief discussion of the structural effect of the center. Here, I'm suggesting that the
novel reflexively foregrounds the anomalous stone's "Active reality," so to speak. In Derridean terms: as
the center of meaning, the Memnon Stone is both the subjert and objert of "freepl^," which de-stabilizes
and ultimately negates the idea of a fixed origin or ultimate understanding (Derrida 247). This idea that
the stone is fimdamentally "in play" is further developed in my discussion of its origin below.
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experience of writing the ambitious Moby-Dick, Pierre shows its author's painful internal
struggle between making money and making powerfiil art in the tradition of Shakespeare.
The stone centralizes Melville's thinking about reading in a philosophical investigation of
the relation between representation to reality and its complicity in virtually every aspect of
his art and life.
Consider, for instance, how notions of originality, authenticity, and individuality
are complicated by the stone's Greek-derived name. As the Memnon Stone, it recalls
Greek mythology, a traditional source of inspiration for Western literature, and thus it
evokes the cultural problem of realizing of an "American" identity distinct from the
nation's largely-European origin, la Melville's Classical Allusions, Gail Coffler notes that
Memnon was "either an Ethiopian or Assyrian king killed at Troy by Achilles and made
immortal by Zeus; the Greeks gave his name to the great statue of Amenhotep HI at
Thebes; this 'Memnon Stone' was said to make a musical sound at daybreak, when
Memnon greeted his mother [Aurora], the goddess of the dawn" (114).3i

There is

something reassuring and even charming about the statue's simrise song; these pleasant
qualities stand in sharp contrast to Pierre's other name for the balanced boulder. But first
we should note the problematic nature of the stone's mythological Greek identity. That is.

There is a subtle discrepanqr in Coffler's information. If Memnon was "originally" a mortal king who
became immortal through Zeus' grace, how could his mother have been a goddess? Memnon would have
been at least a demigod from birth, according to common reckoning of mythological lineage. As it
mystifies and otherwise complicates the question of Menmon's "original'' state, this cunosi^ anticipates
my subsequent discussion of origins.
Bulfinch's Age of Fable provides an interesting side-note. As Bulfinch has it, Memnon was the son
of Aurora and Tithonus, a mortal Trojan prince. The goddess asked Zeus to grant him immortality, but
forgot to ask for eternal youth. Eventually she became disgusted with her perpetually aging, decomposing
lover, and she turned him into a grasshopper. Besides its humor, this story tells us that Memnon was, in
fact, the offspring of two immortal beings. A far more interesting aspect of Bulfinch's account is his
careful suspicion of the remaining Memnon Stone on the Nile. Its "singing," he strongly implies, is a
carefiilly-planned hoax-a fiction,
that is-designed to beguile listeners into thinking they hear
otherworldly music.
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the "original" Memnon Stone wasnt original at all, but rather as CofiQer points out the
Greek co-optation of an ancient Egyptian monument to a man historians call the "greatest
Egyptian king of the Eighteenth Dynasty," during whose reign "New Kingdom art reached
its apogee" (Michalowski 21). In other words, the narrator's romantic invocation of the
mythological story of "that dewey, royal boy, son of Aurora" denies or conceals the fact
that the "monument in Egypt" was not built by the boy-king's "wailing subjects" after his
"dolorous death beneath the walls of Troy," but rather was erected during or shortly after
the reign of a long-lived Egyptian king centuries before 11 B.C., when the Trojan War was
supposed to have taken place (P 135). Thus we see that Melville's fictional Memnon
Stone embodies many of the themes—the problems of naming, origins, intertextuality, and
the relation of authorship to authority—that Pierre's best critics find central to the novel.
In a related sense, the "real" Memnon Stone's Greek-but-not-really-Greek origin illustrates
the uneasy relation between oppositions—particularly art and life—that I find central to
Melville's literary project and thinking in general.^^ ^s Bercovitch has aheady shown, this
discussion is also specifically ideological: all of these issues raised by the stone attach
themselves to the American project of realizing an "original" national identity apart fi-om
the European heritage of America's "founding fathers."

Like the Memnon Stone,

American culture and identity are complicated by a sense of thorough ambiguity where the
ideas of origins and authorship are concerned.
In The Dream of the Moving Statue, Kenneth Gross's discussion of the Memnon Stone suggests a
remarkably parallel understanding of the stone as a site of reading. Note how Gross reads the legend of
the stone's song in terms that evoke the kind of liminal consciousness I have been describing: "To inhabit
the stories about this statue in faa demands that we bold onto contradictory recognitions: that the voice of
the statue both acknowledges death and promises survival; that it is the ghostly voice of the dead and yet
the product of an arcane artifice; that it is an inhuman noise that has himian meaning, or a human voice
that is nonetheless subjea to both accident and crail; that it is both mechanical and miraculous; that it is
threatened by the very same persons who try to conjure and repair it" (165). It is tempting, of course, to
equate the "persons" of Gross's last observation with those who attempt to "read" the Memnon Stone,
including Pierre, ourselves, and Melville himself.
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Consider, for example, the curious "half-obliterate initials" Pierre finds "rudely
hammered" into the rock (P 133).23

^ text within (or rather, upon) a text within a text,

the mysterious inscription reflexively emphasizes Melville's theme of reading. Pierre's first
reaction to the initials "S. y® W." is one of disappointment, for their presence proves that
he was not the stone's original discoverer and thus, one might say, its author or father.
Echoing the problem of origins illustrated by its identity as the Memnon Stone, the stone's
inscription "seem[s] to point to some period before the era of Columbus' discovery" when,
"in quite another age, the stone had been beheld, and its wonderfiilness fiiUy appreciated"
{P 133). Pre-dating the origin of America and American identity, the stone suggests
unexpected depth in the country's histoiy—a depth capable, perhaps, of rewriting that
history. Naturally, Pierre is curious to know who this "departed" inscriber might have
been, for knowing his identity would help him to correctly read history, including his own
lineage as a reader of the stone's "wonderfiilness." The "white-haired old kinsman" he
consults on this matter declares, after much thought, "Boy; tis Solomon the Wise" (P
133). This outrageous answer amuses Pierre, who fancifiiUy imagines King Solomon
sailing to saddle meadows long ago on a gold ship, and pausing to carve his initials upon
the Memnon Stone between forays into the forest to shoot partridges. But Melville's
curious reference to Solomon in the first place, along with the hints he drops about the old
man reading "certain verses in Ecclesiastes," suggest that Pierre's easy dismissal might be a
rather shallow reading of his kinsman's dubious answer. On this note, Elizabeth Renker

Gross notes that the historical Memnon Stone near Thebes bears over a hundred inscriptions on its
base. Many, he adds, are "quite complex verse epigrams expressing wonder, praise, and thanks,
apostrophizing the statue diversely as a dead hero, living divinity, and mysterious oracle" (n239). This
palimpsest of readings upon the stone's base serves as yet another reminder of the subjective, ambiguous
nature of reading and of the stone's embodiment of this understanding.

75

has argued convincingly for Pierre's "foreshortened" vision, and his related chronic
tendency to "missee" or misread texts.^'^
Correct or not, the old man's opinion evokes a number of potent associations
concerning the stone.^^ First, if its discoverer is seen as the "author" of the stone's
"worth"—its significance and majesty—then Solomon is a likely enough candidate.
Credited for authoring 3,000 proverbs and 1,005 songs, and attributed with intelligence
and wisdom surpassing that cf "all men," Solomon can be seen as something of an urauthor-figure in Western literature (1 Kgs. 4:29-34).36 It is perhaps a coincidence that,
despite his great wisdom and accomplishments, and despite God's favor, Solomon's life
ends disgracefully, not unlike Pierre's: "Among all the nations there was no king like him;
he was loved by God, and God made him king over Israel; nevertheless even he was led by
foreign women into sin" (Neh. 13;26).

While Pierre's renown is a strictly local

phenomenon, his "richly aristocratic condition" as the direct descendant of a
Revolutionary War hero still establishes him as the favorite son of Saddle Meadows (P
12). Also, the parallel sense of gender conflict in the two stories suggests a complication
worthy of fiirther attention in future studies. Both situations—Solomon's and Pierre's—
See Renker 31-34 for a detailed account of this diagnosis.
The position in which Melville places the reader here is both frustrating and interesting. Logically, we-like Pierre—must consider the old man's answer far-fetched or even ludicrous, but it still becomes
associated with our reading of the stone due to its mere presence in this passage. In other words, we
recognize the idea of Solomon carvdng the initials to be a lie—a fiction—and yet we are still obligated to
consider its significance in our reading of the stone. This implicit understanding recalls my reference to
Bourdieu in footnote 29, where the "health" of the reader is preserved by consciously accepting a lie for a
truth.
The unavoidability of Solomon's presence in this situation is echoed by the fact that Pierre's ifiniCTnan
consults the book of Ecclesiastes in his research, a book whose authorship is ascribed to SoIomoiL
Apparently Melville had this specific information in mind as he was writing Pierre. In Melville's
Marginalia, Cowen notes that Melville heavily scored the Solomon sections in the First Book of Kings
during one of his intensive rereadings of the Bible during March, 1850, and again in the late fell or early
winter of that year (278-280).
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echo the "origin" of humankind in original sin, as in both of their stories women are,
ostensibly, to blame for the downfall of good men. The stone's strong association with
Solomon may be illogical for geographical and historical reasons, but it plays into our
reading of the stone regardless of logic. In its relations to ancient history and to a
historical, mythologized figure, the Memnon Stone resists understanding partly because
our reading of it can neither accept nor reject these associations. This sense of shifting or
oscillating between explanations or answers encourages the idea that a liminal reading of
the stone might very well be the only way to account for such thorough ambiguity.
In keeping with the stone's "both/and" qualities are its two names, which
effectively provide it with two identities at once. As a third term, the stone embodies
paradox and obligates us to accept both names or identities at the same time. And it is
fitting, given the disconcerting nature of paradox, that Pierre's second name for the stone
points directly to the dangerous, terrifying aspect of liminality. As the Terror Stone, that
is, the charm, curiosity, and intellectual intrigue of the Memnon Stone become threatening.
This more sinister identity, we learn, arises firom Pierre's contemplation of the stone's
"ponderous inscrutableness" (P 134), the central muteness discussed earlier.

The

narrator's attention to the looming peril in the stone's physical presence is evident in the
description of how Pierre often scaled its "giddy height" and crawled out upon its
"hovering end" despite every appearance of impending disaster. We are told specifically
that it "seemed as if the dropping of one seed ft-om the beak of the smallest flying bird
would topple the immense mass over, crashing against the trees" (P 134). As the symbol
of a mute, shifting center of meaning, the Terror Stone "exists" in an apparently permanent
state of transition: its impending "crash" places it between order and chaos, and this
position of "between-ness" makes it an anomaly, a site of disruption in systems of meaning
that would define it as either order or chaos. "Danger," Maiy Douglas says, "lies in
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transitional states" (96), and the Terror Stone is dangerous because it is constantly in
transition—in play—as both a physical disaster waiting to happen and as a readable text. In
this manner, the stone becomes an overly-readable text that is finally zmreadable "simply
because transition is neither one state nor the next, it is imdefinable" (Douglas 96). In
keeping with the Terror Stone's transitory, shifting presence are the narrator's references
to its "forehead-like summit" (P 134) and its "colossal haimches" {P 135), which assign
human or animal attributes to the stone and question its seemingly inorganic nature.^^ The
results—a mute, massive, sentient stone; a huge, crouching beast—are threatening,
mysterious, and potentially dangerous.
Pierre's reaction to the stone's terror is quite revealing. The idea that he "had often
climbed it" (P 134) as if to challenge its precarious balance suggests impulsive behavior
reminiscent of Freud's death instinct. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud argues for
the existence of object instincts other than the libidinal instinct. Chief among these is the
death instinct, which arises fi^om the understanding that "an instinct is an urge inherent in
organic life to restore an earlier state of things ... [it is] the expression of the inertia
inherent in organic life" (Freud 43). In a sense, the "will-to-terror" Pierre demonstrates by
tempting disaster can be seen as an instinctual attraction to the paradoxically productive
inertia he finds in the stone, an inertia so profoimd or compelling that he wishes to be part
of it. Even more convincing is Pierre's (melo)dramatic impulse to crawl straight into the
"horrible interspace" beneath the stone's higher end, "that spot first menaced by the Terror
Stone should it ever really topple" (P 134). Lying there "as dead," Pierre remains silent,
"for speechless thoughts were in him" (P 134). For a moment it seems as if he is actually
This view of the stone anticipates Pierre's later dream in which Momit Groflock-formerly known to
him as the Delectable Momitain—is transformed into "the phantasmagoria of the Mount of the Titans" (P
342). In his vision, the once benign landscape comes to life and Pierre sees Enceladns the Titan, "the
potent of all the giants, writhing from out the imprisoning earth" (P 345).
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communing with the stone's silence. But, perhaps growing accustomed to his position, he
is finally able to speak, and his "audible words" illustrate the important oppositional
function of the death instinct, as Freud describes it, in relation to the other instincts.
Namely, Pierre beseeches the stone to crush him "if Life be but a cheating dream" (P 134).
Wishing to avoid or escape firom a life that "is to prove a burden [he] cannot bear" (P
134), Pierre's seemingly braye but actually cowardly behavior in this scene can be
considered an attempt to evade the liminal process of human experience. The death
instinct, or the "backward path that leads to complete satisfaction," is "as a rule
obstructed," Freud explains, by instinctual repression (51). "So," he continues, "there is
no alternative but to advance in the direction in which growth is still firee—though with no
prospect of bringing the process to a conclusion or of being able to reach the goal" (51).
This description of human psychological growth clearly bears a resemblance to both
liminality and Riddel's process-oriented conception of American culture, and it also helps
to explain why Pierre's attempt to avoid being part of such process is less than heroic. The
stone's response to his plea is, of course, only more silence, and Pierre has no choice but
to crawl forth and go "his moody way" (P 135).
"[M]oody," melancholic, and ambivalent may be the most appropriate responses
readers can have to the maddening silence of texts. Reading in Melville consistently
reveals an unstable sense of meaning that is as potentially terrifying as it is rewarding. As
a philosophy of the mind, a way to realize oneself in the world and in relation to the world,
reading demonstrates again and again the multi-faceted, ambiguous nature of both the
world and ourselves. This understanding is the reason "merriment was by no means
Pierre's usual mood when thinking of this stone" (P 133). Despite the intellectual intrigue
and curiosity it provokes, the Terror Stone ultimately signals a void of fundamental
meaninglessness, suggesting that the utter isolation of the self Pip experienced 'mMoby-
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Dick is in fact the human condition. The potential for such liminal terror informs Pierre as
a whole, functioning as perhaps the only consistency in a novel characterized at the time of
its publication as a "magnitude of absurdities" and a "prolonged succession of spasms"
(Howard and Parker, 406-7). Despite their obviously negative tone, however, Pierre's
early reviewers seem to have intuitively realized what became inevitable and necessary for
Melville as he wrote the novel. Faced with the prospect that all reading—which is to say
all attempts to establish meaning in both fiction and reality—leads to the point of
unreadability, how could Pierre's tragedy be anything but the "most desperate in our
literature" (Matthiessen 471)? With its guiding idea that the act of reading is always
characterized by the ambiguities it reveals, Pierre is by necessity a complete mess, a
"botch" as Melville himself put it. Like the Memnon/Terror Stone, the novel is both
attractive and repulsive for reasons that all center on its thematic treatment of ambiguity
and the mess ambiguity creates in both fiction and reality.
Certainly much more can be said about the theory and function of reading in
Pierre, about the novel's related concern with oppositions, and about its philosophical
formulations of identity and meaning. My discussion, for example, has neglected the
book's important thematic concern with incest, an act that raises profound questions about
identity and culture, and a subject that has attracted the attention of some of Pierre"s best
critics.^® And one easily finds a number of other significant ways the novel reflexively
Leslie Fiedler's discussion of incest in Pierre offers an interesting way to consider reading in the novel.
The upshot of Melville's thematic exploration of incest, Fiedler suggests, is his conclusion that "in each
individual there is a fimdamental conflict of two principles, called variously earth and heaven, nature and
spirit, id and super-ego; and that every human being is bred of a marriage of these principles ... In
Western civilization, these principles are ^ically identified with the mother and &ther, and any attempt
to allegorize them produces, on a literal level, a story of incest To become somehow one with the &ther—
even at the risk of seeming to betray the mother or of threatening the sovereignty of the parental principle
itself-this is for Melville the meaning ... of Pierre's elopement" (423). Theoretically, it would be
possible to see reading as an incestuous aa because its ultimate drive for conclusive mpgning correlates
with the idea that incest seeks to unify or reconcile two opposing principles of origin.
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considers the relation of art to life. Pierre's brief but intense career as an author, for
instance, is relevant to a study of Melville's own career, and not only because the
narrator's comments on Pierre's juvenile authorship "amount to a virtual critique of
Melville's first three books" (Sealts 78). More profoundly, the intensity with which Pierre
approaches writing—along with the physical, intellectual, and spiritual exhaustion he
experiences as a resxilt—reinforces reflexive conclusions drawn elsewhere in Melville's
work, conclusions that emphasize the writer's (and reader's) liminal presence in relation to
oppositional thinking. "Here surely is a wonderfiil stillness of eight hours and a halt
repeated day after day," Pierre's narrator says to describe the process of writing (304).
But then he questions how "wonderfiil" it really is: "Is it creation, or destruction? Builds
Pierre the noble world of a new book? or does the Pale Haggardness unbuild the lungs and
the life in him?—Unutterable, that a man should be thus!" (304).

The romantic,

melodramatic sense of courageous fortitude casual readers might draw from such a
description is undercut by the larger realization of the "both/and" nature of language in
Melville, where writers and readers alike are both created and destroyed by their
dependence on language. Such thinking is endemic to Melville's work, and so writing
about reflexivity in his work is made difficult not by knowing where to look, but by
knowing when to stop looking.
Pierre's "cloudy metaphysics," as I have argued, are necessarily so. While its
reflexive entanglements may relegate Pierre to critical enthusiasm and public disinterest,
the novel remains one of Melville's major achievements and perhaps his most
comprehensive study of the relation of fiction to reality. In both Moby-Dick and Pierre,
Melville is clearly attuned to the transformative power of language. But language must be
received-that is, read—and the conclusion he reaches about reading is that whatever
freedom or "worth" it enables is balanced (if not outweighed) by the finally disabling effect
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of liminality. The doubloon reveals that multiple perspectives complicate the already
unstable concept of meaning, and the Memnon Stone—chiefly through its concern with
origins and authorship—applies this understanding to the related concepts of identity and
culture. As illustrated by Ishmael's unsettling experience at the Pequod's helm, reading
both creates and complicates our understanding of fiction and reality, to the extent that
reading has the potential to unexpectedly reverse one's world-view. The "both/and" sense
of meaning revealed in the doubloon and in the Memnon Stone points to the ultimate
inscrutability both body and mind—the "heartless immensity" of the sea (A4D 414) and the
"tremendous immensity" of the soul (P 303)—between which there finally is no distinction.
Melville's response to the Cartesian Age of Reason amoimts to a desperate pursuit of the
truth, darkened by the knowledge that such pursuit can have no end. Readers and writers,
which is to say all of us, share Pierre's fate to live a life of "thinking, and thinking, and
thinking, and thinking, till by-and-by all thoughts [are] blurred, and at last there [are] no
thoughts at all" {P 80). The figurative and literal death suggested by this final silence is
intensified hy Pierre's narrator, who contends that "[sjilence is the general consecration of
the universe . . . [it] is at once the most harmless and awfiil thing in all nature" (204).
Moreover, he declares, "Silence is the only Voice of our God" (P 204). Another way of
putting this is that, in terms of human logic, the only really accurate and perhaps sensible
reading is no reading at all. The psychic cost of this understanding is tremendous, for as
Melville understands, to be human is to be endlessly reading.
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Chapter Three

A GAME OF YOU: THE MAGIC OF READING EST LEAVES OF GRASS

One of the most powerful passages in "Song of Myself' occurs at the end of
section forty-four, when Whitman pauses to announce the apparently omnipotent persona
he has constructed. Establishing himself as "an acme of thuigs accomplished" and "an
encloser of things to be" has been his ambitious task up to this point in the poem, and his
calm announcement that this goal has been realized is truly a majestic moment (1855,
11)?^ If the reader has been following Whitman's reading instructions carefiilly—or, as I
will discuss shortly, if the reader has been playing Whitman's game—this statement can be
understood as a performative utterance because it magically enacts what it describes:
All forces have been steadily employed to complete and delight me.
Now I stand on this spot with my soul (1855, 78).

Whitman's arrival at this precise location, "this spot," echoes his earlier claim that "[t]here
was never any more inception than there is now" (1855, 26). Here, such convergence in
the "now" is realized to the extent that he is able to occupy a position in it, to "stand on
this spot" with a certain degree of confidence and achievement. Yet for all the selfs
magnificence, for all its cosmic power and apparently limitless reach, a vague sense of
incompletion seems to trouble its presence. Whitman does not stand alone, that is, but

1 quote here from the text of the 1855 edition, where none of the twelve poems it contains are titled.
For the sake of convenience, however, I refer to "Song of Myself^" and to all of Whitman's poems, by the
titles they were later given. Section numbers for "Song of MyselT and other poems are handled in the
same way. As the focus of my study is the poet of the first three editions, unless otherwise noted I cite the
text of the earliest edition of Leaves of Grass in which the poem from which I quote appeared.
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rather

his "soul," and this subtle implication of distance or distinction between "I" and

"soul" seems out of keeping with the otherwise stunning collapse and explosion of
oppositions in the "merge" he has been orchestrating. Perhaps his awareness of this
apparent flaw explains why Whitman begins the section with a slightly deferential
statement: "It is time to explain myself. ... let us stand up" (1855, 76). The notion of a
"world possessor," as Quentin Anderson has called Whitman's early persona (1992, 197),
feeling the need to "explain" himself to anyone at all is curious even if it is compatible with
the magnanimous qualities of the merge. Indeed, the very notion of explanation has
already been dismissed by Whitman, whose earlier promises to the reader included
immediate and accurate perception. "You shall not look through my eyes," he says in
section two, "nor take things from me, / You shall listen to all sides and filter them fi-om
yourself' (1855, 26). Still another curious aspect of this sudden need to explain is the
phrase "let us stand up." If "us" is read as Whitman's use of the royal "we," the need for
explanation he suggests is self-indulgent at best. But "us" is more likely plural here, as its
reference to more than one entity or presence neatly foreshadows the separateness of "I"
and "soul" at the end of the section. Such plurality is also in keeping with Whitman's
liminal sense of the selfs relation to others in the poem, where there is "[a]lways a knit of
identity" and yet "always distinction" (1855, 27). So how do we read this troubling
"soul"?
A similar sense of otherness is attached to the soul in Whitman's first extended
treatment of the selfs presence in the poem. Whitman opens section five by claiming "I
believe in you my soul" (1855, 28), where "soul" is part of a complicated chain of
associations and distinctions between self and other developed in the previous section.
Briefly, Whitman distinguishes the self of both personal experience and social interaction
from an essential self, a "Me" that he identifies as "what I am" (1855, 28). This essential
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self is decidedly liminal: it is both a self apart from the "public self' and a more profound
sense of being that appears to transcend the very idea of "personal" as well, because it is
distinct from the 1. That is, when Whitman says "I believe in you my soul," both "you"
and "soul" refer to an intimate other which is and is not part of "Me." Standing on "this
spot" with his "soul" thirty-nine sections later and announcing the unlimited power of an
eternally-present self^ Whitman still recognizes the "doubleness" of his presence and its
dependence on an intimate other. While this situation can be considered as Whitman's
version of the split subject, or of the Emersonian fragmentary consciousness, a slightly
different perspective seems to offer an even more productive analysis. Namely, I propose
that this intimate other in Whitman is embodied at least partly by the reader, the you to
whom "Song of Myself' is addressed and with whom Whitman desires to fuse or join in
the liminal space that reading creates. Such a fusion, I suggest, is the only thing standing
between Whitman's cosmic persona and genuine, unlimited freedom.
From the beginning. Whitman establishes a prevailing interest in the reader and in
the act of reading. This interest largely informs his poetry through the first three editions
of Leaves of Grass, and most often takes the form of the poem's speaker—always
ostensibly Whitman himself—addressing a listener or reader as "you." In terms of its
appearance, the framing situation of / addressing you occurs so often in Whitman's work
that in many ways it comes to define not only the poetry, but what many critics have seen
as the purpose behind the poetry. It may not be a coincidence, in other words, that
Whitman's best and most powerful poems tend to include this direct relationship between
writer and reader as a major theme or subject. In emphasizing rather than seeking to
disguise or erase the implicit conflict between representation and reality that literature
embodies, the poems foregrounding/andyow reflexively question and challenge the limits
of their own identity and potential as poems. Many of Whitman's best recent critics have
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centralized the role of the reader in his poetry, and my analysis hopes to complement their
work.'**' My interest in Whitman's "second-person poetry" pursues two of his major ideas:
the idea that representation and reality are never entirely separable; and the idea that their
proper fusion might enable a kind of presence or a form of power exceeding the known
limits of human ability and experience.^!

a sense, reading for Whitman can be

understood in terms of its magical potential to transform the limits of both representation
and reality, as well as the limits of writer and reader—the I and you of the poem. My
specific interest in Whitman concerns the way this "reading magic" is conceived, how it
operates, and why Whitman stopped pursuing its transformative potential after the third
edition of Leaves of Grass. As we shall see, the success of this magic is largely dependent
upon the reader, arguably the most necessary and troubling element in his early poetry.
The manner in which the you is conceived, developed, problematized, and finally
transformed in Whitman, I suggest, takes the form of an elaborate game that is equated
with the act of reading itselJ^ and which is played out in the dynamic relation between /
and you. While his interest in the magic of reading leads to many remarkable and enduring
achievements, however. Whitman's game turns out to be no game at all once he realizes
the terrible psychic cost it demands fi-om writer and reader alike.

This sequence of

C. Carroll Hollis {Language and Style in Leaves of Grass), Ezra Greenspan (Walt Whitman and the
American Reader), and Tenney Kathanson {Whitman's Presence) have done the most interesting recent
work in this area. Michael Moon {Disseminating Whitman), Kerry Larson {Whitman's Drama of
Consensus), and Donald Pease {Visionary Compacts) have also contributed valuable insights regarding
the questions of audience and reading in Whitman. Additional studies that address audience in Whitman
are numerous, but the ones mentioned here seem to reflect the most substantial discussions on the subject
to date.
I take the phrase "second person poetry" from Kerry Larson, whose 1988 study has been a valuable
resource for my own discussion of Whitman, and whose reading of Whitman will be addressed further in
this chapter..
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achievement and realization is what my study attempts to describe, beginning with the
basic "rules" of the game.
"Song of Myself' begins by recognizing the reader's complicity in the shape and
effect of the poem. Specifically, Whitman suggests that a certain agreement between
writer and reader is necessary for the poem's success:
I celebrate myself^
And what I assume you shall assume.
For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you (18SS, 2S).

Kerry Larson reads this agreement to agree as the outer firame of a "contractual" model of
art in Whitman which is "continually aflBrmed and reafiBrmed through the give and take
between self and other" (xv). Donald Pease has expressed a similar view of the selfs
dependence on otherness in Whitman. Being able to "celebrate" or authenticate one's sel^
he suggests, arises fi^om Whitman's imderstanding that a "potentially multiple individuality
provide[s] the basis for the equality, liberty, and happmess essential to the American
democracy" (Pease 110). However, Ezra Pound's earlier description of the "pact" one
must make with Whitman is worth noting because it recognizes the often-overlooked
problematic nature of Whitman's relationship with the reader.

Certainly Poimd's

description of this "pact" anticipates Larson's idea that Whitman's poetry only "works"
under certain contractual conditions. But Pound also makes it clear that strong-willed
readers might find the nature of "give and take" or "equality" in this relationship less than
magnanimous on Whitman's part."*^ Indeed, there is an uncompromising aspect to the

"*2 I am referring, of course, to his 1916 poem, "A Pact," where Pound describes himself as a rebellious
"grown child" who is "old enough now to make friends" with Whitman, his "pig-headed father" (Pound
27). Later in my discussion I will return to Pound's understanding of the complicated power (fynamics
involved in Whitman's conception of the writer/reader relationship.
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second line's insistence on agreement between writer and reader. "[W]hat I assume you
shall assume," he commands, and no questions are to be asked. The third line attempts to
tone down this voice of authority by implying that "I" and "you" are as one, which, as we
have already seen, is not the case at all.
On the one hand, the suggestion that everything is shared down to the atomic level
of corporeal substance registers on a cosmic scale that anticipates the poem's central idea
of the "merge." Whitman will introduce this concept by name in section seven and
develop it in the poem through several astonishing climaxes, and it is evident from the
beginning such cosmic "oneness" is particularly important to the way I and you are
conceived, despite the fact that this seems to be the only opposition that resists the merge.
Despite this grand perspective, the poem's first three lines also establish a profoundly
personal or intimate level of sharing, efifectively doubling the nature of the relationship
between / and you. Not "every atom" in general, but "every atom belonging to me" is at
issue here; the speaker is vocalizing his willingness if not his actual ability to join the very
material substance of his body with the reader's, to fiise his physical presence with that of
his reader. The idea is at once forward, intimate, and charged with sexual tension; it also
implies that ownership and privacy do not, or should not, apply to human relations. As
readers, our immediate question is: how do we read this? A certain tension between
public (or general) and private (or specific) seems to complicate the contractual
relationship Whitman is proposing to his reader.

On the surface, the first rule of

Whitman's reading game amounts to a kind of pact readers must make with the poem's
speaker. At a deeper level of understanding, however, the reader must recognize this
agreement as entry into a "doubled" sense of awareness and logic, a liminal space where
"both/and" thinking is foregrounded, and where representation and reality collide and
commingle, begiiming with the reader's treatment of the fictional speaker as a real
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presence. As a necessary but problematic part of his design. Whitman's game of reading,
as we shall see, involves keeping the reader in the game, but not in control of it. We must
"assume" that Whitman has our interests in mind.
A related early moment worth noting in "Song of Myself' is Whitman's mention of
the benefits or rewards you will receive for entering into his agreement. In making these
claims, it is evident that Whitman is also trying to "seU" the reader on the idea of their
relationship in the first place. His rhetoric is not unlike that of a modem-day car salesman,
whose interaction with customers is based on a give-and-take game of promises and
concessions that involves psychological as well as physical factors and incentives. Note
the list of promises in the following passage:
Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin of all poems.
You shall possess the good of the earth and sun
there are millions of suns left
You shall no longer take things at second or third hand
nor look through the
eyes of the dead
nor feed on the spectres in books.
You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me.
You shall listen to all sides and fflter them from yourself (18SS, 26).

Chief among these promises is the one made clear in the final two lines, where Whitman
assures his reader that his or her independence, autonomy, and individuality will be
preserved despite indications to the contrary."You" and "me" shall remain intact as
distinct personalities, he claims, even though the shared o-wnership of "[e]very atom"
implies a socialist condition of human relations, and despite the proud, primal celebration
of himself and his self-control earlier in the section that implies dictatorial or despotic
potential on his part. This promise of equal power in the relationship, along with the other
promises made in this passage, is clearly a direct appeal to the reader's willingness to
The contractual nature of this relationship is a major point of focus for Kerry Larson in Whitman's
Drama of Consensus (1988).
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honor the agreement. And this appeal registers on several levels. First, it must be seen as
strategic: Whitman needs you if his poem and its celebration of self are going to work
properly. Thus, he is doing his best to convince the reader that his "deal" is fair. Second,
his appeal shows evidence that Whitman is genuinely concerned or worried about his
reader. "You shall no longer take things at second or third hand," he says, apparently
sympathizing and perhaps empathizing with the relatively powerless, anonymous position
of the common man and woman. Donald Pease reads Whitman's later work as an attempt
"to recover for the masses what Jean-Jacques Rousseau called the 'common self" (115),
and we might see an early formulation of such an interest in this passage. In this sense,
Whitman's magnanimity strikes an emotional chord not unlike the biblical promise that
"the meek shall inherit the earth" (Ps. 37:11). Both of these ideas are developed in curious
ways elsewhere in the poem: the intimacy described between / dndyou in sections five and
nineteen, for example, strongly implies the need for sexual or at the very least physical
contact to maintain the strength of the relationship. Whitman's playful comparisons of his
persona to Christ also reveal concern for his reader's wellness, as in section forty when he
claims the power to ease the suffering of the dying and save those in despair. The
contradictory impulses of these strategically self-serving and magnanimous associations
with the reader echo the oppositional collapse of self and other implied firom the
beginning, and these aspects of Whitman's appeal to the reader in section two also look
forward to his related idea of the "merge" later in the poem.
The third and perhaps most striking aspect of this passage, however, is Whitman's
insistence upon intmiediacy. In all of his promises. Whitman offers the reader a direct and
accurate sense of perception that might simplify and intensify human experience beyond
the confines of the past ("the eyes of the dead") and codified knowledge ("the spectres in
books"). Such inmiediacy amounts to a direct relationship (a "oneness") with things in
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general that does not sacrifice one's individuality. The discrete, sovereign nature of the
self implied here takes Emerson's claims for the "active soul" in "Self-Reliance" a step
farther, in that Whitman's ambition seems to be to realize and actualize the "aboriginal
Self' that Emerson sees as a direct extension of the soul's intuitive, indeterminate "source"
(267). This "source" or "deep force," Emerson says, is "the last fact behind which analysis
caimot go, [where] all things find their conmion origin" (267). Emerson's notion of this
"highest truth [which] . . . probably cannot be said" (269) recalls both the meaningless
void Melville finds in Ahab's desire to "strike through the mask" (A4D 157) and the silence
of the Memnon Stone's "Mute Massiveness" (P 132).^ Whitman, however, claims that
the reader (and by extension, himself) can "possess the origin of all poems" and thus make
meaningfiil contact with the heretofore inscrutable, unreachable source of meaning. This
astonishing feat can be accomplished, apparently, through the dynamic relationship of
writer and reader. Significantly, all of these promises for immediacy are delivered in terms
of the reader's perception of "things," and perception is another way to say "reading" as I
have been using the term. The reader is promised the ability to receive input (particularly
visual) from "all sides" and then distill its essential meaning independently of assistance or
guidance. The ultimate benefit to the reader for playing Whitman's game, in other words,
is nothing less or more than the ability to read accurately."*5
Although the comparison seems milikely. Whitman's ambition bears some striking resemblances to
Ahab's in Moby-Dick. Both of them are primarily concerned with finding meaning where there appears to
be only chaos or silence. Both of them see the world in what might be considered grotesquely narcissistic
terms. And both of them ultimately seek authentic control over that which they perceive. Of course, their
motives and methods are quite different. Ahab's monomania is associated with revenge, hate, violence,
and an unrelentingly focused, suicidal quest Whitman's desire to realize the "merge" in "Song of Myself'
seems much less troubled, and although his motives appear to be contradictory at times, the magnanimous
qualities of his project contrast sharply with Ahab's dark vision. While both of them are capable of saying
"Talk not to me of blasphemy," we would never expert to hear Whitman speak Ahab's follow-up line: "I'd
strike the sun if it insulted me" {MD 157).
Later in n^ study I will also suggest that Whitman's complicity in this situation is suspicious in several
ways. The most striking of his potential ulterior motives for empowering the reader with such immediacy
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We see, then, that Whitman pays careful attention to the concept of reading in
"Song of Myself." Consider some of the key roles that reading plays in the piece: the
"success" of the poem largely depends upon the reader's compliance; Whitman spends a
great deal of time instructing the reader haw to read; and the poem's ultimate goalrealization of the "merge" for both Whitman and his reader—amounts to the projected
ability to read accurately on a cosmic scale. In considering Whitman's thinking about
reading, and the ways in which the act of reading informs his poetry both thematically and
conceptually, I have found it useful to consider this reflexive aspect of his work in terms of
an elaborate "game" Whitman develops and hopes to master in the first the first three
editions of Leaves of Grass. My interest in this game analogy is influenced in part by
Terence Hawkes' conception of the "play-text," which he describes as an "unclassifiable—
and so threatening" interpretive construct (77). The play-text is subversive in both form
and content because it offers productivity instead of conclusion. Hawkes elaborates:
As the site of competition between different ways of reading, the
play-text stands, not as a different kind of text, but as the occasion
which calls into question some of our presuppositions concerning
the activity of reading all texts. That is its value (77).
In practice, the play-text is above ail play^/: it literally "plays around" with possibilities
and resists the authoritative or absolute kind of meaning associated with traditional
conceptions of reading and understanding. This resistance keeps interpretation in play by
deferring a final "solution" or position regarding the text. More than anything else, the
play-text foregrounds reading as a playfiil, dynamic act.
is the possibility that Whitman's reading game amomits to an attempt on his part to literally gain control
of reading itself. Such power~the power of making, assigning, and determining meaning—is barely
comprehensible when considered at the cosmic, boundless level of the self s presence in his first three
editions. As I describe it, the self s authoritarian omnipotence in this case appears to be the only way
Whitman might conceivably overcome or control the distance between self and other.
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I am suggesting that "Song of Myself' and other major poems in Whitman's first
three editions are play-texts in the sense that Hawkes describes. Further, these works also
conceive the fi"aming relationship between I and you as a kind of inner or doubled playtext that transforms the act of reading into an experiment in cognitive magic. What is at
stake in Whitman's elaborate game is the selfs ability to exert, establish, and maintain
control over meaning, which is to say over itself- If reading, as Melville realized, is a (if
not the) substantial determinant of the human condition, then Whitman seems to take
Ahab's quest a step further. Instead of seeking control over unreadable texts like Moby
Dick, that is. Whitman seeks to control the process of reading itself. But if the reach of
his thoughts does not "enclose everything," he knows, if it does not contain all texts and
all possibilities of texts, then his project is "next to nothing" (1855, 41). In many ways,
such enclosure is Whitman's astonishing accomplishment in the early editions of Leaves of
Grass. Yet there remains always a single site of resistance to the nearly boundless reach
of his play-texts: the reader. Unable to convince, seduce, or even deceive his reader into
becoming part of his orchestrated merge, the best Whitman can do is to half-incorporate
this intimate other into his own presence and recognize such doubled presence when he
announces the extent of his cosmic power: "Now I stand on this spot with my soul" (1855,
78). On the one hand, the magic of reading accomplishes this doubled presence by
opening a liminal space between fiction and reality where both Whitman and the reader
might co-exist. Yet at least two problems complicate the potential success of this magic.
First, the reader's faith in the project and willingness to participate fiilly are always in
question.

And the more control and power Whitman asserts to gain the reader's

compliance, the more distorted and perverted Whitman's original ideas of

magnanimity

and equality become. It is tempting to consider this apparent impasse in his thinking about
the selfs relation to a specific or intimate other as a reason for Whitman's shift to a more
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benign persona beginning with the fourth edition. As I shall discuss in more detail shortly.
Whitman's game of reading seems to be limited to the first three editions of Leaves of
Grass.
But this is not to say Whitman's reflexive interest in reading ever disappeared. In
A Backward Glance O'er Travel'dRoads, written near the end of his life as a self-critique
or review of his poems, we find Whitman still instructing the reader how to read. He
insists, for instance, on a comprehensive view of the whole, where all of the poems in his
final edition as well as the Backward Glance essay itself should be considered as one great
poem—"Leaves of Grass," by name. He also remarks: "I consider "Leaves of Grass' and its
theory experimental—as, in the deepest sense, I consider our American republic itself to
be, with its theory" (1891, 426). This parallel between the nation and his poetry echoes a
similar declaration in his 1855 Preface, and invests his poetry in an irretrievably cultural
context that complicates the aheady problematic relation between private and public,
individual and group in his work.
Yet Whitman's later ideas about reading pale in comparison to his initial plans. In
tone and urgency, and in its power to intrigue and compel the reader, the act of reading no
longer seems a primary concern for Whitman by the mid-1860's. Consider, for example,
how differently reading is treated at the end of his career as compared with its centrality in
the 1855 version of "Song of Myself" The Preface note to Good-Bye My Fancy—ths
second "annex" which concludes the 1891 or death-bed edition of Leaves of Gross—ends
by invoking the reader and thus drawing attention to the act of readmg itself But the
invocation's commemorative air reveals his shift fi-om thinking of reading as an active,
empowering process to an act of monumentalizing and thus explaining the past. Clearly
transformed by the experience of the Civil War, Whitman speaks of "those hot, sad,
wrenching times" and "the wounded, suffering, dying" as the pivotal material of his
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collection of poems (1891, 408). He even posits Leaves of Grass in its entirety as a
"memorial" of this event: "Will the America of the future—^will this vast rich Union ever
realize what itself cost, back there after all?—those hecatombs of battle-deaths—^TThose
times of which, O far-oflf reader, this whole book is indeed finally but a reminiscent
memorial from thence by me to you?" (1891, 408). Whitman's address to future readers
here recalls similar moments in his early editions. In "Whoever You Are Holding Me Now
in Hand," for instance, the relationship between reader and writer across time becomes a
way for Whitman to make contact with his reader. But in Good-Bye My Fan<y, the "faroff reader" he addresses is far-off in every way imaginable. Ironically, it seems that as
Whitman's audience or readership grows and becomes more and more real, his reader
becomes much less so. The reader in Good-Bye My Fancy is no longer seen as a dynamic
part of reading, and so is distant and vaguely-formed. In any case, while its intensity
might vary, his interest in how readers might, could, or should read his poetry spans
Whitman's career and, as a rule, can be seen as an important conceptual part of his writing.
Still, Whitman's most powerful thinking about reading is found in the early editions
of Leaves of Grass. From the start. Whitman recognized enormous potential in the
function of language between writer and reader, and his original impulse seems to have
been to realize and perhaps extend this potential. As he points out in his 1855 Preface,
readers of poetry seek more than eloquent descriptions of the world around them; they
"expect of the poet to indicate more than the beauty and dignity which always attach to
dumb real objects" (1855, 10). This plainly refers to language's potential to achieve more
than a static signifier/signified relationship. More profoundly, he continues, "folks" expect
the poet "to indicate the path between reality and their souls" (1855, 10). This would be a
rather daunting project for one who is heedless of language's transformative power. But
of course. Whitman was well aware of the power of language and of the word's liminal
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"both/and" embodiment of signifier and signified."*^ "I sometimes think the Leaves is only
a language experiment," he once remarked to Traubel (DBN 3:72). Whitman understood
from the start that this "two-faced" quality of language considerably complicates the act of
reading, and that the traditional passive view of reading merely reinforced the gap between
words and things. Recognizing the word's dynamic nature. Whitman also recognized that
its delivery and reception were part of the same dynamic, and this is why his playful,
evocative, and provocative addresses to the reader of his early editions constitute an
elaborate game or experiment. Yet our tendency to think of games and experiments as
frivolous or simply preliminary and incomplete must not obscure the fact that, for
Whitman, something very important is at stake in the relationship between writer and
reader, and in the process of reading itself It is the immediacy of the "merge" of binary
oppositions, the realization of a fluid oneness on the cosmic scale, that is at stake in the
triangular puzzle of writer, reader, and text. Simply deciphering or translating the text will
not do; reading must go beyond traditional critical and scholarly scrutiny to achieve an
intuitive understanding that Whitman suggests is beyond language:
We understand, then, do we not?
What I promised without mentioning it, have you not accepted?
What the stutfy could not teach—^what the preaching could not accomplish
is accomplished, is it not?
What the push of reading could not start is started by me personally,
is it not? (1856,219)

Here in "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry," as in most of Whitman's early poetry, the central
relationship between writer and reader—the "I" speaking to "you"--suggests as its ultimate
goal or purpose a kind of mystical communion, a fusion of literary and real, self and other.

^ On this point 1 am indebted to Saussure's description of the sign as the combination or fusion of a
concept and a sound-image. See his Course in General Linguistics pp. 65-7 for a more detailed
explanation of these terms.
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Positing this communion as nothing less than true enlightenment. Whitman insists that it
cannot be accomplished by traditional methods—through schooling ("study") or religion
("preaching"). Instead, like his promise of immediacy to the reader in section two of
"Song of Myself," this transcendent moment of understanding is implied as an intuitive,
deeply felt thing. The final line of this passage, however, is by far the most interesting.
Tenney Nathanson has called Whitman's declaration that we are not reading "audacious,
since it patently flies in the face of simple fact: we are reading this poem and indeed this
declaration" (12). This attempt to achieve an intuitive understanding beyond language is
an attempt to erase writing, and by extension reading, firom the writer/reader relationship
established in the poem; as such, it is a bold challenge to traditional conceptions of
reading, and functions to establish what Nathanson sees as the magical presence of the
poet in the early editions of his poetry. In this sense, we might consider the transformative
potential Whitman sees and exploits in reading as an attempt to accomplish the impossible:
to get beyond reading by effectively gaining control of reading.
How this might be accomplished through reading is a good question indeed. Here
we might recall Pound's 1916 homage to Whitman, which confirms Whitman's centrality
to American poetry by describing a grudging reconciliation between two stubborn (or
"pig-headed") minds.

Yet Pound's acknowledgment of a literary father tends to

overshadow the most intriguing element of his "pact" with Whitman: namely, the idea that
a pact must be made in the first place. Pound's gesture of offering—even insisting upon—a
"pact" appears to explain his transformation firom resistance to submission as a change
made for the sake of art. There is the "new wood" that Whitman discovered, that is, and
poets shouldn't let petty rivalries or personality conflicts prevent its "carving" (Pound 27).
However, in light of Whitman's poweriiil troping of reading and of the reader/writer
relationship, it is probably more accurate to say that Pound is not "mak[ing]" a pact with
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Whitman at all; rather, after a long struggle he is finally accepting Whitman's initial offer,
and is trying to save a little face in the process. Pound's address to Whitman, after all,
hinges on the idea that he—as a reader, not as a poet—must enter into a certain agreement
in order to "make friends" or establish peace as the Latin root of "pact" (pax) implies.
As we have already noted, the first three lines of "Song of Myself' speak directly
to what Kerry Larson describes as a "contract" between writer and reader, and how their
mutual agreement is necessary in order to realize the merge. Up to this point. Whitman
has been described as the willful but magnanimous orchestrator of a strategic philosophical
power play, whose goal, should it be realized, would paradoxically "level" yet preserve
identity as an all-encompassing sense of cosmic oneness dissolves boundaries and allows
us to realize the essential harmony of ourselves and the world around us. The main
curiosity I want to consider in this grandiose scheme is the figure of Whitman himself
For, even as he treats the reader as an equal, claiming "It is you talking just as much as
myself' (1855, 82), and emphasizes the selfless nature of his project by insisting "I will not
have a single person slighted or left away" (1855, 42), Whitman undermines his apparent
benevolence with recurring claims to mastery, leadership, and authoritarian power. "Who
is he that would become my follower?" he asks, "Who would sign himself a candidate for
my affections?" (1860, 345). Contradiction and paradox are nothing new to point out in
Whitman, but their complicity in his own presence needs to be addressed, because such
irmer conflict calls into question both the capability and the integrity of a man who would
lead others with his vision.
The most striking evidence of his will to power in "Song of Myself' occurs in
section forty, just before Whitman assumes Christ-like power and purpose for his persona
by claiming the ability to save and "raise" the diseased, despauing, and dying (1855, 71).
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Addressing "you" as general and plural—"Man or woman!" he says (1855, 70)—Whitman
describes the concept of identity in downright sinister terms:

You there, impotent, loose in the knees, open your scarfed chops till
I blow grit within you.
Spread your palms and lift the flaps of your pockets,
I am not to be denied
I compel
I have stores plenty and to spare.
And any thing I have I bestow.
I do not ask who you are
that is not important to me.
You can do nothing and be nothing but what I will infold you (1855, 70).

Whitman's insistence on "bIow[ing] grit within you" is relentless and overpowering. He is
"not to be denied" in his aim to "bestow" and "infold," and the very idea of identity is seen
as dependent upon him and his interests: "You can do nothing and be nothing but what I
will enfold you." Even though he insists that "What I give I give out of myself' (1855,
70), the seemingly generous nature of such giving is clearly not selffejj.

Instead,

Whitman's generosity takes on the qualities of potlatch, the Northwestern American Indian
practice of "humiliating, defying, and obligating a rival" by the giving of considerable and
extravagant gifts (BataiUe 121). Based on the idea of overpowering or destroying through
sheer expenditure, potlatch excludes all bargaining and is concerned chiefly with the
recognition of the giver's supremacy. In this light. Whitman's easy dismissal of his selfcontradictory sense of logic appears to be an insufficient explanation for the self s will to
mastery. "Do I contradict myself? / Very well then .... I contradict myself" he says
(1855, 85). But the line that follows uncomfortably recalls the passage in section forty: "I
am large .... I contain multitudes" (1855, 85). This need, desire, or will to "infold" and
"contain" is what is at issue here, because it suggests that the relationship between / and
you in Whitman may be based more on mastery than equality.

One place to start

considering Whitman's "leadership" role in more detail has been suggested by Michael
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Moon, who finds a primary model of reading in one of Whitman's early stories. This
model is worth exploring as it consistent with my own interests, and because it offers a
usefiil way to think about Whitman's authority.
First published in 1841 when Whitman was twenty-two, "The Child's Champion" is
the sentimental tale of Charles, a downtrodden young boy who stops to gaze through a
tavern window at the wild drinking party within. A drunken, one-eyed sailor hauls him
through the window and tries to force him to join their alcoholic revehy, but Charles
refuses because he has promised his mother never to drink. In a rage the sailor begins to
beat him. However, John Lankton~one of the other revelers—is touched by the boy's
promise to his mother. Taking an instant liking to Charles, Lankton rescues him from the
scene and then promises to rescue Charles from his other hardships as well. The story
ends with the two of them seeking the shelter of Lankton's room at a nearby inn.
This brief summary, it should be noted, neglects many of the details Moon finds
significant. For instance. Moon's compelling analysis of the one-eyed sailor's treatment of
Charles reveals a thinly-veiled description of sexual assault, in which Whitman's
description "sound[s] more as though the sailor is demanding fellatio rather than merely
pressmg the boy to drink his brandy; Tlacing one of his tremendous paws on the back of
the boy's head, with the other he thrust the edge of the glass to his lips'" (28). While such
observations are intriguing, and lead Moon to note a pattern of "self-censorship" in
Whitman's later revisions of the story for republication, it is Moon's suggestion that this
story can be considered an "allegory" of reading for Whitman that I want to emphasize.
"The Child's Champion," Moon proposes, offers a model for Whitman's reader, compelling
him or her "to imitate the taking of a position of intensely desirous subjectivity" (69). He
elaborates:
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This, I would argue, is the primary model or "allegory" of reading
which most of Whitman's texts project. A person engages in the
private, privative, lonely experience of reading, "hid[ing]... aft the
blinds of the window" like the woman in the twenty-eight-bathers
passage, gazing through the text not only at the objects of desire it
posits but at the process of desiring itself as the text represents it.
The text first impels its readers into contact with abjection, and then
delivers them into contact with the supposedly saving affectionate
presence of the author (Moon 69).
Another way of saying this is that Whitman conceives his readers in the likeness of the boy
Charles or of the woman in "Song of Myself," desiring to be part of the observed scene
and yet also desiring the safety of their positions outside it. Joining the scene—physically
or imaginatively—on their own initiative would mean disrupting it, for one thing; it would
mean potentially ruining that which they found attractive or intriguing in the first place.
More urgently, for both the woman and the boy, joining the scene would also mean
breaking some social taboos and bearing the consequences of such transgression in both
psychological and social terms. A proper woman, that is, doesn't cavort naked with
twenty-eight young men at the shore; likewise, a young boy doesn't join a roomfiil of
drunken men to share their revelry, let alone service them sexually. So, in a sense.
Whitman's reader wants the best of both worlds: private and public, fiction and reality,
ideal and real. This view of reading may seem fairly standard; however, as Moon
contends, it is Whitman's project to fiilfiU the apparently impossible desire of merging such
oppositions. By coming into contact with the "supposedly saving affectionate presence of
the author," which is to say Whitman himself, the reader might realize a liminal kind of
presence in and in relation to the text. By making the pact with Whitman and agreeing to
the fiiU terms of the contractual relationship he offers, the reader might be "translated" into
the text even as Whitman, as author and narrator, is "translated" out of it.
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Yet, with an adverb Moon calls into question the savior-author's integrity. While
"contact with the supposedly saving affectionate presence of the author" is the ultimate
goal of the reading act for Whitman, "supposedly" casts a shadow of doubt upon both the
intentions and the quality of the author's presence. Both of the examples in Moon's
model—Charles in "The Child's Champion" and the woman in section eleven of "Song of
Myself'—feature a savior whose intentions may not be wholly

magnanimous

John

Lankton, for instance, is a heroic figure in the sense that he saves Charles fi-om a brutal
beating (and/or rape) at the hands of the one-eyed sailor. Yet there are some curious
qualities in Lankton and his behavior. HQs "instantaneous and strong liking" for Charles
seems a bit unwarranted, especially after the tavern scene when he promises to rescue
Charles fi-om his cruel master and "fiorther resolves to mend his own dissipated habits, all
on the strength of his newfound tie to the boy" (Moon 27). Even more questionable is
Lankton's suggestion that Charles stay with him at the inn and share his bed, an invitation
that the boy at this point needs "little persuading" to quickly accept (Moon 29). Although
their sleeping embrace sets the stage for Whitman's dramatic ending—an angel appears to
bless and kiss them—it remains uncertain why this final scene makes sense in the story.
Charles is described fi-om the beginning as a boy who is extremely devoted to his widowed
mother, and so it is suspicious that he forsakes her to sleep with a strange man instead.
Granted, Whitman's description of the boy peering through the tavern window suggests
that Charles himself desires intimacy—sexual and otherwise—with men. Yet Lankton, in
his role as the boy's savior, potentially delivers him fi-om one form of abuse to another, if
his attraction to and subsequent relationship with Charles involves other than wholly
magnanimous intentions. The question of Lankton's integrity is finally indeterminate, but
the shadow of doubt that it casts upon the savior figure in the story is more than merely
curious. Lankton's questionable motives, as Moon suggests, amount to the question of
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whether Lankton's "supposedly saving presence" can actually save the boy. Lurking
within this model of reading, in other words, is the possibility that the writer cannot fulfill
his end of the bargain because the bargain itself is a ploy.
The woman in the twenty-eight-bathers section also appears to benefit firom
Whitman's "saving presence" at first. She is "handsome and richly drest"; she owns a "fine
house," yet there seems to be a need for physical, spiritual, and sexual contact in her
lonely, materialistic life (1855, 34). As she gazes at the "fiiendly" young men bathing, we
leam that she is intensely desirous of them; in fact, "the homeliest of them is beautifiil to
her" (1855, 34). Whitman, whose omnipotent presence is well established at this point in
the poem, "see[s]" or reads her desire by reading her imagination: "Where are you off to,
lady? for I see you, / You splash in the water there, yet stay stock still in your room"
(1855, 34). With his privileged perspective of her mind. Whitman is able to grant the
woman's desire by projecting her presence into and among the group of men. This
presence is ghost-like and therefore allows her to fiilfill her desire without paying the
consequences of social stigma or, for that matter, of commitment to any of the men:
"Dancing and laughing along the beach came the twenty-ninth bather, / The rest did not
see her, but she saw them and loved them" (1855, 34). Naming her as the "twenty-ninth
bather," Whitman not only places the woman among the bathing men; she effectively
becomes one of them by merging with the group.'*'^ Her delight in this position is evident;
she is "[d]ancing and laughing" to find herself on the beach.

This scene suggests a Nietzschean understanding of naming^ where the "lordly right of giving names"
posits "language itself as an expression of power" (Nietzsche 1969, 26). In this sense, the apparently
beneficial results of being "named" into the bathing scene conceal the fact that the woman remains
unaware of the price of such liberty. That is, she has been subjugated by her namer. Whitman, who has
effectively taken possession of her mind and body in order to manipulate her within the scene. See also
footnotes 17 and 18, which describe a similar relation between naming and power in Melville.

103

But the situation takes an important turn here. Up to now, all contact in the scene
has been specifically visual. The poem's narrator and we as readers see the young men by
the shore and the woman at the window; she sees the bathing men; the narrator "see[s]"
the woman's desire; and when he projects her presence among the men, they "did not see
her, but she saw them and loved them" (emphasis added). While \drtually all of this
"seeing" is sexually-charged to some degree, this rather innocent sequence of observations
results only in the childlike joy of the woman "[d]ancing and laughing along the beach."
Once she is actually among the men, however, Whitman tells us the result of her closer,
more intimate view; "she loved them" (1855, 34). At this point, the scene's erotic qualities
become primary and the sexual nature of all the "seeing" begins to merge with a more
physical sense of participation. Noting erotic details such as the "[l]ittle streams" of "wet"
running "all over their bodies," Whitman describes the fiilfillment of the ghost-woman's
sexual desires as she secretly fondles, caresses, and even copulates with the men who
remain at least consciously unaware of her presence:
An unseen hand also passed over their bodies.
It descended tremblingly &om their temples and ribs.
The young men float on their backs, their white bellies swell to the
sun
they do not ask who seizes fast to them.
They do not know who pufls and declines with pendant and bending
arch,
ThQf do not think whom they souse with spray (1855, 34).

Here the woman's desire-sexual contact with the men without the consequences of
commitment, pregnancy, or social stigmatization—apparently has been fulfilled by the
author. He has projected her into the scene by "fusing" his authorial omnipotence with her
imagination, and, we might say, provided her with the best of both worlds. She can
"splash in the water" and yet "stay stock still in her room" at the same time. Yet there are
some curious qualities to this magical accomplishment. For one thing, we must remember
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that the woman's desire is granted by way of merging with Whitman; thus, the ghostpresence that cavorts among the bathing men must be understood as being at least halfwoman and half-Whitman. The "unseen hand" that passes over the men's bodies, in other
words, is just as much Whitman's imaginative presence as it is the woman's. In this case,
the savior-author's motives appear to be self-serving, for in a basic sense he is vicariously
fiilfilling his own homosexual desire through the figure of the woman. She is, in other
words, just as much a disguise or mask for Whitman as she is a maiden in distress.
Strong evidence that Whitman is aware of his own ulterior motive can be found in
the final stanza of the passage, where the act of copulation is implied between the ghostpresence and the young men, who "float on their backs" as the unseen lover "seizes fast to
them." Note that the men take the passive, traditionally feminine sexual position here; the
ghost-presence "puffs and declines" in the active, male position above them "with pendant
and bending arch." As a description of intercourse, this passage can certainly be read in
terms of woman-on-top coitus.'*^ But the association of the word "pendant" with the
ghost-presence suggests a male-male coupling, as the term's implied singular dangling
action evokes the image of a penis. Similarly, the final line reinforces the idea that the
unseen lover's identity and presence are more complicated than we might expect. The
young men "do not think whom they souse with spray," Whitman tells us. Given the
erotic nature of the scene, "souse with spray" is an obvious euphemism for ejaculation,
and the young men's unawareness of "whom" they "souse" is phrased rather curiously.
That is. Whitman seems to be implying that it would be startling and perhaps unwelcome
knowledge for them to realize or discover whom (or what) they "souse[d]." As fiirther
It is also possible to read this scene as a description of fellatio peiformed by the ghost-presence upon
the men. This alternative might appear more likely as the swimmers are, after all, "float[ing] on their
backs," an aquatic position hardly capable of supporting the weight of a lover above. Yet, the lover in
question is an ethereal presence and so such logic is questionable.
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evidence that their unseen lover is male (or, more bizarrely, partly male and partly female),
it is worth remembering who is being ejaculated upon. The unseen figure, who "seize[d]
fast" to the men and "puff[ed]" above them with a "bending arch," is "souse[d] with
spray." Unless one is willing to entertain the idea of coitus interruptus repeated in the
coupling of each young man with a female lover, the fact that the men are able to "souse"
their unseen lover with "spray" suggests that they have taken the traditionally feminine
role as well as the passive position in the act itself. In this manner, the strange presence of
the ghost lover in section eleven—a presence that is finally an indescribable fusion of
Whitman, the woman, and, as I will discuss shortly, the reader—reveals Whitman's
complicated "play" with the concept of reading, which is the primary vehicle for
satisfaction, experience, and knowledge in the scene.
The power of reading encountered here is consonant with Moon's discussion of the
transformative equations between "body" and "text" on which Whitman insists. That is.
Whitman's own body "can be successfully projected through, and partially transformed
into, his printed text, and his readers in turn can engage in contact with the actual physical
presence of the author, at least in liminal terms, as they read his book" (Moon 69). In this
case, the merging of body and text occurs and operates in multiple dimensions. Whitman's
/ merges with the woman; in turn, their doubled ghost-presence merges with the twentyeight bathing men. Witnessing these events and in fact enabling these merges, the reader
doubles or echoes the woman's desiring, voyeuristic position. The "unseen" presence is
further complicated if we understand that the reader, like Charles in "The Child's
Champion," is figuratively hauled through the liminal window that reading creates, where
one might come into contact with objects of desire. This, in short, is the magic of reading
for Whitman. The fictional woman, the real reader, the fictional I, and the real Whitman,
can all be translated into the great merge of the text through the transformative process of
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reading. In the end, all are refreshed and revitalized with the very stuff of life, and all are
seeded with the potential for further transformation. For, as the closing line of section
eleven makes clear, the experience of such contact leaves one "souse[d] with spray."
The supposedly reciprocal nature of this transformative process is questionable,
however, when Whitman appears to be vicariously satisfying his own desires or pursuing
his own interests through the reader, which often seems to be the case in his secondperson poetry. Kerry Larson explains away such manipulation by invoking the "special
ambivalence of Whitman's project, as well as the honesty of his temperament" (23). In his
view. Whitman's addresses to the reader "no more pretend to make up the rules of
exchange as they go along than they presume to do away with them. We instead find
them halted uncertainly between both options, simultaneously extending the promise of
conversational intimacy at the same time they are driven to insist upon a textual authority
that barricades itself against all scrutiny" (Larson 23). Larson's placement of Whitman
"between" magnanimity and manipulation, confidence and suspicion, attraction and
repulsion, is an accurate and productive analysis of his relation to \h&you. But I disagree
with the notion that he is "halted uncertainly" in this regard. Granted, a certain degree of
ambivalence defines the relationship between / and you for Whitman.

In "Song of

Myself," for example, he characteristically wavers between intimacy ("This hour I tell
things in confidence. / I might not tell everybody but I will tell you" (1855, 43)) to
aloofiiess ("I do not ask who you are ... . that is not important to me" (1855, 70)). Yet
such inconsistency hardly seems the product of uncertainty. Moon's suggestion that
Whitman conceives his reader in the likeness of Charles or the woman in the twenty-eight
bathers scene seems a more likely, more consistent, and more profitable way to consider
the strategic quality of Whitman's reading game. The "special ambivalence" Larson finds
in Whitman's relation to

you, in other words, is indeed a unique form of

Hminql
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positioning; as Ezra Greenspan has suggested, "the 'role' of the reader—Whitman thought
of it as such—was as carefully theorized and rehearsed as was his own role as persona in
the poetry" (107). Having witnessed his commands, promises, reassurances, confidences,
and subtle trickery, we have seen how "Song of Myself' is largely structured around
Whitman's insistence that readers play his game in the first place. The j/om alone resists the
merge, and this is the likely reason Whitman exerts so much energy trying to maintain the
liminal positioning of / and you in relation to the text. The best he can do, it seems, is
"stand with [his] soul" and acknowledge the shadow that both is and is not part of his self.
Without immediacy, without true communion, self and soul are as distinct and distant as
self and other. In this way. Whitman's game of reading becomes a game of you.
Stephen Railton has recently suggested that the you is, in fact. Whitman's chief
source of anxiety in "Song of Myself." His description of the>/OM's centrality to the poem
is worth quoting at length as it addresses a number of my own concerns.
In "Song of Myself" / is everything, the whole cosmos, except j'ok.
Hundreds of other persons are referred to in the poem—prostitutes
and presidents, runaway slaves and Texas Rangers—but they can be
treated as parts of the self You, on the other hand, though not
strictly speaking "in" the poem at all, exists as a separate
consciousness. Therefore you is the poem's only other character.
As the first line gives way to the second, it suddenly becomes
unclear what the poem is about. Is its focus the self and the
universe, or the self and the other, the poet and the reader? Which
is the occasion for the poem—all that the I is or the one thing / isn't,
that is, \h&youl (Railton 8).
Whether this anxiety is seen as a cause or eflfect of Whitman's project, the troubling
presence of >-<3^ as a "separate consciousness" is registered in many ways and on

many

levels in Whitman's first three editions. In "Song of Myself," the contractual relationship
set forth in the poem's first three lines establishes reading as both a major promise and a
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major problem. If the / is going to achieve the kind of powerfiil presence Whitman seems
to want, if the "merge" is going to happen, then the reader's effort, faith, and trust are
needed to realize the transformative potential Whitman sees in the act of reading. The
poetry, in other words, is largely dependent upon you, the reader, the "separate
consciousness" which appears to be anomalous in relation to the all-incorporating self. As
Railton implies but doesn't emphasize, it is the unpredictability and, more importantly, the
uncontrollable nature of the you that causes Whitman such anxiety and that leads him to
more extreme measures in an attempt to erase the distance between I and you.
Whitman's preoccupation with the reader defines "A Song for Occupations."
Following "Song of Myself' in the 1855 edition, this poem recuperates and foregrounds
the former poem's transactive relationship between I and you, and adds a tone of increased
urgency.

"Come closer to me," the poem begins, suggesting that the relationship

established in the previous poem was insuflBcient (1855, 87).

In "A Song for

Occupations," his impulse is toward a more intimate relationship with his readers, who are
seen now as decidedly plural and anonymous in contrast to his own singular, identified
presence;
Come closer to me.
Push close my lovers and take the best I possess.
Yield closer and closer and give me the best you possess.
This is unfinished business with me.... how is it with you?
I was chilled with the cold types and cylinder and wet paper between us.
I pass so poorly with paper and types.... I must pass with the contact of
bodies and souls (1855, 87).
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Here the mediating figure of the woman in the twenty-eight bathers scene is dispensed
with as Whitman pursues a more immediate kind of "contact" with readers."*' In sexuallycharged terms, the merge of "I" and "you" is described as a primarily physical experience
where active and passive roles are shared. "Come . . . Push . . . take . . . Yield . . . give":
these verbs alone suggest a wrestling match or other physical game. The notion that the
"cold types and cylinder and wet paper" can be (or have been) removed to allow the
closest, warmest, most intimate contact possible underscores such physicality and
develops its sexual quality with the unlikely contrast between machines and f l e s h . S u c h
a contrast between artificial and natural evokes the distinction between art and life that
frames the reader/writer relationship for Whitman who, after all, is trying to establish a
magical, "real" presence in the exchange between reader and text. Ed Folsom has argued
that in the first section of the poem Whitman is "moum[ing] the loss of life when li\dng
poems are embodied in a book" (137). While I insist that Whitman is directly challenging
such "loss of life," Folsom's point that "Whitman had always been concerned that the
transference of life into words, of presence into book, involved a depletion of vitality" is
sound (137). Whitman's intensified, more explicitly sexualized approach to the reader in
"A Song for Occupations" can be understood as a kind of serenade to the you that
attempts to retain as much vitality in their relationship as possible. "(Tit is you who give
the life" (1855, 91) is an idea Whitman repeats many times in the poem to emphasize how
important the reader's role is where the performative magic of the text is concerned.
This emphasis on "contact" is toned down considerably by the fourth edition of Leaves of Grass, where
the poem's first section has been radically edited and rewritten to remove all physical and sexual qualities
from the relationship between J and you. As I will discuss shortly, this self-censorship is very likely due
to Whitman's decision not to pursue his reading game with the^u to its logical conclusion.
This passage compares to Whitman's suggestion in "Crossing Broolyn Ferry" that we are not reading
the words we are reading, in that the printed text is still there despite his claim to the contrary. In both
cases, we see that Whitman is trying to accomplish the impossible being impossible himself
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We have seen how contact with and within the text can result in a strange and
striking transformation, as in the ghost-presence in section eleven of "Song of Myself." In
"A Song for Occupations," Whitman further emphasizes the significance of textuality as a
mutable, controllable presence for the reader.^^ For example, he notes the textual nature
of our most important wordly concerns: "Old institutions .... these arts libraries legends
collections," "our Union," and "our Constitution," not to mention religion and money in
the final section (1855, 91). For each of these "texts" he admits respect, but in each case
he insists that real, living people deserve even greater respect. Significantly, this respect is
always directed toward "you," Whitman's real, living readers. The great texts of society,
he insists, "have all grown out of you and may grow out of you still, / It is not they who
give the life .... it is you who give the life" (1855, 91). The ongoing act of reading is
what gives these texts "life," and thus we see that reading is synonymous with living for
Whitman, whose unspoken desire in this poem is that his readers give him life in the same
manner.
In order to win the reader's favor, trust, and agreement, he goes fiirther than he did
in "Song of Myself' by granting the reader the power of containment or control, declaring
"you and your soul enclose all things" (1855, 96). And it is interesting that the you is
doubled ("you and your soul") the same way the I was doubled in the former poem ("Now
I stand on this spot with my soul" (1855, 78)). This mirror image effect seems to inform
the poem's central question, which is concerned with identity and the quality of human
relations:
Will the whole come back then?
Can each see the signs of the best by a look in the lookingglass? Is there

This view of textual ambiguity stands in dirert contrast to Melville's view, which I described in Chapter
Two as being anything but "controllable" for the reader.

Ill
nothing greater or more?
Does all sit there with you and here with me? (1855, 92)

The "whole" and the "all" of this passage invoke the wholeness or oneness of the "merge."
As in "Song of Myself" the question of whether or not "the whole" will "come back" or
be realized seems to hinge on the collapse of the selFother opposition. The final line
suggests that both the / and the you have access to the "all," to the merge, and yet the
passive verb "sit" implies an inactive, unproductive state of things. Contact that fuses self
and other such that there is only self^ the poem suggests, is needed to realize the "whole."
It is interesting that Whitman describes our only tangible evidence of this ideal state in
terms of self-reflection. Not only is Whitman's game (of reading and/or oiyou) driven by
his reflexive attention to writing, reading, thinking, and living; he also suggests that access
to the merge, the ultimate goal of his magical aspirations, is found in the act of reading the
self. "See[ing] the signs," which is to say reading the textual traces, of the "best," the ideal
state of being, amounts to looking in the mirror and realizing there is "nothing greater or
more" than the self-conscious self.^^ Before Whitman, Alexis de Toqueville had observed:
"In democratic communities, where men are all insignificant and very much alike, each
man instantly sees all his fellows when he surveys himself. The poets of democratic ages
can never, therefore, take any man in particular as the subject of a piece" (180). As James
E. Miller Jr. has noted. Whitman's placement of the self in the center of philosophical and
aesthetic thought both agrees and conflicts with Toqueville's observation because, even
though he extends the heroic nature of self to all people in society. Whitman's self is
hardly "insignificant" or identical to other senses of self in his poetry (Miller 37).

The act of looking described here in Whitman compares with Melville's emphasis on looking in Pip's
soliloquy. In both cases, looking is equated with reading, and in both cases, as we shall see, t^
fundamental human act is both enabling and disabling. See my discussion of Pip's soliloquy in Chapter
Two for a brief description of the oppressive fimction of looking.
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Whitman ends "A Song for Occupations" with a list of textual objects that have a
powerful fimction in society, but which he characterizes as impotent and lifeless without
readers to actualize their power.

When the "psalm," "script," "pulpit," "eucharist,"

"university course," "minted gold," and "warrantee deeds" can read and thus speak for
themselves, he says in closing, "I intend to reach my hand and make as much of them as I
do of men and women" (1855, 97).

His phrase, "make as much," appears to be

synonymous with "praise," an interpretation in keeping with his generous treatment of
people in general in the poem. Yet a vaguely unsettling echo of Whitman's authoritarian
role in "Song of Myself' seems to lurk here as well. That is, even as he praises and
empowers his reader, he reads the reader and so treats the you as a text in the same way
he declares that "you" give texts "life." He not only "make[s] .. . much" of his readers; he
makes them as well. It would be unfair to criticize, let alone indict. Whitman on this point,
however. His praise of people and his wish for their "Happiness . . . not for another hour,
but this hour" seem to be genuinely magnanimous, and his poem's project of "giving place
to men and women" is clear throughout (1855, 96). The point is not that Whitman
manipulates and objectifies his reader in the complex game he orchestrates. The point is
that he cannot do otherwise. In his desire to close the gap between self and other, and so
realize an Edenic state of human accord with nature, Whitman increasingly becomes aware
that all perception is reading and all reading is an exertion of subjective power's fhis
realization presents a problem, to say the least, for someone who is promoting the poet as
a generous sharer of power and leveler of distinctions.
"The American bard," Whitman writes in his 1855 Preface, "shall delineate no class
of persons nor one or two out of the strata of interests nor love most nor truth most nor

Again, see footnotes 17 and 18 for a description of the same realization in Melville.
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the soul most nor the body most . . . and not be for the eastern states more than the
western or the northern states ore than the southern" (1855, 14). But, as Mark Bauerlein
has suggested, in his poetry Whitman finds himself immersed in a struggle with language:
In his poems. Whitman brilliantly dramatizes his struggle with
language, his attempt to find a natural idiom adequate to the soul.
Then, he asks his readers to engage in a reverse struggle; that is, to
decipher the soul that is using the language to represent itself (50).

The kind of immediacy and unmediated contact with the other Whitman hopes to achieve
through the performative magic of writing and reading (or speaking and hearing) is
complicated and ultimately prevented by his very mediimi: language.

Because it

necessarily depends on the oppositional logic of language systems to conceive itself in the
first place, human thought makes the very idea of leveled or declassified perception
impossible. Here Whitman's conflict with language recalls the unresolved conflict between
the real and ideal that characterizes American thinking, as noted earlier in my discussion of
Pierre.

Whitman—like Melville and, as we shall see, like Dickinson—finds liminal

consciousness the most promising means of resolving this conflict. The trouble with
liminality's "both/and" nature, however, is that meaning must remain in play to be
effective, and it must embrace the negative as well as the positive—an idea that Whitman
will find increasingly difBcuIt to accept in terms of his own agency.
"Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" can be seen as Whitman's last major attempt to
accomplish the impossible. The sense of immediacy Whitman achieves in his direct
addresses to the audience in "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" is, Tenney Nathanson suggests,
"one of Whitman's finest accomplishments" (2), because it is the closest Whitman ever
comes to gaining and providing access to the magical, transformative powers of reading.
Seeing the self in everyone and everything, and mirroring the same apprehension of self
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back to those who see him. Whitman claims a sense of immediacy and fusion beyond
language and beyond the act of reading at the poem's climactic moment in section eight;
What is moie subtle than this which ties me to the woman or man that looks
into my face?
Which fuses me into you now, and pouis my meaning into you?
We understand, then, do we not?
What 1 promised without mentioning it, have you not accepted?
What the study could not teach—^what the preaching could not accomplish
is accomplished, is it not?
What the push of reading could not start is started by me personally, is it
not? (1856, 219)

The "now" of the poem is timeless and without distance, according to Whitman's
declarations: "It avails not, time nor place—distance avails not, / I am with you" (1856,
212). In the magical economy of performative utterance, the gap between subject and
object (or self and other) is closed as a result of the erasure of conceptual measurement.
Along with time and distance, Whitman also says "place avails not" (1856, 214) as a way
to further disperse his identity. For such dispersal is his means of identification with the
reader in "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry," where the merge is seen as a "simple, compact, welljoin'd scheme" where everyone, including himself is "disintegrated yet part of the scheme"
(1856, 211). Backing oflf fi^om the majestic and at times authoritarian persona of his first
edition. Whitman instead concentrates on leveling distinctions through the performative
logic informing the poem, which is riddled with references to qualities, feelings, and things
that the I shares with the you. In a sense, this emphasis on the sameness of / and you
shifts his game of reading from a game of reading you to a game of not-reading you.
Section three is structured around a long list of such sameness, which begins "Just as you
feel when you look on the river and sky, so I felt, / Just as any of you is one of a living
crowd, I was one of a crowd" (1856, 213). Whitman's subsequent claim about all these
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commonalties—"These and all else were the same to me as they are to you" (1856, 214)—
suggests that both / and you find meaning in the same way and with the same results.
Significantly, this fiision, this sense of immediacy between I ^nd.you takes place beyond or
without the "push of reading"; in other words, the I and the you have access to meaning
without the interference of reading, which up until now has been the primary (and perhaps
only) human means of finding, constructing, and establishing meaning. To suggest that
the act of reading has been transcended, or, if not, has been transformed into a more
immediate, intuitive, and unmediated method of communication and thus thinking is a bold
claim indeed, and once again it is an idea that depends on performative magic for its
success.
Yet the reader (or you, or other) who participates in this magical union, who
allows him or herself to be "disintegrated" into the "well join'd scheme," is still faced with
the overpowering presence of the /, despite all of Whitman's carefiil attempts to level
distinctions. For one thing, the overthrow of reading he announces in the final line of
section eight, deleted in later editions of Leaves of Grass, seems to repeat a fairly common
ideological problem. That is, one of the dangers of revolution is that the former source of
oppression (the king or, in this case, the traditional sense of reading) will only be replaced
by a new source of oppression. So, ironically, Whitman sets himself up as the new king
even as he insists that he is doing otherwise. The "push of reading" could not "start" or
enable the immediacy of the merge, he points out: it "is started by me personally, is it
not?" (emphasis added). Despite the poem's comprehensive blurring of categories through
the merge of I and you, the dialectic is preserved here by Whitman's role as author, which
necessitates his taking credit for the preparation, if not the creation, of the you's
assimilation into the merge. His final question—"is it not?"~reinforces this idea because it
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is purely a rhetorical device, a subtle, strategic way of making the j/otf unconsciously think
"Why, yes, of course."
Despite his claims to the contrary in "Song of Myself)" we noted how Whitman's
function as the orchestrator of the "merge" necessitated his control of all texts, including
th&you. "Crossing Brooklyn Feny," is perhaps one of his most moving and magnanimous
statements about the relation between self and other, self and world, yet once again we
find Whitman wavering between xh&you's resistance and the Fs authority. Again, we must
remember that this wavering is both strategic and partly out of Whitman's control, due to
his realization that all reading is an exertion of subjective power. A major difference
between the I of "Song of Myself' and the I of "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry," however, lies
in the way Whitman conceives of the "soul" in each poem. As we have already noted, the
disparity between "I" and "soul" in "Song of Myself' leads to anxiety over the poem's ;/ow
and its complicity in maintaining distinctions even as Whitman seems to want to free the
y(ni, along with himself, from the boundaries of life and mind he finds contrary to his
democratic principles. In contrast, the final line of "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" significantly
reconceives the concept of "soul" as a shared, universal thing or phenomenon. No longer
attached to a specific entity (e.g. /, you, or other), the soul now takes on qualities very
similar to those of the merge as it refers primarily to a oneness that spans time and
distance. In this manner, the soul becomes a meeting-place for "I" and "you"; it becomes a
neutral space of mutual empowerment because "soul" no longer "belongs" to the realm of
either / or you. In the closing stanza of "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry," "you" ostensibly
refers to the "cities" which end his long list of people and things in the previous stanza.
But it is clear, from the poem's thematic interest in the figure of the reader, that "you" here
includes not only all the people and things listed, but lbs you reading as well.
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We receive you with fiee sense at last, and are insatiate henceforward.
Not you any more shall be able to foil us, or withhold yourselves &om us.
We use you, and do not cast you aside—we plant you permanently
within us.
We fathom you not—we love you—there is perfection in you also.
You furnish your parts toward eternity.
Great or small, you fiimish your parts toward the soul (18S6,221).

Read as yet another direct address to the reader, this passage makes some intriguing
claims for the relationship between "I" and "you" in Whitman. First, Whitman clearly
states his inability to understand or read "you" when he admits "We fathom you not." ffis
claim to "love you" despite this inability illustrates a degree of magnanimity and perhaps
faith that he was unable to achieve in "Song of Myself" and his recognition that "there is
perfection in you" as well as in himself reinforces the idea that power, significance, and
majesty have been dispersed or "disintegrated" where before it was not. Note, however,
that the first two lines of the passage almost sound victorious. Finally making contact
with the you in the poem's magical space of performative utterance indeed constitutes a
breakthrough on Whitman's part, for the timeless "now" of the poem can be seen as an
enactment of the merge. But Whitman's use of the language of conquest~"Not you any
more shall be able to foil us, or withhold yourselves from us"~is an uncomfortable
reminder that Whitman's "leadership" role may be based more on mastery than equality.
Confiising this issue is Whitman's pluralization of both the I dxviyou positions. His
characteristic personal pronoun "I" is entirely absent from the passage; "we" has taken its
place. The plural term in the second line~"yourselves"—indicates that the you is also
multiple. Given Whitman's magnanimous description of "you" here as a participant in
"perfection" and "eternity," and given the himible, respectfiil tone of the last line in
particular, such plurality may be read most productively in terms of the poem's
performative economy. That is, "we" cmd "you" make sense as a reference to all the fiised
parts in the merge, to everything he has just named into the merge through the magic of
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performative utterance. In other words, both "we" and "you" refer to a collective identity
that includes not only the I and you of the poem, but astonishingly, all of the things
Whitman has listed as well, including cities, the river, the "scallop-edg'd waves," the
clouds," and the "flags of all nations." In pursuing his vision of oneness, of a democratic
ideal state of being that includes all and excludes none. Whitman seems to equate the
merge in "Crossing Brooklyn Feny" with the "soul" itself In the poem, the idea of the
"soul" is equated with "perfection" and "eternity," and it is also described as an end-in
process. The plural "you" who "fiimish your parts toward the soul," is a collective
pronoun that describes all things and includes the past, present, and future in its
comprehensive scope. By the same logic, "we" and "us" in this passage refer to precisely
the same thing. The identification with "you" that Whitman articulates here helps to ease
some of the tension and uncertainty we noted regarding the language of conquest he uses.
"We" and "us," that is, refer to "you" as well as to Whitman, and so theoretically, any
impulses toward mastery in the poem belong equally to the / and ihsyou.
This reconfiguration of "soul" can be seen as Whitman's last major attempt to
accomplish the merge its original conception as a liminal bonding between self and other
through the medium of the poem, through language. It is perhaps fitting, then, that
Whitman singles out "Appearances" in his apostrophic address as a necessary obscurity in
the act of reading. Words, after all, are appearances of the things they name, rather than
the actual substances of the things themselves.

Note how Whitman accepts and names

appearances into the merge as well: "Appearances, now or henceforth, indicate what you
are, / You necessary film, continue to envelop the soul" (1856, 221). Perhaps the most
formidable obstacle to the kind of reading accuracy he described in "Song of Myself"
appearances are accepted as obstacles, as the "necessary film" that not only obscures but
also contains (or gives form to) "the soul." Remembering that "soul" has achieved new
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meaning for Whitman as a synonym for the "merge" itself^ we might see his concession
here that the opposition between fiction and fact, or appearance and reality, is "necessary"
to human thought. The only way we can conceive of Whitman's "now," his ideal state of
all-encompassing oneness, is the only way he can present or describe it to us; as a text to
be read. As a figure for the merge, the soul is, at bottom, constituted by the act of
reading. In this sense. Whitman had no choice but to delete the line where he claims to
transcend reading fi-om subsequent editions. For even when we attempt to achieve or
even to consider the impossible, we cannot get around or beyond the fact that reading is
essential to our very process of thinking, of cognition.
The Calamus sequence, by far the most significant addition to Leaves of Grass in
the I860 edition, represents Whitman's last serious work with illocutionary poetry. These
poems, very much organized as a performance for the you, find Whitman's persona
withdrawn fi-om the public grandstanding of his earlier editions. The space of the writing
itself is seen as a "secluded spot," a natural retreat where "by margins of pond-waters" he
might speak fi-eely "Here by [him]self away fi^om the clank of the world" (1860, 341). In
keeping with his earlier treatment of the relation between I and you, this space is still
liminal; he is both alone and not alone since we are reading his secret thoughts. As the
final form or phase of the reading game I have been describing, it is clear that in the
Calamus poems Whitman is quietly submitting to the idea that the reader or you is an
unknowable and equally sovereign entity m relation to the /. While he still conmiands a
strategic sense of control over his own authorship. Whitman puts his faith in the reader's
acceptance of the "scented herbage of [his] breast," the "sweet leaves" that represent his
texts, his own inner (and primarily erotic) desires, and his dissolution into nature after
death (1860, 343).
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"Whoever You Are Holding Me Now in Hand," the most obviously illocutionary
poem of the sequence, is both a warning and a study of the game-like relation between I
and>'OM.
Whoever you are holding me now in hand.
Without one thing all will be useless,
I give you fair warning before you attempt me fiirther,
I am not what you supposed, but far di£ferent (1860, 345).

The "one thing" required to make Whitman's poetry "work" can be read as the erotic
connection Whitman demands of his reader, in which case it is tempting, and perhaps also
accurate, to read such eroticism in terms of homosexual desire. The encounters Whitman
describes between the I and the you are of a secretive, furtive nature: "by stealth in some
wood for trial, / Or back of a rock in the open air" (1860, 346). Coupled with the warning
of potential danger in the relationship, this air of secrecy supports the idea of social
disapproval. Yet the "one thing" also can be read as a reference to the ideal relationship
for Whitman between reader and writer, a relationship that is clearly charged with erotic
energy but which is also concerned with the construction of meaning and identity through
the process of reading.

Whereas his earlier descriptions of this relationship were

celebratory and optimistic, by 1860 Whitman is ail too aware of the demands it places on
the you;

I do not mean to overlook the fact that the writer/reader relationship in Whitman is clearly charged
with erotic energy, and that this eroticism certainly contributes to the construction of meaning and
identity. But for the purposes of my focus on issues of power, liminality, and magic in reading for
Whitman, I am limiting nqr analysis of this erotic connection to a few passing remarks. Michael Moon's
Disseminating Whitman, along with Breaking Bounds, the recent collection of essays edited by Betsy
Erkkila and Jay Grossman, are probably the two best introductions to the growing bo^ of criticism that
concerns Whitman's sexuality.
It should also be noted that, in Chapter Four, I address the relationship between literary stucfy and
sexual orientation in more detail when considering the impact sexual politics have had upon Dickinson
criticism.
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The way is suspicious, the result uncertain, perhaps destructive.
You would haw to give up all else, I alone would expect to be your sole
and exclusive standard.
Your novitiate would even then be long and exhausting.
The whole past theory of your life and all conformity to the lives around
you would have to be abandoned (1860, 345).

This passage appears to be a rather direct comment upon the authoritarian, even imperial
persona of the original 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass. As such. Whitman seems to
recognize the "suspicious," "uncertain," and "perhaps destructive" nature of his earlier
desire to meet the }/ou (or other) in liminal space. In "Whoever You Are," Whitman's
declaration that he must be the you's "sole and exclusive standard" is chilling due to its
echo of the distant "soul" in "Song of Myself' and the shared soul in "Crossing Brooklyn
Ferry." Here, the I seems to be in "sole" control of the soul. In a related and slightly less
oppressive sense, "I" can been seen to represent or embody the idea of the merge in this
poem, in contrast to the strictly participatory role the / played in "Crossing Brooklyn
Ferry." In both cases, the poem is Whitman's clearest articulation of "the tension between
his private needs and the public performance in which he sought to satisfy them right up to
the surface of the poetry. Either the love of comrades is what knits the multitude
together, or it is what distinguishes the few from that multitude, but it cannot be both"
(Railton 24). As Stephen Railton suggests, by the time he was writing the poems of the
Calamus sequence. Whitman seems to have realized (or perhaps accepted what he realized
all along) that his desire to magically fuse oppositions through a game of reading was
doomed.

Despite its clear association with the ideals of democracy, his project's

centralization of erotic desire becomes increasingly dangerous as the you addressed in the
poems becomes increasingly plural and diverse.

Not every reader is going to be a

"candidate for [his] affections" (1860, 345), and, as Whitman declared at the outset, if his
poems "do not enclose everything they are next to nothing" ("Song of Myself' 1855, 41).
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The fundamentally subjective nature of reading that we observed in relation to Melville, in
other words, comes to bear on Whitman's abandonment of his original ambitions for the
merge.
Whitman's increasingly politicized interest in addressing, not to mention speaking
for, the democratic masses in the early 1860's suggests that his game of "hints" and poses,
of shock tactics and give-and-take with the reader was abandoned in favor of an approach
more suitable to his new ambitions. The shifting, fluid continuimi between self and world
Whitman created in the early editions of Leaves of Grass necessitated an unsettled,
undefined relationship between the individual and modem democratic society, but the poet
who would write "When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd" had no use for such a
liminal state of being. The nation's profound experience of the Civil War, along with
Whitman's interest in "recover[ing] for the masses what Jean-Jacques Rousseau called the
'common self" (Pease 115), must have made his earlier aesthetic and philosophical
interests seem too narrow and self-indulgent. Of course, his early indulgence in the self
may be one of Whitman's strongest points, as modem critical response to the first three
editions of Leaves of Grass seems to attest. James Dougherty once claimed that "[t]he
American hero is not a man of action like Achilles or Roland, but a hero of consciousness"
(7), and in the first three editions of Leaves of Grass Whitman inscribed into our cultural
consciousness the value and power of the thinking self. As the Good Gray Poet, Whitman
composed many enduring poems. Yet he never recaptured the exhilarating power of his
early work, primarily because he abandoned his original project of establishing a liminal
state of mind for himself and his reader through the power of reflexive and dynamic
reading. It may very well be that by 1860 Whitman realized there was no escaping the self
and its desires, but as the major poems of his early editions illustrate, the transcendence of
subjectivity into a realm of intuition and oneness is a powerfiilly attractive goal for people
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living in a state of process, even when their "end" is a process represented on the printed
page.
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Chapter Four

DOUBLETHINKING DICKINSON

1.

Established scholars and critics of American literature were unanimously appalled
in 1951 by the appearance of Rebecca Patterson's The Riddle of Emily Dickinson.
Denouncing the book as "unpleasant" (Bishop), "coarse" (Joost 245), "perverse" (Johnson
34), and even "hideous" (Ochshom 94), their overwhehningly negative reviews quickly
and eflSciently eliminated both Patterson and her book from serious consideration in
Dickinson studies. George Whicher, Dickinson's leading biographer at the time, delivered
the knock-down blow when he pronounced it "probably the worst book on Emily
Dickinson yet written" (21). In a word, the literary community found Patterson's book
unacceptable. The reviews I cite are representative of Patterson's rather harsh reception in
general, and they illustrate the method by which the professional community of readers
regulates its primary activity: reading. The reason for the uproar? In entering the great
debate over the identity of Emily's mystery lover—an academic quest which by 1951 had
become a defining characteristic of Dickinson studies—Patterson had gone too far. Like
critics before her, she identified her proposed lover by name and provided a detailed
account of the romance. But, for the first time in the history of Dickinson studies,
Patterson suggested that Dickinson's lover was a woman, not a man. After sixty years of
what many contemporary scholars and critics see as blind insistence upon a specifically
heterosexual identity, such a claim was shocking indeed to anyone playing the game of
interpreting Dickinson's life and work.
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I should note that my method in this chapter differs from that in previous chapters
for several reasons. First, as "reading" is a key concept in my study, it is important that
we understand ourselves as being engaged in this activity and to question our own practice
of it. In the interests of reflexivity, then, the first section of this chapter considers the
professional practice of reading Dickinson by exploring a particular instance of readers
readmg the poet and her work. One of the results of this reflexive strategy is a broader
understanding of the concept of "textuality," which was limited to the printed page in my
discussions of Melville and Whitman, but which takes on new meaning when we consider
Dickinson herself as a text to be read. In section two, I turn to Dickinson's poetry with a
doubled sense of purpose. On the one hand, as in the previous chapters I am interested in
describing Dickinson's conception of reading. Yet at the same time I am concerned with
the way professional readers of literature read reading, and with the questions such
reflexive awareness might raise or answer in terms of the literary profession. Thus, while
my apparent departures from the "text itself' in this chapter might seem puzzling at first, it
is hoped that a larger sense of congruity will emerge as a result of their uiclusion. Above
all, it seems entirely appropriate to question how and why things like, in this case, a
writer's sexual orientation, become an important site of conflict, knowledge, and
possibility for the act of reading itself.
Although homophobia clearly lurks as a major source of the hostility towards
Patterson's book, the critical reactions I cite reveal far more than homophobic discomfort.
Consider, for instance, how Patterson's reviewers curiously avoid the issue of lesbianism
itself and how they sidestep the implications of such an identity

altogether.^^

xh^t is,

Of course, it should be noted that no homosexual identity, as such, existed before the early 1890s, as Jay
Grossman reminds us in Breaking Bounds, the collection of Whitman essays he co-edited with Betsy
Erkkila (262).
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despite various surface registrations of shock or discomfort, no one asks what it would
mean—indeed, whether or not it would even matter—If Dickinson was, in fact, lesbian.
Instead, reviewers emphasize the technical feilure

of Patterson's book, judging it

blasphemous in form rather than content. The question of Dickinson's sexual orientation-and whether or not this is even an important question to ask—disappears behind the
charge

that

Patterson's

apparently

unsatisfactory

presentation

leaves

readers

"unconvinced" (Sherrer 257). "[rjt lacks structure," complains one critic (Joost 245),
while another takes Patterson to task for her "arduous and tormenting process of
establishing a thesis" (Gohdes 335). Grace Sherrer, in an academic hu£^ declares that
"[i]n this reviewer's opinion the documentation does not adequately support the
conclusion" (256). And Thomas Johnson, editor of what would become the standard
edition of Dickinson's Collected Poems ahnost immediately upon its publication four years
later, points out that Patterson is guilty of "[jjumping to intuitive conclusions and framing
a build-up on shaky assumptions" (34).

Based upon "inadmissible conjectures,"

Patterson's text is obviously a classic example of "emendation without standards,
principles, or coherent theory," which leads Richard Blackmur to speak for the dead poet
herself: ''Quel cauchemarl the corpse of Emily Dickinson must cry out" (531). Never
mind that Dickinson herself spoke no French. Blackmur admits that his review "intends to
be unfair, but in what is the good cause of economy—good housekeeping—in criticism and
biography" (530). It is both interesting and telling that reviewers such as Blackmur see
themselves as agents of purification acting in the interests of "good housekeeping"
regarding the professional practice of criticism and biography. Behind the innocuous
metaphor of a tidy house, what is at stake here is nothing less than control over reading,
which is to say control over the way we perceive things and, ultimately, the way we think.
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It's not what Patterson says but haw she says it, her critics insist. But, as we shall
see, Patterson's exclusion from Dickinson studies has everything to do with what she says,
after all. Such contradiction, I suggest, reveals a playflil and sinister kind of "doublethink"
at work in the professional practice of literary criticism.^® My point here is twofold. First,
the gesture Patterson's reviewers invariably make toward a stable system of "standards,
principles, [and] coherent theory" is problematic because such a system simply does not
exist. In a basic sense, for instance, interpretive stability implies the prospect of a final,
conclusive, "correct" reading of Dickinson, whereas the ongoing activity of critical
interpretation proves otherwise. Secondly, the critical "doublethink" I am describing is by
no means limited to Dickinson studies. Patterson's detractors are guilty of the same
charge that extends to all of us engaged in the activity of literary criticism. That is, we all
make gestures to authorize our arguments, and these gestures both enable and
probiematize our activity.

So in this chapter I really have a double agenda: I want to

consider how Dickinson's complicated treatment of reading consistently targets the limits
and boundaries involved in Johnson's "standards, principles, [and] coherent theory"; and at
the same time I want to consider the professional practice of reading, or literary criticism,
as a systematic approach to human perception which, despite implicit agreements to

As I'm using it here, the term "doublethink" shares a certain resonance with George Orwell's
"doublespeak" in 1984. In both cases, what is at issue is a mode of propaganda that is invested in the
enforcement of normalized ways of thinking and operating. Whether th^ are conscious or not of their
complicity in the social control of thinking, I am suggesting that professional or "public" readers are
always limited by a frame of acceptability that obligates them to read in accepted ways. These ideas will
receive further attention in this section, and in section two I will attempt to show how Dickinson herself
promotes a kind of "reverse doublethink" to challenge such thought control.
I should note that my use of the term "gesture" is inspired by William H. Epstein's treatment of
gesturing as "a critical tactic . . . that characteristically shifts interpretive authority out of the context of
everyday human and social activi^ . . . and into a timeless, independent, already constituted and
structured realm of subjects, works, ideas, and linguistic patterns" (65). The shift itself, Epstein notes, is
from "professional practice" to a "disciplinary matrix," and his point is that the professional drives the
disciplinary and not vice versa.
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disagree, is prone to many of the problems we have already encoimtered in Melville and
Whitman.
In light of the passionate critical reactions I have cited, we understand that
Patterson apparently had either broken or overlooked what Stanley Fish has called "the
unwritten rules of the literary game . . . shared by everyone who plays that game" (343).
The notion that literary criticism involves "rules" and can in some sense be considered a
"game" that we "play" is part of my interest in Patterson's book. Knowing the "unwritten
rules" of the game is rather important, after all, for those of us already involved—or,
indeed, trying to get involved—in the professional study of literature. This idea that
literary criticism can be considered a game has been promoted by others as well.
Regarding professionalism in general, Edward Said offers this advice to would-be players:
You have to pass through certain rules of accreditation, you must
learn the rules, you must speak the language, you must master the
idioms, and you must accept the authorities of the field—determined
in many of the same ways—to which you want to contribute.
In this view of things, expertise is partially determined by how
well an individual learns the rules of the game (7-8).

The tangible rewards of professional recognition by way of promotion and tenure—not to
mention employment (and thus a livelihood) in the first place—all point to what might
seem a unique "doubling" of my study. That is, our interaction with works of fiction has a
direct correlation to our own general status and welfare as people in the world: our jobs,
living situation, family life, and social mobility are all dependent upon our ability to read.
In Patterson's case, as we shall see, her failure to play the game properly effectively denied
her a career in literary studies. Even the idea of play, which I will describe as central to
Dickinson's own conception of reading as well as to critical activity in general, is
contained by the disciplinary limits Fish and Said mention. Johan Huizinga, the Dutch
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historian of culture whose Homo Ludens essentially founded play theory in 1938, insists
that "[a]ll play has its rules" and that "[t]he player who trespasses against these rules is a
spoil-sport" (11). The idea of play, in other words, is always dependent upon the idea of
transgression, which is not its opposite but rather its accomplice. With these ideas in
mind as a sort of literary game theory, it is clear that Patterson's reviewers identify her as a
"spoil-sport" in relation to the game of interpreting Dickinson sanctioned by the discipline
of literary studies.
Before I turn to the idea of Patterson as a "spoil-sport" in earnest, however, I want
to connect the apparent limitation of play (and thus transgression) to an argimient between
Stanley Fish and Wayne Booth on the subject. Fish claims, in response to Booth's
insistence that there are justifiable limits to what we can do with a text, that "we are never
without canons of acceptability; we are always right to rule out at least some readings"
(349). But he also adds the idea that "canons of acceptability can change" and that such
"change is not random but orderly and, to some extent, predictable" (349). Patterson's
book—and specifically her proposal that Emily Dickinson was lesbian—represents a point
where the acceptable and the unacceptable collide. It is ironic, considering the violent
reaction to her transgressive claim in 1951, that Patterson's reading of Dickinson has
become a powerfiil force in Dickinson studies today. But this development is also an
important moment of change in keeping with Fish's ideas about canons of acceptability. In
retrospect, this change can be seen as an orderly and even predictable development in
Dickinson studies, revealing a certain Foucauldian normalization of professional practice
that has much to do with the professional practice of gesturing.As we explore the case

What is at issue here is the nonnalizing function of institutions, which Foucault describes in Discipline
and Punish as "one of the great instruments of power" (184) in a system of social instimtions that
objectifies, codifies, and regulates individuals and groups of individuals. One result of normalization in
literary studies is the discipline itself, which emerges as a normal and "neutral" way of operating, and

130

of Patterson's book more thoroughly, I hope to describe a theory of reading-as-play that
originates with Emily Dickinson herself. This conception of reading, as I argue in Section
Two, enables Dickinson and her poetry to resist such normalization in a way that scholars
and critics cannot. As we shall see, even the interpretive work of an inspired, diligent
reader who has experienced both rejection and wholesale acceptance by the literary
community is not immune to co-optation by the relentless, normalizing qualities of the
social reading process that I am calling "doublethink."
Rebecca Patterson described herself as a "bored and lonely housewife (with an
unused Ph.D.)" whose fascination with Dickinson's poetry eventually led her to write two
books on the subject (1979, xv). Such a description unfortunately makes her an easy
target for established Dickinson critics who, particularly if they are male, can point out
that her interest in Dickinson is a mere housewife's hobby—mere "play"—and is therefore
not to be taken as "serious" scholarship. Patterson's parenthetical mention of her "unused"
doctoral degree can be read as a strategic anticipation of and answer to this charge; the
idea here is that in pursuing her study of Dickinson she is using the degree she earned.
Mention of the Ph.D. is intended to add credibility to her own position as someone
proposing to interpret Dickinson's work; it is, in other words, a subtle but important
gesture which seeks to authorize her own work.
This maneuver also reveals a certain degree of defensiveness. In her Preface to
The Riddle, she anticipates and seeks in some way to control hostile responses to her
reading of Dickinson. To wit; she emphasizes the complex nature of her argument, and

which serves as a means to distinguish between serious and not>serious, acceptable and unacceptable, in
any given operation involving literature. Accordingly, what is at stake for us in considering this issue is
whether or not we are ever functioning (or can ever function) independently of such normalization which,
as Foucault describes it, eSaces the notion of independence altogether.
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insists that isolating any part of it constitutes a singular act of violence and thus
misinterpretation:
In a few pages it would be impossible to explain or defend the
thesis of a long, complex book. It must be read for itself—and with
an understanding that every part of it is dependent upon every other
part. To isolate any single piece of evidence would be as
meaningless as to isolate a single bit of stone from a mosaic (yii).
Clearly the "single bit of stone" Patterson is worried about here is "the thesis" itself^ her
insistence that Dickinson's heretofore unknown lesbian identity deserves serious
consideration in Dickinson criticism. Further, Patterson wants to make it clear to her
readers that she "did not enter lightly upon a delicate subject" (x/). By acknowledging
such delicacy the author is frankly admitting that her book is, in essence, a transgression of
what might be considered social propriety. A few pages into her argument itself^ in fact,
Patterson uses the language of transgression to clarify her intentions for "enter[ing]" the
"delicate subject" in the first place:
In the face of manifest abnormality, they [Dickinson's biographers]
have stressed her normalcy, and in trimming her to satisfy
conventional prejudices, they have impaired the unique quality of a
life and work. It would have been wiser to admit frankly that Emily
Dickinson was abnormal—that is, she departed from
the
conventions of her society—and to challenge the common notion
that abnormality means disease (6).
Patterson's mention of "challenge" in this passage resonates strongly with Foucault's
conception of transgression.^' The "conventional prejudices" which determine "normalcy"
For Foucault, transgression is essentially a measuring device, and what it measures is normalization.
In his "Preface to Transgression," he insists that any discussion of transgression must also address limits
or boundaries, because transgression and limit imply each other by definition; each term or concept is
constantly re-defined in terms of the other (34). Thus I agree with Peter Stallybrass and Allon White's
claim that for Foucault "transgression is the interrogation of boundaries" (200). But it is important to note
that such interrogation must remain (fynamic, in play, to be efiective, because when one stops questioning
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are in fact the limits of normalized biographical and critical practice. The idea that
"common notion[s]" such as these can be—indeed, need to be—challenged is, of course, the
whole point of transgression according to Foucault. But note also Patterson's implication
that Dickinson herself is a transgressive writer. "[S]he departed from the conventions of
her society," Patterson declares, identifying Dickinson as someone interested in
challenging common notions. In making this gesture towards the authority of her subject,
Patterson also effectively reveals herself, for her own argument is a departure from the
rules of the literary game in a number of ways. She is making a claim that directly
contradicts prevailing ideas about her subject's identity; she is delivering this claim from a
position outside traditional critical practice; and her methodology takes liberties with
traditional approaches to critical work. It is unfortunate that this "miniature manifesto" is
not recognized as such by its author, who never returns to the idea that her argument is a
"challenge" to "conventions" in any explicit way. Because this passage clearly suggests
that the question of Dickinson's sexual identity does have implications extending beyond
scholarly gossip into the realm of society at large, of which the institutionalized study of
literature is inevitably a part, and such thinking could have led Patterson to a powerful
indictment of the "good housekeeping" practiced by her own critics. But aggressive
critiques of social norms and explicit political agendas belong forty years in the future.
However, before the present state of Dickinson criticism can be discussed, we need to
understand just how and why Patterson's reading was unacceptable when it appeared. A
closer look at the most significant responses to her book reveals a number of interesting
points of continuity and discontinuity between 1951 and the present, and it suggests some

normalization then one has efifectively accepted it My use of the term "play" here is intenrinnal because I
want to equate transgression with play, not only in the dynamic sense I have described but also because
play is by definition a mode of resisting (and thus interrogating) domination.
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of the reasons why reading, as a social activity, is always a discipime in every sense of the
word.
I have already identified George Whicher's decisively hostile review as the "knock
down blow" for Patterson, and indeed his low opinion of her book is both relentless and
scathing. "Mrs. Patterson's lush fantasy of Lesbian nights," he writes, "limits a poet's
complex emotional life to a single unpleasant crisis" and leads to "misreadings of poems"
and, finally, "absurdity" (21).

Patterson's suggestion that Dickinson may have been

homosexual—her "single blanket solution to all problems"—is for Wbicher an overlyreductive, limited, and limiting way to consider the "complex" mind of a great poet. That
is as far as he clarifies his complaint, and yet he insists upon his own "blanket solution" to
the mystery of Emily's lover. The "clergyman" he mentions as the "all but certain" object
of her love poems (though hers only "in vision and in veto") is none other than the
Reverend Charles Wadsworth. Interestingly, this is the same lover he had identified
thirteen years earlier in his own book on Dickinson, at which time he had apparently
settled the question once and for all by effectively labeling Dickinson as a fiiistrated virgin
with a vivid imagination. Clearly, Whicher does not see his own "solution" as overlyreductive, limited, or limiting when compared to Patterson's.
The same can be said for Thomas H. Johnson, whose restoration of the texts of
Dickinson's poems was under way and well publicized in 1951, and whose review was
probably the most important (besides Whicher's) for Patterson in terms of her book's
academic reception. Johnson begins his review of The Riddle by comparing Patterson to
Humpty Dumpty (a telling analogy in itself) and ends by suggesting that her "dangerous"
assumptions lead to "massive distortion," and that her book "limits and shrivels" the
"expansive" spirit of the poet herself (34). Perhaps the source of Patterson's problem, he
suggests, is that she "assumes . . . that all of the poems—or most of them—apply to Emily
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Dickinson's private life" (34). Like Whicher, then, Johnson decries the reductive nature of
Patterson's argument. Their point is echoed eight months later by Nicholas Joost, who
faults Patterson for "indulging in the biographical fallacy"' (245), a charge that seems best
to sum up the academic community's main complaint about her book. This indulgence, as
Whicher, Johnson, Joost, and others suggest, is the primary reason that Patterson's reading
of Dickinson in The Riddle of Emily Dickinson is unacceptable by professional standards
of reading.®"
As a gesture toward normal(ized) ways of operating, however, the "biographical
fallacy" charge has been emptied of its former power, and today can be seen as an
outdated remnant of New Critical heritage. That is, Joost's reading of Patterson invokes
Wimsatt and Beardsley's notion of the "intentional fallacy," which insists on the separation
of author and text, the latter being viewed as a self-contained, autonomous whole
removed from the sordid human world of agendas and motives. Yet while many literary
critics resist such strict separation today, the charge of committing the "biographical
fallacy" carried unquestionable power in 1951.

The complicated effects of such a

standardized principle are especially striking when we consider Elizabeth Bishop's
response to The Riddle of Emily Dickinson. In a sense, Bishop's review and Patterson's
book occupy the two extremes of reading as a social act.

Patterson's reading of

Dickinson, as we know, challenges the limits of critical practice, and reflexively knows its
transgressive nature. In contrast. Bishop's reading of Patterson shows acute awareness of
the same limits, yet carefully and strategically remains within them.
Like other reviewers, Bishop also sees the "biographical fallacy" as the source of
Patterson's failure, and this complaint is particularly troublesome because Bishop herself

Which is to say New Critical standards, as these were recognized as the professional standards of the
time.
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was then and is now recognized as a poet of high caliber. She finds that The Riddle is far
too reductive, that it serves only to "limit" our understanding of Dickinson to the point of
"mutilation." Regarding Patterson's investigation. Bishop complains that "none of this
seems to have much to do with the riddle of Emily Dickinson." Further, as she puts it,
proving whether or not Dickinson was lesbian "doesn't seem to prove much" as far as
interpreting the poetry is concerned. Clearly, Bishop is insisting on the integrity of
Dickinson's work, an integrity which lifts it above apparently petty social concerns like
identity into the familiar New Critical realm of Poetry with a capital "P."

Bishop's

insistence upon such integrity is, of course, a gesture in the tactical sense. And, once
again, the gesture points to a realm of apparent stability in an attempt to authorize an
argimient. Bishop ends her review by invoking this stable realm in no uncertain terms:
"Whether one likes her poetry or not, whether it wrings one's heart or sets one's teeth on
edge, nevertheless it exists, and in a world far removed fi"om the defenseless people and
events described in this infuriating book." But just how "far removed" is this world,
really? One senses that Bishop, of all people, should know better.
As the title of her review ("Unseemly Deductions") suggests. Bishop found
Patterson's claim inappropriate, a transgression of academic protocol and even moral
decency. The irony here, of course, is that Bishop herself was a lesbian. Moreover, she
was writing this review on her way to Brazil, where she would live for the next seventeen
years with her lover. Lota de Macedo Soares. By way of Bishop's dated notebook entries,
Brett Millier finds that she was "finishing that awfiil review" (as she called it) even as she
was struggling with "questions of lifestyle and identity, specifically of a lesbian lifestyle as
it might relate to her public and private identity" (237). Millier makes it clear that the
contradictory circumstances of her "outraged review" embody something of a personal
crisis for Bishop and that "her defensiveness here perhaps indicates the need for a
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reevaluation of her own life and choices" (238). The result of whatever "reevaluation"
took place for Bishop was her continued public insistence upon the idea that poetry exists
in a "world far removed" from the social and political implications of sexual identity. As
Lorrie Goldensohn points out, "[djuring her lifetime her homosexuality surfaced nowhere
in print . . . Bishop's public self kept a remote and self-possessed dignity" (63). But is
Bishop to be faulted, necessarily, for her silence, for her "refusal to assume school or class
membership either as a woman, lesbian, or confessional poet" (Goldensohn 285)?
Bishop's struggle and obvious discomfort with Patterson's book reveal at least two
important points for the purposes of my own investigation. First, Bishop's review and the
circumstances surrounding it seem to confirm Fish's idea that the "acceptability" of any
given reading is dependent on whether or not an interpretive community is in place to
accept and support it. In this sense, the answer to my last question is "no." Coming out
of the closet in 1951 almost certainly would have resulted in harsh treatment both by the
discipline of literary studies (which, according to the "biographical fallacy," refused to
acknowledge a strong connection between life and work) and by American society in
general (which was in the midst of the McCarthy era and was thus especially wary of
difference to the point where "being different" got people blacklisted).

Witness the

reception of Patterson's book, after all. On the other hand. Bishop's discomfort also
reveals the power of autobiography in that her outrage betrays her real fear of being
"discovered" as a lesbian herself, an identity she would not—indeed could not—change, but
could—and would—conceal for the rest of her life. In an idealistic sense. Bishop is to be
faulted for failing to support the idea that sexual identity matters because it clearly
mattered to her. As it is, her insistence that sexual identity has nothing to do with the
realm of High Art only serves to further complicate and hmder the gay immunity's
struggle for recognition and acceptance by society at large. Yet such an indictment is
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hardly fair considering Bishop's time and place, which I have just described as being quite
hostile to difference and which effectively determined the rules of the game when Bishop
wrote her review. Here, then, we see "doublethink" in action once again, and my use of
the term "fair" is inevitably double-edged- That is, if literary criticism is indeed a kind of
"game," then it is a game whose rules both enable and disable any given player's activity to
such an extent that even individual identity is problematized and compromised. Bishop's
gesture to the "world far removed" of Poetry is, as all gestures are, revealing. And what
her gesture reveals is clearly a complicated internal struggle which apparently remained
unresolved and, indeed, was literally impossible to resolve at the time Bishop wrote her
review.
In all of these cases, it is important to note that Patterson's reviewers consistently
point out Patterson's flawed execution and effectively shift emphasis away from the
obvious reason they find her argument unacceptable, which is homophobic discomfort.
Why "obvious"?

Because the structural, research-related, and—as we know today-

theoretical problems upon which they insist simply aren't there. Patterson's argument
actually relies upon exhaustive historical, biographical, field, and textual research which is
quite strong by any standards even if it appears overdone and perhaps monotonous today.
To support her claim that Emily Dickinson had a lesbian attachment to Kate Scott Anthon,
Patterson interviewed surviving relatives of both women and conducted a meticulous
investigation of the history of their relationship by examining numerous letters, notes,
records, and miscellaneous documents relating to their lives as well. In addition, she
quotes, analyzes, and otherwise refers to an astonishing number—over 240—of Dickinson's
poems, citing them as further evidence of this romantic relationship.

Finally, in an

impressive display of research skills, Patterson also manages to be the first Dickinson
scholar to gain access to manuscript versions of poems and letters which until then had
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been unavailable to the public, and these manuscripts are used as important evidence to
support her argument.^^
In short, Patterson's claim that Dickinson was lesbian is supported by both strong
biographical and vast textual evidence. Yet her claim is summarily dismissed from serious
consideration because no one, not even Patterson herself is prepared or willing to
consider the social and political implications of Dickinson's potentially "abnormal" sexual
orientation. The question of whether Patterson's claim is true or not disappears because
the claim itself is simply unacceptable for the 1951 community of Dickinson scholars.
Recalling Huizinga's idea that even play is susceptible to limits, we see that Patterson is
indeed a "spoil-sport" in relation to accepted ways of operating. Her play is unacceptable
because it threatens to "spoil" and thus soil the "world far removed" from dirty human
affairs, the timeless realm to which professional readers gestured in 1951 to authorize their
own properly-conducted critical play. Yet the reflexive nature of play also reveals an
important reversal here, a reversal which turns the normalizing gaze of institutionalized
critical practice inward only to find the precise opposite of independence, autonomy, and
freedom. Namely, in accepting the illusory stability (or normalization) of their discipline
as a fact that goes without saying, the professional community spoils Patterson's sport and
at the same time reinforces the paradoxical impossibility of freedom in a field of study
which promotes the value of unrestrained original thought. What is finally revealed by this
moment in Dickinson studies, then, is an apparently unresolvable conflict between the

Regarding this last point, Nicholas Joost grudgingly admits that Patterson's access to the manuscripts
"does herald a new stage in Dickinson studies," although he quickly retracts this kudo by pointing out t^t
she has handled these documents "in a rather primitive and slipshod way" (243). It should also be noted
that Joost goes on to predict that this "new stage" in Dickinson stupes "will allow us to place her
Pickinson] with at least a chance of success in the mainstream of nineteenth century poetry" (244).
History, of course, has proved him wrong on both counts, as Dickinson continues to resist both "the
mainstream" and "place[ment]" in general.
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isolated act of reading in its most basic sense as a singular, solitary mind receiving and
perceiving a text, and reading as a social activity.
By the late 1980's the academy experienced a considerable number of changes.
Perhaps the most significant of these shifts was the acceptance and proliferation of
feminist theoretical approaches in the field of literary studies at large, a significance
directly related to Stanley Fish's notion of "canons of acceptability.But the
incorporation of feminist theory into the realm of what is acceptable in professional
practice has registered more than mere "acceptability" in some cases. In Dickinson
studies, for instance, feminist theory has emerged as the new status quo, the contemporary
norm by which interpretations of Dickinson and her work are both measured and
regulated.

Claiming Emily Dickinson herself as both "a source and a foremother" (Rich

167), feminist critics have effectively transformed the disciplinary study of Dickinson such
that it now goes without saying that "Dickinson's exceptional sensitivity to the sexual
rhetoric of her culture and to the subordinate status of women within it" (Pollak 28) needs
to be addressed in all serious considerations of her life and work. Dickinson scholars do

I realize that my tlurty-year leap has effectively omitted the important decades of the 1960s and 1970s,
which certainly constitute a crucial developmental stage in the changes I mention. A more exhaustive
tracking of Patterson's claim would demand closer attention, in particular, to Adrienne Rich's important
contributions to Dickinson studies, feminist theoiy, and gay studies. The key texts to consider here are
two of Rich's essays: "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision" (1971) and "Vesuvius at Home;
The Power of Emily Dickinson" (1975).
This statement is not intended to be anything but factual, yet like all generalizations it is perhaps
dangerous to take at face-value. Therefore I offer the following evidence of a marked gender shift in
Dickinson studies. Consider, first, the reversal in the male-to-female ratio of critics who have published
monographs on Dickinson (31:13 before 197S; 14:26 after 197S). Of the books published by male critics
since 1975, only one—Gary Stonum's The Dickinson Sublime—seems to have made a significant
impression upon Dickinson scholars in general (I'm not including Franklin's Manuscript Books as they
are primary rather than secondary texts). Finally, consider the carefiil nod to feminist theory in virtually
every article or book published on Dickinson today, regardless of the individual critic's thesis about,
interest in, or theoretical approach to Dickinson. This final point applies, of course, to dissertation
chapters as well.
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not need to explain their gesture toward feminist theory because it goes without saying
that such theory now constitutes the standard way of operating to which all "serious"
considerations of her poetry must refer.®* And it also goes without saying that those who
neglect this gesture run the risk of being considered less than serious by other
professionals. But prior to the mid-1970s such a gesture was impossible as the authority
of feminist theory was not recognized as such by the professional community of
Dickinson's readers. Note how the constructed (as opposed to given) nature of the
gesture is revealed here.

What "goes without saying" is dependent upon various

developments in professional practice, and such dependence leads—once again—to the
distinction between what is acceptable and what is not acceptable, the distinction between
"serious" and "not-serious," in that practice.
Paula Bennett's contemporary reading of Dickinson clearly illustrates the mutable
nature of this distinction. "Largely as a consequence of feminist scholarship," she says to
present her own work as a logical extension of feminist studies, the "significance of
[Dickinson's] feelings for women has come into focus in recent years" (14).®^ Unlike
Rebecca Patterson, who forty years earlier was careful to point out that she "did not enter
lightly upon a delicate subject" (1951, xi), Bennett's discussion of Dickinson's sexuality is
anything but "light" or "delicate." Rather, Bennett's approach is aggressive and explicit,
and it is linked to an equally aggressive political agenda in which Bennett has more at
stake than academic curiosity.®^

Just as 1950s scholars did not need to explain their gesture toward the "world far removed" of Poetry.
This important gesture to the dominant mode of reading in place at the time Beimett is writing points
to the paradigm shift in Dickinson studies I described in footnote 63, and it mirrors the gestures to a
"world far removed" noted in the reactions to Patterson in 1951.
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Bennett's first reading of Dickinson's sexuality was a paper entitled "The Language
of Love; Emily Dickinson's Homoerotic Poetry," which she delivered at the 1976
conference of the Gay Academic Union in New York City. In the paper, she "cited
references to what appeared to be cimnilingus and to . . . 'clitoral imager^ in Dickinson's
poetry" (Bennett 1993, 235). Seventeen years later, reflecting upon the circumstances of
this early paper, Bennett admits that it presented her with some diflBculties. "It seemed
too bizarre, too impossible to be true," she claims (1993, 236). It is likely that such
weirdness was at least partly owing to the fact that the academy was still in the process of
assimilating feminist studies in 1976. That is, Bermett's specific interests (viz., lesbian
studies) within the feminist paradigm were marginal and unsure because the paradigm
itself was still marginal and unsure. Of equal importance is Bermett's admission that she
herself simply was not ready in 1976 to pursue the implications of a lesbian Dickinson.
She says that she was "[cjonvinced that only lesbians would agree with [her] and [was]
profoundly suspicious of [her] own motivations," and so she published the paper in Gai
Saber, a relatively inconsequential gay journal that folded the next year, and effectively
shelved the matter for a time (1993, 236).
Indeed, timing was and is a crucial factor for literary criticism. Fourteen years
later, Bennett published what is clearly an extension of her 1976 paper in a collection of
essays entitled Lesbian Texts and Contexts: Radical Revisions. As Bennett points out, it
was now possible to talk about "the splitting of feminist criticism along sexual orientation
lines" ("Pea" 105), because by 1990 lesbian studies had achieved a specific place not only
within, but also apart fi-om feminist studies in general.®' Enabled by the authority that

Put crudely, this agenda can be considered as follows: if a lesbian Dickinson is acceptable in the
academy, then a lesbian Bennett is acceptable also (and vice versa). I will elaborate on the idea of such
acceptance in (and beyond) the academy shortly.
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comes with a recognized position,®^ Bennett returns to her exploration of explicit sexual
imagery in Dickinson's work in 1990 with a renewed and invigorated sense of purpose.
Along with two brief references to Dickinson's letters, she close reads a number of key
poems to reveal what she identifies as an important theme of "clitorocentrism" in the
poetry. Reviving nineteenth-century gynecologist Charles D. Meigs's recognition of "the
clitoris [as] the 'prime seat' of erotic sensibility in woman just as its homologue, the penis,
is the prime seat in man" ("Pea" 113), Bennett argues that a recurrent "pattern of imagery
involving small, round objects in Dickinson's writing cannot be disputed" ("Pea" 113). By
incorporating this theme into her poetry, Bennett insists, the poet "takes back the symbol
of her womanhood that men have usurped" ("Pea" 122) and thus promotes a femininity
decidedly independent of masculinity. Interestingly, Bennett's final reading of Dickinson
emphasizes ambiguity, which she concludes is finally more important than identifying
Dickinson's sexual orientation as decisively hetero-, homo-, or bisexual. "[M]asturbation
and cunnilingus fit" this notion of ambiguity, she says, and "so do having a male or female
lover," all of which are discovered in her close readings of various poems ("Pea" 115). By
1993 this ambiguity will give way to certainty, perhaps owing to the encouraging
reception of her earlier arguments. But what I note here—in Bennett's 1990 formulation of
her argument—is an undeniably aggressive and explicit drive toward explicating Dickinson
via her sexuality, a drive which was clearly unacceptable in the early 1950s.

Michel de Ceiteau's notion of a proper place (un lieu propre) as a circiunscribed position linked to
"|p]olitical, economic, and scientific rationality" (x/x)-which Foucanlt would identify as significant loci of
institutionalization—resonates strongly with my discussion of "place" and "position" here. According to
Certeau, the achievement or establishment of such a position is the distinguishing mark of co-optation or
normalization.
Here I mean the proper place of lesbian studies as well as Beimett's own proper place as a professional
in the academy, both of which contrast sharply with Rebecca Patterson's position as a "bored and lonely
housewife."
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Yet there is another important distinction to recognize between Patterson and
Bennett. Both women make essentially the same claim about Dickinson's sexual identity,
yet Bennett depends ahnost entirely upon her close reading of the poetry whereas
Patterson—as we have seen—brings much more varied evidence to bear. This reliance
upon the poetry emerges repeatedly in Bennett.

For example, her discussion of

Dickinson's lesbian potential is much the same in her monograph {Emily Dickinson:
Woman Poet, also published in 1990), where she again promotes the idea of ambiguity by
close reading the poetry. Here, however, she also adds that
Dickinson's ability to transcend the limitations placed upon her
gender and to pose female sexuality and female creativity as valid,
autonomous alternatives to male sexuality and male creativity is
directly rooted in her homoerotic and autoerotic commitment to
women. In particular, this ability reflects her willingness to see in
women and in her own woman's body sources of love, power and
pleasure . . . independent of what Mary Lyons calls "the other sex"
(180).

Here we see Bennett is moving closer to the position of her 1993 essay, "Critical
Clitorodectomy," where she considers Dickinson and several other women writers in a
context altogether devoid of the former lip service paid to heterosexual readings.
Certainly her acknowledgment that "lesbian studies ha[ve] become an area of legitimate
academic pursuit" (1993, 236)^' is an important enabling factor in her ability to make
essentially the same claim that Patterson made, although supported by far less evidence,
and yet still enjoy unquestioning acceptance by the community of Dickinson scholars and
academic professionals in general.
I should note that the textual evidence that Bennett does cite to authorize her
argument is both intriguing and a fine example of particularly close reading. My point is
See my remarks about "position" in footnote 67.
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not whether Bennett's reading of Dickinson is right or wrong, but rather that it is accepted
whereas Patterson's reading clearly was not. In sharp contrast to the academic dismissal
of Rebecca Patterson and her book, the community of Dickinson scholars recognizes
Paula Bennett as someone whose work is to be taken seriously. And again, while it is true
that a significant passage of time mediates the relation between the two scholars, the mere
"loosening-up" of social attitudes regarding sexual orientation simply is not enough to
explain how Martha Nell Smith can note Bennett's debt to Patterson and then commend
Bennett for her extensive testing of "Patterson's hypothesis about Dickinson's use of
images and colors to depict homoeroticism" (Smith 28), effectively ignoring the
exhaustive and meticulous research that authorized Patterson's argiiment in the first
place.™
Nor does social evolution explain the extent to which Bennett has been read into
Dickinson studies. In Comic Power in Emily Dickinson, Suzanne Juhasz, Cristanne
Miller, and Martha Nell Smith suggest that, "Bennett follows Whicher ... in assigning
poetry [a] therapeutic role" (4). Here we see three established and respected feminist
Dickinson scholars grouping Paula Bennett with George Whicher, whose 1938 Dickinson
biography was recognized as the standard edition of its day. Recalling Whicher's vicious
review of Patterson's book, it is ironic to find this clearly homophobic man paired with a
lesbian scholar who makes the same claim as Patterson, but in much more explicit,
politicized, and therefore threatening terms. One needn't wonder what Whicher would
make of Paula Bennett and her interpretation of Dickinson's sexual identity. This pairing

™ However, it should be noted that Smith is co-author of the recently-published Comic Power of Emily
Dickinson, which questions Bennett's reliance upon strictly textual evidence: "In Bennett's paradigm,
poetiy's relation to biography is still unmediated-the poem expresses what the poet feels" (Juha^ Miller,
and Smith 3). But even when taking Bennett to task, it is clear that prominent contemporaiy Dickinson
scholars see her as operating within the acceptable limits of the discipline.
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of Bennett and Whicher shows the power of reading to recreate the past in terms of
present interests, and yet it also reveals the limits of this power when reading occurs
publicly. That is, Bennett's argument can be seen as transgressive in terms of its subject
matter only; as an act of reading its power is entirely dependent on its ability to be coopted by the discipline in which it occurs. The main difference between Patterson's and
Bennett's readings of Dickinson, finally, lies in the way they themselves are read.
It is significant, in other words, that Bennett's interpretation of Dickinson has been
accepted-essentially without question—by the literary community at large, to the extent
that Bennett herself has secured a position as Assistant Professor of English Studies at
Southern Illinois University and is cited with general respect by other scholars who
address the "delicate subject" of Dickinson's sexuality for their own purposes."^^ The
difference of forty years reflects more than a mere "loosening-up" of sexual attitudes in
American society. In terms of telling us something about professional practice, the present
acceptability in the academy of Bennett's not-so-delicate reading of Dickinson's sexuality
reveals that a once-threatening transgression of the "rules" of literary criticism is no longer
considered a threat. As a means of reading Dickinson, the question of whether or not she
was lesbian has shifted firom clearly transgressive status to a position of acceptance and
even encouragement well within the limits of the rules of the game. More than anything
else, this shift suggests that there can be no social or public sense of reading that is not
reductive, limited, and limiting in the same sense Whicher, Johnson, and Bishop described
Patterson's reading of Dickinson in 1951. Whether it is associated with professional
practice or not, in other words, as a social act reading is always governed by the current

See, for example, Martha Nell Smith's recognition of Bennett as an important figure in the informal
"School of a Lesbian Dickinson" (Smith 28) and Judith Fan's similar nod to Bennett as one of a "growing
number of writers... [who] emphasize what they regard as Dickinson's Lesbian identity" (Farr 354n3).
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rules of the game and the interpretive communities that authorize these rules.

As

Elizabeth Bishop's case illustrates so clearly, this normalization of reading can cause
tremendous inner conflict by forcing one to make painful and otherwise unnecessary
choices.
Emily Dickinson herself seems to reco^iize the act of reading as an important site
of conflict between private and public, individual and society. She challenges the kind of
socialized "doublethink" I have been describing by re-thinking reading as a process and a
mode of being that resists normalization through a sense of liminal consciousness that is
both similar to and very different from the conceptions of reading found in Melville and
Whitman. Most notably, the sustained liminal approach to thinking and being Dickinson
develops and practices in her daily life as well as in her poetry blurs (if not erases
altogether) differences between the poet, the poetry, and the biographical figure to create
one of the most powerfiU and radically original conceptions of textuality in world
literature. Put more simply: Dickinson insists on playing by her own rules and retaining
the power of reading as a private act. Our only choice, it seems, is to play by her rules as
well. The relationship I'm describing here shares some qualities with the "pact" Whitman
demands of his reader. Most importantly, however, Dickinson's "rules," as we shall see,
turn out to be anything but restrictive as th^ emphasize and energize the very idea of
what Sharon Cameron has called "choosing" as part of the reading experience. Moving
from the public realm of critical reading to the private realm of Dickinson reading, we find
the poet engaged in a lifelong exploration of how and why reading might set us free.
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2.

"I think I was enchanted / When first a sombre Girl

begins one of Emily

Dickinson's better-known poems. Composed at the height of her creativity. Poem 593
describes the effect of reading Elizabeth Barrett Browning to illustrate the transformative
power of reading itself.'^ This transformation is described as a "Conversion of the Mind"
that awakens the "sombre Girl" to a magical, new kind of thinking.^ For Dickinson, this
sense of perception and understanding becomes not only a key aesthetic principle; it
becomes a way of life as well. It serves as a means of escape, empowerment, coping,
amusement, and acceptance for the self in the world. The readings and readings of
readings of Dickinson's sexual orientation discussed in the previous section will be useful
to keep in mind as we explore what reading means for Dickinson herself But I should
note that the question of Dickinson's lesbianism plays an indirect part in this section's focus
on the question of reading in Dickinson. Where her sexual preference is concerned, the
truth is that we do not have, and probably never will have enough evidence to make a
conclusive statement. This inability to fiilly accept or deny Patterson's original claim
accords with the liminal Dickinsonian identity I will describe shortly, because the same
kind of ambiguity that surrounds her sexual identity surrounds virtually every aspect of

In his Collected Poems (1955), Thomas H. Johnson dates the composition of Poem 593 circa 1862,
Dickinson's "miracle year," when she composed an estimated 366 poems, including much of her best
work. Johnson's date is questionable, however, and I will address the problematic nature of his edition
and its chronological numbering system later in this section. Still, for the sake of convenience, and
because Johnson's edition is still recognized as the standard in Dickinson studies, I will refer to the poems
by the numbers Johnson assigned them.
Dickinson's treatment of reading as enchantment recalls both the efFert Plotinus Plinlimmon's pamphlet
has upon Pierre and Whitman's interest in achieving a magical sense of presence in langiiage See
footnote 8 where this idea of enchantment is traced to Cervantes' formulation of reading as a mMng of
altering or transforming reality.
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Dickinson's life and work. The extent of this ambiguity cannot be coincidental, and it is
my premise that Dickinson very consciously engineered and constructed herself and her
poetry to be ambiguous and liminal, primarily because she saw conclusive reading as
figurative and literal disempowerment, resulting perhaps in death. Reading, as I will
argue, is for Dickinson a major trope for her liminal conception of identity, power, and
being; it is a means of questioning and thus challenging limits in human thought and
reason. As no pre-existing form of reading—public or private—could accomplish these
things, Dickinson's encounter with Barrett Browning was a fortuitous event.
Considered by most contemporary critics as a sincere homage to Barrett
Browning, Poem 593 illustrates the mutual empowerment of author and reader promoted
as a general rule in Dickinson's work.'"* In this case, the poem's speaker describes the
liberating effect of reading that "Foreign Lady" and discovering a new way of thinking;
I think I was enchanted
When first a sombre Girl I read that Foreign Lady The Dark - felt beautiful -

The act of reading itself causes or enables a kind of transformation that has a profound
efifect upon the reader's sense of perception and thus meaning.

This transformation

appears to be wishfiil and perhaps naive at first: the "sombre Girl" is made to feel
It is interesting to note in passing that in 1971, John Walsh accused Dickinson of plagiarizing Barrett
Browning in this poem. While it appears shrill and poorly-considered today, Walsh's charge still raises
the interesting question of whether "plagiarism" can ever truly be avoided. Ilie stability of origin implicit
in the concept of plagiarism, for example, recalls Melville's treatment of the Memnon Stone as an in^te
regress of copies after some unknown original. Walsh, however, remains merely contentious, claiming
that hundreds of Dickinson's poems were manufactured by plagiarizing the work of other writers
(especially Charlotte Bronte, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and Ralph Waldo Emerson). The conclusion
Walsh draws is that Dickinson realized "she was not a poet but a scavenger" and determined not to
publish because "sooner or later someone would find her out" (34).
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"beautiful," and she recognizes that her reading of "that Foreign Lady" is in some way
responsible. In this interpretation, an implied "I" is attached to the phrase "felt beautiful"
while "The Dark" functions as an adjectival phrase that gives the "Foreign Lady" vaguely
sinister, magical qualities. This analysis makes awkward but functional syntactic sense,
and conceptually agrees with the idea that reading is enchantment. But a more profitable
reading results when "The Dark" is treated as a noun. That is, as a result of her reading,
darkness—with its traditional associations of negativity and danger—now appears
"beautiful" to the speaker. The conventional polarity of dark and light has not been simply
reversed; there is no indication that lightness has lost any of its positive symbolic
associations. Rather, as the speaker describes in the following stanza, a "lunacy of light"
has disoriented or re-oriented her perception, such that she cannot tell "whether it was
noon at night / Or only Heaven - at Noon

Apparently, the distinction between dark

and light has been overcome, transcended, or otherwise nullified as a limiting opposition.
Taken in this sense, the transformative potential of reading's enchantment is much more
powerful. Dickinson's reading of Barrett Browning enables her "to actually 'see the light'
differently; as a kind of'Lunacy of Light'.. . that suggests lunar light" and its evocation of
transformative magic (Barker 100). The "Dark," in other words, is understood to have its
own distinct "light"; its illumination enables a very different sense of perspective and
perception. The next six stanzas further develop the effects of this enchantment in
majestic, even cosmic terms: insects metamorphose into birds, the flow of time itself is
disrupted, and she hears the "meanest Tunes" of nature as "Giants - practising / Titanic
Opera

Clearly, there is great power in reading, in its transformative potential for an

individual's understanding or thinking. As a kind of "Magic," reading's enchantment seems
to offer happiness and a sense of well-being, where even the "Homliest" days might
become "a Jubilee."
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In this manner, Dickinson treats reading as the literal way to a different kind of
thinking. But note the highly personal and mysterious qualities that are attached to this
kind of enlightenment:
I could not have defined the change Conversion of the Nfind
Like Sanctifying in the Soul Is witnessed — not explained 'Twas a Divine Insanity The Danger to be Sane

"Conversion" is not a word used lightly by Dickinson. The revival spirit, which was very
much alive in her time, caused her much anguish as she could not or would not accept
Christianity at the level of genuine, personal belief One after another, she saw her fiiends
and family members testify to "that direct visitation of the Spirit which was essential to
membership in the church" (Sewall 24). Their conversions left a deep impression upon
Dickinson, prompting an internal struggle that dates fi'om her Amherst Academy days, and
which Cynthia Wolff sees as the basis of her poetry

Thus, the poem's description

of the "change" as a "Conversion of the Mind" associates the transformative effect of
reading with the intimate, personal, and inexplicable effect of accepting or receiving
Christ. Even more blasphemously, reading is seen to offer a preferable salvation, a
"Divine Insanity" that opposes the "Danger" involved in being "Sane" and accepting the
WoIfTs biography promotes the idea that Diddoson's primary intellectual and spiritual concern was
nothing less than a struggle with God, inspired by Jacob's struggle with Him (Gen. 32:24). This
important biblical fight ends with God's departure &om the earth and thus his physical abandonment of
humankind (Gen. 3S;13). Significantly: "God concealed His face and gave us a word in its placehumankind's first tragic fall into language" (Wolff 152). For Dickinson, writes Wolff, "this primal scene
was the turning point for all subsequent history, and she reckoned all human life as scarred by the God
Who had withdrawn firom us to prowl behind the veil of the visible world" (147), In this manner, Wolff
sees Dickinson as a latter-day Jacob who would wrestle with God by wrestling with the word.
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normalizing frame of Christianity or any other way of thinking. To be "Sane," in this
sense, is to accept and play by the socially-endorsed mles and standards of reading,
perceiving, or thinking; it is to see or feel no beauty in "The Dark." Further, to be "Sane"
is to live in submission, whether it be submission to a specific authority (father, husband,
God), a general authority (culture, society, the past), or an abstract idea (truth, law,
morality).

Such sanity, according to Dickinson, is dangerous to the freedom,

independence, and "beautiful" potential of the self. Like Melville and Whitman, then,
Dickinson is concerned with the same kind of utopic principles of freedom established in
America's reflexive conception of itself as a "new" culture, by which an ideal life might be
lived and by which oppression might be altogether abolished. For her, reading is the
means to a "Conversion of the Mind." The resulting "Divine Insanity," or new way of
thinking, is synonymous for Dickinson with this utopic (non-)state.
Reflecting back to us the image of ourselves reading, the thematized act of reading
is a major trope for Dickinson's liminal conception of identity, power, and being. Consider
Poem 604, for example, which begins "Unto my Books - so good to turn

This

reflexive poem features the speaker/writer considering her trade as she describes the act of
reading for those reading. On the surface the poem appears to be a fairly innocuous
celebration of the speaker's "small Library," whose chief purpose is to "stimulate [her]
time," suggesting that reading is an enjoyable yet harmless or benign time-killing activity.
The idea of keeping oneself busy by reading recalls Pierre's reading of the pamphlet, which
was undertaken in the first place to kill time on his long carriage ride with Isabel and
Delly. In this comparison, reading's transformative effect is always possible; one's worldview can change even as the result of reading some "miserable, sleazy paper-rag" as in
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Pierre's case (P 207).'® Thus, the idea of reading as escape (from boredom, as a diversion,
in order to keep busy) contains the possibility that reading may be a literal escape from the
confines of one's own limited sense of perception or way of thinking. The third stanza
emphasizes this idea of escapism by insisting that reading amounts to a "Holiday" that
"excludes the night" of the chaotic real world:
It may be Wilderness - without Far feet of failing Men —
But Holiday - excludes the night And it is Bells - within —

Avoiding the failure of "Men," the speaker retreats to her books where she finds a
delightful refiige from the dark dangers of the world. Such a view of reading, it seems,
hardly demonstrates a challenge to limits of thought and reason. Notice, however, the
language Dickinson uses to describe the outside world: both "Wilderness" and "night"
imply lack of control in that one cannot see to map one's way through uncontrolled
surroundings. The "Far feet of failing Men -" is possibly a reference to the Civil War, in
In another sense, and related to the gendered conception of reading evoked in Poem 604. Melville's
description of Pierre's initial encounter with Plinlinunon's pamphlet addresses this kind of escapist
reading in masculine terms;
There is a singular infatuation in most men, which leads them in odd moments,
intermitting between their regular occupations, and when they find themselves all
alone in some quiet comer or nook, to ^en with unaccountable fondness upon the
merest rag of old printed paper—some shred of a long-exploded advertisement
perhaps-and read it, and study it, and re-read it, and pore over it, and fairly agonize
themselves over this miserable, slea^ paper rag, which at any other time, or in any
other place, they would hardly touch with Sl Dunstan's long tongs (207).
Compared to the regular and organized kind of escapist reading Dickinson's poem illustrates, Melville's
description of an irregular, disorganized approach by men to the same activity is interesting. Also worth
noting in this comparison: Melville specifically locates escapist or diversionary reading for men in the
liminal space of some "quiet comer or nook" during "odd moments" when they are "between their regular
occupations." Dickinson's description of the female experience of such reading depicts a similar sense of
liminal space, but it is an interior location (vi2:., in the mind) rather than an exterior, physical one.
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which case the apparent danger of the world outside assumes a more specific aspect. In
1862, Johnson's questionable but still generally accepted date for the poem, fighting
between North and South had escalated to its fiill pitch. Two of the bloodiest battles in
United States history took place at Antietam and Shiloh before the year's end, and the war
was daily front page news throughout the country. As "failing Men" does not distinguish
between armies, the speaker's description includes all of the participants, and is perhaps a
general comment upon traditionally masculine aggressive behavior.
Yet even if the "night" of the "Wilderness - without -" is associated with a more
general and less devastating sense of danger, the speaker's conception of reading implies a
will to cope rather than to merely escape. That is, rather than risk adding to the chaos she
sees without, the speaker opts for a different strategy, one that addresses reality indirectly
in order to avoid the failure of those "without." Even if the poem retains a certain
innocence in its treatment of books as "Kinsmen of the Shelf," its insistence on the chaos
of the "Wilderness - without -" suggests that reading for Dickinson is linked to the care
of the self in relation to the world. The effects her "Kinsmen" produce with their writing
are significant here: they "Kid," "Enamor," and "satisfy." These playful, suggestive terms
sharply contrast with the "Wilderness" of reality and they also describe the indirect, playful
kind of writing Dickinson spent most of her lifetime practicing. In the latter sense, the
power of writing to "Kid," "Enamor," and "satisfy" can be understood as the ideal effect of
reading for Dickinson as well. Even as the celebration of books as company in Poem 604
suggests a charming yet naive sense of escapism, the lurking chaos "without" reveals that
Dickinson is not oblivious to the problems of reality. It is, in fact, through writing and
reading that Dickinson deals with the "Wilderness - without."

Conceiving texts as

paradoxical but powerful fusions of art and life, she realizes that reading might enable her
to re-think herself and the world around her.

To examine the representation and
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thematization of the act of reading in Dickinson, then, is to discover a complex reflexive
philosophy of being.
As a literary concern, reflexivity appears early and quickly becomes a central
concept in her writing. Her familiarity with Shakespeare suggests him as an obvious initial
inspiration for textual self-awareness."" Surely she was familiar with his famous "Shall I
compare thee to a summer's day?" sonnet when she composed the following poem for her
brother Austin in 1851
There is another sky.
Ever serene and fair.
And there is another sunshine.
Though it be darkness there;
Never mind faded forests, Austin,
Never mind silent fields Here is a little forest.
Whose leaf is ever green;
Here is a brighter garden.
Where not a frost has been;
In its unfading flowers
I hear a bright bee hum;
Prithee, my brother.
Into my garden come!
(CP #2)

Dickinson's emphasis in the seventh line may seem heavy-handed compared to the subtlety
which characterizes her later work, but its self-conscious point is clear. ''Here" directs

The same can be said for Melville. See Matthiessen's chapter entitled "A Bold and Lofty, Nervous
Language."
The crucial moment of self-reference in Shakespeare's poem occurs in its concluding coupIet-"So long
as men can breathe, or Q^es can see, / So long lives this, and this gives life to thee"-where "this" is both
the poem itself and the life-giving act of reading upon which the poem's immortality depends
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Austin unmistakably to the poem itself asking him/us to consider its textual space as a
reality of its own. This separate or alternate reality is described as a kind of paradise, a
"brighter" place, "Ever serene and fair," where flowers

never fade because—like

Shakespeare's example—the poem recognizes its potential exemption from mortal decay
and death.

Of course, this "brighter" world's immortality, as well as its "reality," is

dependent on others, namely readers, for its existence. And this perhaps is the poem's
main point.

Rather than expressing a desire to withdraw or escape, the speaker

acknowledges her need for others by reaching out to them, or at least to one in particular.
Thus, from the beginning Dickinson is aware of the contradictory nature of her enterprise.
Poetic creation demands a certain degree of isolation as it depends on the central, solitary
act of the writer writing. Yet in order for a created space to be "real," it needs to be
acknowledged by an other, even if that other is an idealized version of the creator herself
Recognizing the relationship between writer and reader must become a self-conscious,
foundational element in Dickinson's writing, because authentication of the text's separate
or alternate space—the "Divine Insanity" of its otherness-fundamentally relies upon the
reality from which it would stand distinct.
If the demarcation between fiction and reality in Poem 2 seems simplistic on the
surface, as in Poem 604 it is somewhat complicated by Dickinson's awareness of an
underlying problem. Even as she assures Austin that her alternate world offers happiness,
she seems to understand what Tony Tanner has called "the ambiguous nature of all fantasy
(or the unique self-generated version of things) and the fact that it may unprison as well as
liberate" (419). Tanner's City of Words is primarily a study of recent American fiction, but
its central idea—that American writers from the first have recognized the "instability of
language and society" (27) as an inevitable condition of literary creation—certainly applies
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to Dickinson. That is, along with its basic need to be received by an audience, writing
must also take form in the world, as part of the world:
American writers are unusually aware of this quite fundamental and
inescapable paradox: that to exist, a book, a vision, a system, like a
person, has to have an outline—there can be no identity without
contour. But contours signify arrest, they involve restraint and the
acceptance of limits (Tanner 17).

Despite Poem 2's promise of liberation from reality's limits, the speaker recognizes that
literal, total escape is impossible. In the fourth line, "there" clearly refers to the same
alternate space the speaker calls "brighter" and, in effect, better than the dissatisfying
"faded forests" and "silent fields" of Austin's reality. As it fiirther describes her created
world, the declaration "[t]hough it be darkness there" reveals a sense of paradox in
Dickinson's thinking. That is, "darkness" casts a shadow of doubt on the otherwise
atopic, cheerful depiction of the speaker's Active world. The term suggests the interior
space of mind—shielded from the light of the actual sun—where realization of the poem's
fictional reality happens in the first place. In this case, "darkness" implies the limits of the
mind and its inability to conceptualize anything beyond or outside of language, to "refer
beyond the reach of [its] referring capacities" (Bartlett 5). On the other hand, the
"darkness" in Poem 2 could look forward to "The Dark" which is or causes one to feel
"beautiful" in Poem 593. Either way, the passing reference to "darkness" complicates the
distinction between reality and fiction by ascribing potentially sinister qualities to fiction
that Dickinson typically ascribes to the "Wilderness - without" as we have seen in Poem
604.
Tanner has also suggested that the American writer "searches for his freedom and
his form" in a "third or mediating area" between "social space and private, inner space"
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(19). Accordingly, Dickinson's concentration on the between position of language is a
logical and important development in the reflexive consideration of her work."" As the
writer (Dickinson herself or a created speaker) occupies a private space and her reader
(Austin or any other) occupies social space, the act of reading itself can be seen to "exist"
between the two. The positions are also reversible; the scene of reading in the mind
establishes the reader as the occupant of a private space while the writer or speaker,
"embodied" by the physical text which is reproduced and exchanged as a commodity, can
be said to exist in a social space. As a fusion or Joining—however temporary—of the two
spaces or realms, reading becomes in either case a fimdamental phenomenon for
Dickinson. More precisely, in Dickinson reading becomes a shared liminal experience for
both writer and reader, fraught with paradox and difficulty yet loaded with potential where
identity and power are concerned. This idea is generally compatible with my earlier
description of Melville's philosophy of reading, with the important distinction that
Dickinson is intrigued and energized by "both/and" thinking where Melville is disheartened
to the point of being crushed by the "heartless immensity" of meaning (MD 383) it implies.
As her work matures, Dickinson begins to address reading as a mediating space between
inner and outer realities, with increasing interest in its potential to reach beyond dualistic
thinking, the ambition both Bartlett and Melville declare impossible for different reasons.
The poem beginning "Make me a picture of the sun -" (CP #188) makes a striking
contrast with Poem 2 because it treats reading as a phenomenon which purposefully blurs
and complicates the dialectic accepted as given in the earlier piece.
Make me a picture of the sun So I can hang it in my room And it recalls Cynthia WolfPs discussion of Dickinson's struggle with word/God/Logos. See footnote
75 for a brief outline of this idea, and also Wolflf 139-152 for a more complete description.
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And make believe I'm getting warm
When others call it "Day"!
Draw me a Robin - on a stem So I am hearing him. 111 dream.
And when the Orchards stop their tune Put my pretense - away Say if it's really - warm at noon Whether it's Buttercups - that "skim" Or Butterflies - that "bloom"?
Then - skip - the frost - upon the lea And skip the Russet - on the tree Let's play those - never come!
Here Dickinson's reflexivity is indirect. Rather than pointing directly to its textual or
representational nature. Poem 188 shows self-awareness in a series of comparisons
between representation and reality, and by acknowledging the reader's necessary presence.
The speaker's initial comparison of the two suns—the "picture" sun and the actual sun that
makes it "Day"~playfully establishes the dichotomy between Active and real as a given
opposition. As in Poems 2 and 604, the speaker seems to be voicing an interest in
withdrawal from the outside world: she wants to withdraw to her room, where she
proposes to use a fictional sun to duplicate the experience~"getting warm"~of the outside
world. Why bother, one might ask; why not enjoy the real sun? But asking why the
speaker desires such a situation is not nearly as interesting as asking how the speaker
might manage to "make believe I'm getting warm" suflBce in the first place. Note that she
reverses the positions of writer/reader when she asks her reader—the implied "you" of the
first line—to assume the position of creator or maker. In her desired scenario, the speaker
will occupy the reader's former position in order to "read" the fictional sun the reader has
created. While the difference between representation and reality may be the poem's
general theme, we see the act of reading itself as that which sustains and complicates their
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distinction.

And although the speaker/poet apparently relinquishes the authority of

creation in the very first line, both her conception and performance of reading allow her to
retain such power by effectively occupying both positions of writer and reader at once.
Poem 188 depicts reading as an active phenomenon, one which requires the
creative kind of energy normally associated with writing, making, or producing. Martha
Nell Smith centralizes this idea in her excellent study of Dickinson's unique mode of
textual reproduction and distribution. "Imagining readers who interact with works to
produce texts," Smith argues, Dickinson "spotlights the meaning-producing processes of
give and take between author and text, text and reader, reader and author, inevitable in
reading" (52). The "give and take" nature of these relationships is evident in the speaker's
playfiil interaction with her reader. Consider the direct and yet indirect way she questions
the reader's ability to distinguish inner and outer realities: "Say if it's really - warm at noon
- / Whether it's Buttercups - that 'skim' - / Or Butterflies - that "bloom'?" At first
glance, her reversal of the verbs typically associated with flowers and insects might appear
nonsensical, intended simply to unsettie one's sense of the "natural" order of things. Yet a
second look at these reversals shows a deeper level of attention.

Considered

metaphorically, the suggestion that "Butterflies . . . bloom" makes a great deal of sense
after all. The delicacy and bright color of butterfly wings are obvious flower-like qualities,
and the image of the wings opening is given a certain degree of clarity and appeal when
compared to a flower blooming. In its association with "Butterflies," the word "bloom"
also suggests emergence fi-om a cocoon, effectively extending the comparison with birth
imagery that applies equally to flowers—whose blossoms, after all, reveal their
reproductive organs—and also to the reader's "bloom[ing]" awareness of the metaphor's
power. Likewise, the initially foreign image of buttercups "skim[ming]" across a field or
open space makes sense metaphorically.

Again, the resulting image—that of yellow
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flowers glancing over tips of grass, almost like a time-lapse photograph of a butterfly's
flight—is both striking and appealing. In both cases, the reversed images provide quietly
satisfying, accurate portrayals of the natural phenomena they address. And in each case, a
certain degree of "give and take" is necessary between writer and reader for such results.
The reader, in other words, must recognize and then play along with such reversals to get
beyond the surface idea that the speaker's desire for an alternate or representational mode
of being is merely whimsical or escapist.
Poem 188 recalls earlier poem to Austin because Dickinson is inviting us, as
readers, into the "garden" or world of her poetry. Our reward is not escape from reality,
but just the opposite; the speaker in Poem 188 suggests a new way of situating oneself in
relation to reality, where the enchantment of reading offers coping, empowerment, and
self-realization as the rewards for one's efforts. But this invitation, as we shall see,
involves our acceptance of certain conditions, all of which are related to Dickinson's
conception of reading. These conditions include the recognition of play and power in the
formation of identity and meaning, both of which bear closer scrutiny as we address
Dickinson's ambitious effort to fuse art and life.®°
Dickinson reveals much about her own reading process when she mentions
Elizabeth Barrett Browning in a letter and asks "Did you ever read one of her Poems
backward, because the plunge from the front overturned you?" {Letters 30). Here, against
the traditional (and, one might add, practical) method of reading a poem from start to
finish, Dickinson proposes that readers have the ability and authority to do otherwise.
My description of Dickinson's "projert" here might sound suspiciously similar to my earlier discussion
of Whitman and his own give-and-take game of reading. The kqf difference between their approaches to
a liminal sense of consciousness and presence seems to be the difference between public and private. The
simplistic way to explain this idea would be to say that Whitman's goal is to make the private public,
whereas Dickinson wants to retain a core sense of privacy at all costs. These ideas will receive more
attention at the end of this section.
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according to their needs. In this case, Dickinson implies that reading Barrett Browning
backward prevents her from being "overturned," suggesting that the poem in question
unsettles her sense of meaning or self too dramatically for comfort. But regardless of the
reasons for which one might wish to avoid being "overturned," the point here is that
conventions of both authorship and print are challenged by Dickinson's question. Rather
than being treated as the passive receiver of what an author, editor, or text dictates, the
reader is placed on at least equal footing in the production of meaning. Dickinson's
seemingly innocent question, in other words, transforms the production of textual meaning
into a shared activity. As Martha Nell Smith has suggested, such an approach to textuality
and reading has much in common with Roland Barthes' discussion of reading in S/Z, where
readers are seen as coproducers of texts and textual meaning (Smith 52). Indeed, Barthes'
famous distinction between readerly and writerly texts is both appropriate and usefiil in
discussing Dickinson. For Barthes, the readerly (or lisible) text is the classical product of
art, where meaning is fixed or stable. In contrast to this traditional view is the writerly (or
scriptible) text, where textuality is conceived as an ongoing production, a dynamic
interaction between writer and reader where meaning is necessarily in flux (Barthes 5). As
in Dickinson, Barthes' realignment of the traditional writer/reader relationship gives the
reader an active role in the production of meaning. Perhaps most importantly, however,
the lisible text's destabilization of meaning radically challenges power relations at many
levels. Because no single reading or interpretation is conclusive, the power of defining—
what Nietzsche calls the "lordly right of giving names" associated with dominance—is
drained of the oppressive qualities it carries in the scriptible view of textuality (26).
Dickinson's attention to power dynamics has been addressed most notably by her
feminist critics, whose work generally concentrates on human relationships in terms of

162

culture, history, and gender.^^ Although the focus of my study is not specifically political,
its consideration of the philosophy of meaning and value that Dickinson and her work
embody certainly must recognize the resistance to and rejection of masculine forms of
power her conception of reading promotes. The conventions of authorship and print she
challenges in her question about Barrett Browning, after aU, are clearly part of the
Western masculine tradition. Thus, the speaker's reversal in Poem 188 of the traditional
writer/reader relationship can be read as a re-thinking of meaning construction which
subverts the normalized, male-oriented view of textual authority.

In her study of

metaphor in Dickinson, for example, Wendy Barker has argued that the sun and the sun's
light represent male energy or male power in the poetry, a traditional symbolic association
that adds new meaning to the speaker's initial desire for the creation of a new sun in Poem
188 (72). Such a perspective encourages us to consider the proposed sun in terms of its
representational power. That is, the life-giving and life-enabling properties of the actual or
"given" sun are rejected in favor of the authority of a new sun, one that is not monolithic
and fixed like Ishmael's "true lamp" {MD 391), but is rather susceptible to the enchantment
of reading. The sun's actual absence in the poem should also be noted. Unlike the sun on
Melville's doubloon, which has "real" presence if only because its presence is described,
Dickinson's sun has not even come into fictional existence: it remains an idea, proposed
but not yet created. Nevertheless, her sun is "rendered" by the act of reading just as Stubb
describes his shipmates "rendering" the coin {MD 400).

Of the foundational work in this area, Adrienne Rich's "Vesuvius at Home: The Power of Emily
Dickinson" (1975) and Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar's The Madwoman in the Attic (1979) are
perhaps the most influential studies that identify Dickinson as a major subject for feminist criticism.
Since the late 1970's, feminist commentary on Dickinson has become the rule rather than the exception in
Dickinson studies, as I illustrate in footnote 63.
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For both Dickinson and Barthes, the literary text is a malleable entity between
humans. More than the expression of a whimsical desire, the speaker's initial demand in
Poem 188 invokes the productive, creative qualities Dickinson attaches to reading. After
the effective reversal of "Butterflies" and "Buttercups," which results in an almost
Melvillean understanding of fiction's ability to clarify and heighten reality [cf footnote 6],
the speaker's concluding statement regarding the real (as opposed to represented) world is
downright ominous. On the surface, however, her reading of reality once again reinforces
the desire to escape or ignore the empirical world.
Then - skip - the fi-ost upon the lea And skip the Russet - on the tree Let's play those — never come!

Both "fi^ost upon the lea" and "Russet - on the tree" make sense according to natural
occurrences: fi'ost forms upon pastures and an apple (or, in an alternate meaning for
"Russet," the color brown) naturally is found on a tree. If "skip" means to pass or avoid,
then it would appear that at least on the surface the speaker is re-stating her preference for
fiction over reality found in the first stanza. "Let's play those [real or actual things] never
come," she suggests, and instead be content with our representations of them. A similar
meaning may be derived if ±e word skip" means to dance or hop over, although in this
case the speaker asks readers not to neglect reality but instead let it proceed on its way
while we (the collective implied by "Let's" in the final line) simply ignore it. In both cases
the speaker appears to be advocating a retreat from reality, and the possible echo of "pray"
in the closing line lends a cenain urgency to her plea. However, with Barthes' idea of the
scriptible text in mind, the speaker's invitation to "play" reveals a radically new worldview. That is, she seems to be suggesting that even as the conditions of textual meaning
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are in play due to the nature of the scriptible dynamic, so are the conditions of reality,
which is seen here as a text to be read and thus creatively manipulated by readers who may
not wish to be "overturned" by what is given. Reality, like poetry, exists for us through
the medium of language and, as structuralist and post-structuralist theorists since Saussure
have realized, language is never given but always constructed. In this manner, Dickinson
can be understood as a "pre-structuralist" thinker. She clearly recognizes language as a
pivotal point of concern for the liberation of the human spirit, and her realization of
reality's fundamental textuality allows her to re-think the relationship between self and
other in less restrictive or oppressive terms than passive acceptance of the "given" worldtext will allow.
This idea of reality as a scriptible text is not liberating in itself however. In
section one, we considered how our involvement in larger social institutions always
informs our perception of the world, and how our public disclosures of this perception are
limited to the frame of acceptability at the time. Certainly, Dickinson is aware that reading
is a site of conflict between private and public, individual and society. She challenges the
socialized system of "doublethink" by re-thinking reading as a liminal process that resists
normalization by remaining in process.

At the end of section two, I described this

resistance by suggesting that Dickinson insists on playing by her own rules, and in fact
Dickinson's reflexive understanding of reading and being is best characterized by the coy
and deceptive word "play" in the final line of Poem 188. An overlooked key term in her
poetic vocabulary, "play" is generally associated with creative, imaginative, productive
impulses. Meaning is always in play in Dickinson's playfiil conception of reading, yet
unlike Melville she seems to accept and revel in such instability just as often as she realizes
the terror associated with liminal thinking. And this is how Dickinson's version of a
liminal consciousness arising from the act of reading is unique. She alone is willing (and
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apparently able) to achieve and maintain the paradoxically permanent sense of liminality
Melville fears and Whitman abandons, and, as I have already suggested, the result is one
of the most powerful and radically original conceptions of textuality in world literature.
Like Melville and Whitman, Dickinson contemplates the relationships between
writer/reader, fiction/reality, and reader/reality, and her interest in reading ultimately is
concerned with the central philosophical question of how to be. After considering what
appears to be her mature realization of a sustained liminal presence in poetry, I will apply
these ideas to the figure of the poet herself.
"I would not paint - a picture

(Poem 505), one of Dickinson's better-known

and most often anthologized works, reveals a long and carefiil consideration of the
relationships between representation, reality, reader, text, and author.

The poem

represents Dickinson's realization of a self liminally situated between art and life, and its
powerftil potential for coping with and ultimately re-shaping the given text of the world.
I would not paint - a picture I'd rather be the One
It's bright impossibility
To dwell - delicious - on And wonder how the fingers feel
Whose rare - celestial - stir Evokes so sweet a Torment Such sumptuous - Despair I would not talk, like Comets I'd rather be the One
Raised softly to the Ceilings And out, and easy on Through Villages of Ether Myself endued Balloon
By but a lip of Metal The pier to my Pontoon Nor would I be a Poet -
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It's finer - own the Ear Enamored - impotent - content The License to revere,
A privilege so awfiil
What would the Dower be.
Had I the Art to stun myself
With Bolts of Melody!

Here Dickinson addresses the acts of witnessing and creating in three art forms:
painting, music, and poetry. Thematically, the poem revolves around the difference
between artist and audience and, with the speaker's paradoxical rejection of the poet's role
in the final stanza, seems to register ambivalence about the distinction. Given the active or
scriptible readerly approach its author endorses, it is fitting that the poem has been
interpreted in strikingly different ways. Reading the artist/audience opposition as an
exploration of active/passive identities, feminist critics generally have seen this poem in the
terms that Cynthia Wolff suggests—as a "complex examination of the plight of woman-aspoet" (171). In this view, Dickinson's emphasis on the traditionally passive role of
audience is symbolic of female identity in the tradition of Western culture. Thus, the
concluding stanza's apparent celebration of being "Enamored - impotent - content

can

be read as an ironic comment upon the traditional position women have been forced to
occupy in relation to men and social power. More provocatively, Vivian Pollak has
extended this idea to consider the poem as an encoded internal crisis regarding sexual
orientation. According to Pollak, Dickinson's "suppression of a complex homosexual
identity" is the "major theme" of her "irmate feminism" and "self-suflScient sisterhood"
(133).

The sensuous and at times erotic language and imagery of the poem—the

masturbatory "fingers" evoking "sweet. . . Torment," for example—clearly authorize such
discussions of sexual identity. Sharon Cameron, however, offers a reading that seems
more appropriately indecisive where the general interpretation of the poem's
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artist/audience theme is concerned.

Willful indecision, in fact, is the main point of

Cameron's Choosing Not Choosing, which promotes the idea that many obscurities in
Dickinson are the result of the author's deliberate avoidance of closure or finality for the
sake of realizing a kind of liminal power that is shared between writer and reader alike.
Cameron's suggestion that Poem 505 is a study of the "relation of passivity and power,
witnessing and creation" (58) is liberating as an inclusive rather than exclusive view of the
text. That is, while the poem certainly can be seen to address gender and sexuality, its
artist/audience dialectic also functions as a reflexive device that brings into question the
act of artistic creation itself, the very act which enables Dickinson's speaker to speak in the
first place.Cameron's ideas about the act of "not choosing" recall earlier critical studies
regarding the poem's ambivalence, but her emphasis on power and power relations
suggests a productive rather than merely puzzling conclusion. That is, Dickinson's blurred
distinction between artist and audience here and elsewhere reveals the writer's careful
attention to the act and potential effect of reading, a concern that ultimately addresses the
collusion of literature and life in terms of identity and cultural meaning. In considering
textuality and textual space in Dickinson, Poem 505 offers a wealth of insight because it
brings together virtually all the elements of Dickinson's reflexive thinking.
The first of three stanzas features a meditation on the difference between viewing
and painting a picture. As in Poem 188, the speaker positions herself with audience
instead of artist, claiming she would rather look at the picture than create it in the first
place. Again, the looking itself and especially the effects of this looking, are described in
the kind of imaginative, creative terms one expects fi^om artist rather than audience. The
curious "fingers"~possibly a reference to the traditional inspiration of the Muses, or
Cameron's argument also calls into question the value of the tangible product as well, an idea that will
receive further attention shortly.
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perhaps an anthropomorphic vision of the picture itself—reinforce the physicality of the art
product, and the celebration of the "sweet . . . Torment" and "sumptuous Despair"
produced confirm its sensuous nature.

The "stir" these fingers evoke, however, is

"celestial"; that is, the source of their effect is decidedly intangible, belonging to neither
the art object or its viewer exclusively. Significantly, the effect of the art object is
described as a "bright impossibility"; it is not the creative product but the creative
production it enables that is celebrated here.

"[B]right impossibility" suggests an

illuminating, luminescent, and perhaps even cheerful paradox upon which (or in which)
one might "dwell" or exist satisfactorily. The speaker's reaction to this "impossibility" is
puzzling: "delicious" suggests a curious response to paradox, which is usually
characterized as fiustrating and opaque, certainly not "bright," enjoyable, or delightfiil.
Further, if something is "impossible," it is incapable of being or occurring in the first place.
So how does one "dwell" on something that doesn't exist? The presence of art, then, is
questioned along with traditional ideas about artist and audience; it is the "unreal" or
fictional nature of art that concerns Dickinson here, and she seems to be suggesting that it
is more complicated to distinguish fi-om reality than one might assume.
The concrete quality of the encountered art object begins to dissolve fiirther in the
second stanza along with any notion that the distinction between fiction and reality is
clear-cut. Here, the speaker repeats her preference for audience over artist, this time in
relation to music. Her initial mention of the music's source—the "Comets" which "talk" or
speak the music itself—evokes the tangible nature of the brass instruments, but her
subsequent description of the music's effect destabilizes the materiality of the situation.
Again, the speaker's response is unaginative. She is moved—literally—by the music; she is
"Raised softly to the Ceilings-" and then outside, where she floats balloon-like over an
ethereal landscape. While her reaction to the music at first appears sentimentally passive—
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that is, the idea that hearing music makes one lighter than air could be considered merely
fancifiil or whimsical—the gentle but haunting quality of her journey transforms her role as
listener to an active one. She drifts into a surreal, intoxicating realm where the initially
tangible comets are reduced to a curious and decidedly intangible fragmented image, a "lip
of Metal." One can point out that describing the outer edge of a brass instrimient as a
"Up" is as common as describing a piano's supports as legs, and yet the image remains
disturbingly anthropomorphic. That is, the surreal nature of the setting, along with the
first line's suggestion that the comets "talk," clearly charges the image with energy
extending beyond common usage. The "talk[ing]" comets with their "lip[s]," then, occupy
a position somewhere between the literal instruments producing the music and the
imaginative response of the listener.

The juxtaposition of hard brass and soft flesh

suggests an imcomfortable fusion of the real and Active; as the "pier" to the "Pontoon" of
the speaker's softly floating figure, Dickinson seems to be suggesting the "lip of Metal" as
a docking place or touchstone that grounds the speaker—and by extension, all listeners or
readers—in a liminal, shifting space that is difficult to understand as "ground" at all.
In keeping with the fiision of fiction and reaUty through reading (or listening) in
this stanza, Dickinson's text itself complicates traditional ideas about artist and audience.
The variant words she supplies in her manuscripts—as in all her poems with variant
readings—introduce new problems and possibilities to the project of interpretation.
Consider the second stanza's sixth line, where the speaker describes the effect of the
comets' music as a kind of fiision. "Myself endued Balloon," she says, indicating that she
and the music have become entangled in some complicated manner. To endue is to imbue,
transmit, or endow; thus the music has provided or permeated her with its qualities and,
like the fiision of brass and flesh in the "lip of Metal," it is difficult if not impossible to
separate the two. Dickinson does not describe a transformation—a complete change from
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one state or thing to another—but rather maintains the existence of both music and
speaker. In terms of helping to distinguish fiction fi-om reality, the term "endued" isn't
very useful. Yet Dickinson fiirther complicates the matter by listing not one but three
variant terms for "endued": "upheld," "upborne," and "sustained." The first two preserve
the image of the speaker-as-balloon, where her floating figure is held aloft by the music.
Together, all three terms suggest that the music provides some kind of fimdamental
nourishment or necessary condition for being, and in addition "upborne" posits the music
as a vehicle for achievement, along with its subtle suggestion that this fusion of music and
listener results in a birth of sorts, an awakening perhaps to a new or different mode of
being. As in Poem 593, reading is seen here as enchantment; it is a vehicle for the
"Conversion of the Ivfind."
In terms of its content. Poem 505 asks us to consider a new or different way of
reading and thus thinking and thus being. And this request is echoed in the poem's form as
well. As Cameron points out, Dickinson's variant words and phrases radically question the
identity of the poem itself with theu" resistance to a final, authoritative form. Do the
poem's eight variants mean that we should consider eight (or more) distinct versions of the
text? Or, as Cameron suggests and as I have demonstrated above, perhaps the variants
mean that critical analysis should consider them as being "half incorporated" by the poem,
troubling moments of "on the other hand" inserted into explications of the "main" text
(Cameron 4). The central question Cameron raises in regard to Dickinson's variants—what
is

the poem?~applies directly to the situation of Poem 505.

That is, the speaker

complicates our understanding of the art objects addressed in the poem as discrete,
bounded entities and calls into question traditional ideas about looking at, listening to, or
reading them. In so doing, Dickinson looks beyond the closure of limits in general, it
could be argued, in order to accomplish the impossible by being impossible.
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The poem's final stanza appropriately considers poetry as a third art where
differentiating artist fi'om audience is problematized. After her rejection of the painter and
musician roles, the speaker's famous claim "Nor would I be a poet" is startling even if it is
expected. Dickinson's ambivalence over which position to prefer—artist or audience—was
of course registered early in her writing career. We have seen this ambivalence in Poem
188, where the speaker's oscillation between the two remained purposefully indecisive,
and more subtly in Poem 2, where the mention of "darkness" introduced a vague sense of
unease into her utopic world. But the speaker's rejection of the poet's role in Poem 505 is
particularly striking because it flies in the face of simple logic. After all, her words are
delivered through the medium of a poem and exist in the context of a poem. As her
language helps to constitute the poem, she is already occupying the position of poet.
Thus her claim has the effect of a direct contradiction, an outright lie. "It's finer," she
says, to be a reader, to be "Enamored - impotent - content

in that traditionally passive

role that depends on the acceptance of limits and submission to their authority. But surely
the speaker must be seen as anything but "impotent" in this poem; her imaginative
responses to pamting and music in the previous stanzas illustrate all the potent qualities of
creation normally associated with the active role of artist.

Obviously, her illogical

statement must be read as playfiil, as a wickedly ironic comment on the traditional
dichotomy of thought the poem has been subverting fi-om the start.

Remember that the

artist's power or potency is described as a "privilege so awful." It is awful precisely
because it has the ability to reduce the reader (or looker, or listener) to impotence, to a

This moment in Dickinson recalls Whitman's bold statement in "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry" that we are
not reading, which was discussed in both the Introduction and in Chapter two. While many similarities
can be found in the playfiil relationships they establish with the reader, the crucial difference is that
Whitman erased such extremes in later editions of his poetry, whereas Dickinson apparently embraced
this kind of illogical audacity for life.
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position where the "License to revere" is the only response available. As a form of power,
creativity always has the potential to force its audience into the traditional, passive role
Dickinson finds repressive and limiting. Such dominion is avoided in the poem by the
speaker's active responses to art, which we see now has accomplished the fusion or merge
of artist and audience in a way that renders neither "impotent" and limits neither to mute
reverence.
The poem's closing lines echo the stanza's opening contradiction. The speaker
wonders about the power and privilege of being able to "stun" oneself with "Bolts of
Melody," here presimiably a reference to the melodious lines of poetry a poet creates. Of
course she does wield this power; the poem itself stands as evidence. Yet here she is
vocalizing the impossible idea that she is not vocalizing, and she is able to do it because
she is participating in a series of reversals which inevitably includes us as readers. In other
words, the text's success is just as dependent on our own ability to read creatively as it is
dependent on Dickinson's ability to write; we must join the "play" of the speaker's
contradictions if we are to avoid being "stun[ned]" into the very land of submissive
impotence the final stanza addresses.
Gary Stonum's commentary on the poem's ending is relevant here. He contends
that Dickinson re-thinks the romantic conception of the sublime by basing its affective
power on blockage or rejection as opposed to mastery, an orientation intended to
"provoke. . . the reader's imagination without dictating to it" (ix). In this case, the
speaker's puzzling claim "Nor would I be a Poet" can be read as a rejection of the
dictatorial power traditionally claimed by artists in relation to their audiences. Yet this
idea doesn't quite translate to Poem 505 for Stonum. "[W]hat starts out by celebrating the
affective intensity of art," he writes, "ends [in] helpless fascination with the power, license.
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and privilege of the magisterial poet and a correspondingly humbling recognition of one's
own impotence" (83-4).
While it recognizes the speaker's critique of power as the poem's pivotal thematic
issue, his suggestion that the reader's final position is one of "helpless fascination" neglects
the playfiil nature of the speaker's utterance. That is, the poem ends with an exuberant
exclamation point for two reasons. Simplistically, the speaker has rejected a form of
power she finds awfiil. But at the same time she realizes that she is (or at least represents)
the creator of a particularly powerfiil work of art—the poem itself—which, even as it
disclaims, it claims the power to "stun." The difference between Dickinson and the kind of
poet the speaker denounces in the third stanza is liminality, or in this case her deliberate
positioning between oppositions. Occupying positions of both reader and writer by way of
a sense of textuality that fiises and purposefiiUy confiises inside and outside, Dickinson's
speaker manages, paradoxically, to both claim and deny the "privilege" of a creator whose
authorial power ultimately is not "awfiil" but liberating for readers, because it invites them
to share the same privileges of dwelling, creating, and sturming that she claims through the
power of liminal consciousness.
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3.

It is reasonable to assume that by 1862~the date Johnson assigns for Poem SOS
and also the year that Dickinson scholars generally see as her creative climax—Dickinson
was aware of ambiguity and liminality as major related concepts in her work. It is equally
reasonable to assume that these concepts at least partly informed the famous
correspondence she initiated with the scholar Thomas Wentworth Ifigginson in this year.
Surely it is difficult to imagine the author of Poem SOS "submitting" to Kgginson or any
other literary authority. Accordingly, where past scholars saw her original letters to
Higginson as proof of Dickinson "consider[ing], for the first time, the possibility of
publication" (Linscott iii-iv), recent critics have adopted the view that her interaction with
Higginson was always more playful than serious on Dickinson's part, although the two
developed a genuine fiiendship over the years. In any case, by the time she contacted
EBgginson, it is reasonably certain that Dickinson had thoroughly considered and rejected
conventional publication as it conflicted with the liminal nature of her work. Her general
reaction to the editing and printing of her work is perhaps best simimed up in a letter to
Higginson where she complains bitterly of a mistreated poem, insisting that her "Snake"
(in Poem 986) was "defeated" due to minor editorial tampering (Letters 316). Martha
Nell Smith interprets this reaction as a matter of principle for Dickinson, who "objects to
limits that she herself did not wish to impose being forced upon her poem" (12).®'* As the
Smith's Rowing in Eden brilliantly argues that Dickinson developed an unconventional, highly
personal, and feminine method of "publication" by incorporating poems in letters to fiiends and relatives.
While Smith's intriguing use of the term "publication" arguably oversimplifies Dickinson's idiosyncratic
and perhaps undefinable treatment of her poetry, what is certain is that Dickinson consciously worked
against conventional editing and printing methods and remained very much aware of how they conflicted
with her poetry. The fact that only eleven of the 1775 poems Dickinson wrote were published during her
lifetime, despite her connections to men and women involved with the publishing business, presents
strong evidence for Dickinson's strategic decision to keep her poetry "private."
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conventions of print, editing, and publication in general are all involved in the larger
convention of public reading discussed in section one, we see that Dickinson's liminal
consciousness extends to the very identity of her work as "poetry" in any traditional sense
of the term.
Recalling the normalized aspect of public reading considered earlier, it is
interesting to note Richard Sewall's suggestion that much editorial confusion "might have
been cleared up, of course, had [Dickinson] ever seen her poems through the press. As
has often been pointed out, we are dealing with a poet's workshop—a life's work left for
posterity to put in order" (7n). Sewall is, of course, a brilliant Dickinson scholar. But his
suggestion here that her "life's work" is a mess to be "put in order" is a telling reminder
that critical and editorial intervention is always intervention for Dickinson. Reading, that
is, may be the way to the "Divine Insanity" of a "converted" mind, but it also always holds
the potential for the opposite effect: loss of freedom, powerlessness, and normalization.
As I have already suggested, the same kind of liminal consciousness that informs her
poetry extends to Dickinson herself such that her "whole art" can be understood as an
astonishing fusion of poetry, letters, and life in a strategic liminal conception of thinking
and being. In concluding my discussion of Dickinson, I will attempt to show the relation
between critical doublethinking and Dickinson's doubled thinking as a productive source
of conflict. Where the understanding of an American liminal consciousness is concerned,
recognizing the entanglement of life, work, and greater social realities in her "whole art"
seems to offer the most rewarding readings of Dickinson and in Dickinson.
To put the matter crudely: Dickinson's well-known peculiarities (particularly the
dual mysteries of her self-imposed isolation and her decision not to publish) have always
been—and likely always will be—irresistible to readers and scholars seeking to understand
the poetry. Where knowledge of Melville's sea experience and Whitman's service as a
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Civil War nurse have helped critics to read Moby-Dick and Drum-Taps, a lack of sufficient
information has fiustrated Dickinson criticism from its beginning. Karen Dandurand puts
the situation concisely:
Since the posthumous publication of Dickinson's poems in the
1890's, critical attention has often emphasized either biography or
analysis of the poems, sometimes at the expense of a balanced
consideration of the other. The personality of the poet and the
circumstances of her life have seemed as compelling and puzzling as
the poems themselves. This dual focus has continued to be a
prevailing pattern in Dickinson criticism (ix).
Certainly tension between life and work complicates the critical assessment of any writer.
But, as Dandanmd notes, Dickinson's case is unique by virtue of its consistent mystery.
Both her poetry and her life "center" on enigma, secrecy, strangeness—the very antithesis
of understanding. In this manner, Dickinson emerges as one of the most problematic
subjects in literary studies, because those who would explicate either her life or her work
eventually find themselves obligated to address both, and in each case too many questions
and not enough answers complicate understanding, clarity, and explication.®^
Poem 1206, largely overlooked by critics, resists understanding, clarity, and
explication in typical Dickinson fashion. What seems fairly certain, however, is that the
poem comments upon the actions of looking and analyzing that define reading. In so
doing. Poem 1206 also reinforces the idea that reading is a reflexive, potentially liminal,
and always ambiguous experience;
The Show is not the Show
Albert J. Gelpi's Emily Dickinson: The Mind of the Poet (1965) represents the first serious attempt to
fuse biography and textual analysis in a conception of the poet as the conscious creator of both. Gelpi's
"comprehensive internal biography" (vii) is particularly valuable because it identifies ambivalence (posited
as a form of Emersonian double-consciousness) and reversal as two key concepts for Dickinsoa criticism.
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But they that go Menagerie to me
My Neighbor be Fair play Both went to see In keeping with her general interest in the complicated relationship between art and reality,
the poem's "Show" can be taken to mean either or both of these terms. That is, the
"Show" can be read as the product or production of artistic endeavor (a play, a concert, a
painting exhibit, a poem). Or, as the second line suggests, "Show" can refer to the people
(the readers) who encounter such an object or performance.

Further, the speaker's

suggestion that people~"they," "My Neighbor," and "me" in the poem—are just as capable
of being read as poems underscores the main point of my double take on Dickinson. With
her view of empirical reality as a scriptible text, Dickinson's destabilization of the
boundary between representation and reality relies as much on what happens "outside" the
poetry as it does on the poetry itself

Thus our consideration of Dickinson's liminal

"whole art" must account for the poetry's problematic content and physicality, its equally
problematic author, and the past and present critical reception of her life and work. In
closing, then, I will sketch out some of the most interesting and primary concerns for such
study.
To begin with, reading Dickinson's poetry has always been complicated by an
ongoing controversy regardmg its presentation.

It is ironic that Dickinson—whose

canonicity is decidedly secure, and who has been named "along with Whitman, one of the
two foundational poets of North America" (McGann 87) as well as "the greatest woman
poet of all time" (Dickie 1995, 322)—has achieved her posthumous status without a
satisfactory primary text. The business of Dickinson criticism thrives, producing an
average three major press books and sixty journal articles a year; yet paradoxically, all of
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this attention is concentrated on a body of work that literally cannot be reproduced in
print. Currently, two very different editions of the poetry are recognized—with varying
degrees of acceptability~as standard in Dickinson studies. A brief review of their origins,
and how Dickinson's poetry has been handled since her death, illustrates how her
conception of reading extends far beyond the edges of pages or the containment of books.
The convoluted soap-opera quality of Dickinson's publication history is established
in detail elsewhere, so I will provide only a general sketch here.®® After Dickinson's death
in 1886, a quarrel between the poetry's two initial keepers—sister Lavinia and friend Mabel
Loomis Todd~led to a division of the original manuscripts and a kind of publication
"war," with each family publishing selections of the poetry over the next fifty years.
Friends, family members, and a series of editors—not all of them sharing the same views
regarding what should or should not be seen publicly—have managed to add literary
vandalism to the situation, leaving partially-censored and even badly-mutilated
manuscripts in their wake. Such editorial intervention was due not only to bewilderment
over the poems; in addition to the strange poetry, there was the strange woman. From the
beginning Dickinson's popularity had just as much to do with the myth of the withdrawn,
eccentric woman in white as it did with her puzzling verse. Her original editors were
sensitive to this myth and did their best to see that the poetry was received as serious
literary work despite it. Indeed, with their alterations of punctuation and word choice,
Dickinson's first editors established what became an editorial norm, based on the idea that
the "peculiarities" of her poetry—the unusual punctuation, the odd capitalizations, the
often disrupted meter—must be "tidied up" for a reading public who might otherwise
dismiss the work. Thus, the first fifty years of Dickinson scholarship relied on poorly
See R. W. Franklin's The Editing of Emily Dickinson (1967) and Richard B. Sewall's The Life of Emily
Dickinson (1974) for excellent discussions of how Dickinson's poetry has been handled over the years.
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edited primary texts, and critics unknowingly based elaborate interpretations on severely
inadequate and incorrect versions of the poems.
This is the very mess Thomas H. Johnson hoped to clean up. His 1955 "variorum"
edition remains the most reliable and complete edition of her work, mainly because it
presents all the poetry that Dickinson produced along with variant readings. But his
Complete Poems is unreliable in several key ways. The original three-volume edition is
unwieldy and costly, so many readers end up using the single-volume edition which omits
and thus negates variant readings altogether. Next, Johnson's system of chronologically
nimibering the untitled poems is at last only educated guesswork; many of his dates have
been proven uncertain or simply wrong. Such uncertainty makes it virtually impossible to
discuss things like poetic development, the precise historical context of a given poem, or
even biography with any real authority. And still another weakness has been pointed out
by scholars such as Susan Howe and Martha Nell Smith, who see no substitute for the
original manuscript version, as the poetry's effect is largely dependent on its original form
and context. The highly personal, handmade quality of the manuscript pages, for example,
moves Howe to claim that Dickinson's poetry is conceived as a "whole art," where paper
type and texture, along with ink tone and calligraphic subtleties, are intimately linked to its
overall effect.

Further, many of Dickinson's poems were included in letters to friends,

sometimes slightly altered to perhaps personalize the poem for its specific reader, and
Smith insists that large-scale variants such as these be considered separate poems in their
own right.

Thus in Johnson, the standard medium is the problem: the very process of

I am indebted here to Susan Howe for her conversation following the short talk she gave during a 1994
visit to the University of Arizona in Tucson. Howe's use of the term "whole art" is primarily concerned
with the poetry's content, form, and physicality, but its global perspective of Dickinson's textualiQ^ accords
with my earlier use of the concept in a larger context that includes Dickinson as well.
cf footnote 84.
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"translating" Dickinson's handmade language creations into print cancels out many subtle
qualities found in the original manuscripts and finally calls into question whether or not the
poetry was ever intended for the medium of print in the first place.
Yet literary critics depend on the availability of a standard edition, one that
"represents as exactly as possible the author's final intention for the work" (Franklin 128).
And the primary text offered by R.W. Franklin's Manuscript Books of Emily Dickinson
(1981) is about as close to primary as mass production will allow; these are facsimile
reproductions of the poems Dickinson threaded together into packets or fascicles, and in
them one finds much that is missing in printed versions of the poetry. For instance, in
Franklin's edition one sees expressive variation—or as Howe might put it, calligraphy—in
Dickinson's famous dashes, variation that simply does not translate into the uniformity of
print. Yet for all Franklin's ambition to overcome the deficiencies of Johnson's edition, his
Manuscript Books edition creates more problems than it solves. A picky but important
concern is Dickinson's handwriting itself which is as difficult as it is expressive. The
manuscript reader must be something of a handwriting expert to decipher whole poems, an
effort even serious readers may not be able to make. A bigger problem is quantity;
Franklin reproduces only a fraction of the almost 1800 works Johnson identifies as poems.
While it is probable that many of the "scraps"—lines scrawled on old envelopes, comers of
brown paper bags, and on the backs of laundry lists—presented as "finished" poems by
Johnson are merely notes or abandoned ideas, who is to say which is which? Attempting
to categorize the work as "finished" or "unfinished" recalls Sewall's view of the poetry as a
mess to be "put in order" (7n), presupposing that Dickinson left the mess to be cleaned up
in the first place. The upshot of this editing history is that we now have two very different
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editions of the poetry recognized as "standard" in Dickinson studies.®'

Responsible

scholars and critics must necessarily work with both—a difficult and time-consuming task,
as any Dickinson scholar or critic will attest. Thus, without an authoritative edition of the
poetry, it seems only natural and logical to turn to the poet herself for clarification. But
this, too, involves more questions than answers.
The biggest question about Emily Dickinson concerns a personal crisis she
experienced sometime during the early 1860's, and which supposedly played a key role in
her now-legendary withdrawal fi^om society.

This crisis is synonymous, for most

Dickinson scholars, with the "terror" she mentions in her second letter to Thomas
Wentworth Higginson: "I had a terror since September, I could tell to none; and so I sing,
as the boy does by the burying ground, because I am afraid" {Letters 166). The precise
nature of this crisis has been the subject of extensive debate for over a hundred years.
While the lack of adequate evidence has prevented final agreement, it essentially goes
without saying that solving this mystery will have a domino efiect upon most if not all of
the other mysteries in Dickinson's life and work. In this sense, the "terror" constitutes
another area in Dickinson studies where the act of reading is a central concern. Like the
problem of editing, reading the "terror" becomes tantamount to reading the poetry itself.
As a text, it compares to the Memnon Stone with its hidden point of balance, and, like
Melville's overly-readable and finally unreadable texts-within-texts, Dickinson's "terror"
reveals the potentially dangerous as well as the generative nature of the ambiguous and the

And a third is on the way: Franklin's Harvard University Press edition of the poems is now in progress.
No doubt intended as a solution to the problematic situation I have descnbed, it is likely the new addition
will make matters worse. That is, given Dickinson's publication histoiy and Franklin's excellence as a
Dickinson scholar and editor, it is reasonable to assume that the new book will obligate readers to consult
three editions of the poetry.
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liminal, both inviting and impeding readers with its perpetually unfiilfilled promise of
meaning.
One of the most widely-accepted and time-honored theories is that the crisis had
something to do with disappointed love, and the critical quest for her lover's identity is a
much-disputed hallmark of Dickinson studies.'"

Jane Donahue Eberwein notes the

possible connection between the enigmatic circumstances of Dickinson's self-imposed
isolation and the popular "love theory" it, in her opinion, enables. "Directly or indirectly,"
Eberwein writes, "Dickinson chose spinsterhood, which her neighbors regarded as a
slightly unnatural condition unless the unclaimed jewel attracted sympathy with a sad story
Until recently, in fact, naming a lover was a standard operating procedure for Dickinson critics,
regardless of the specific aim or subject of one's study. This central fascination seems to have originated,
as Emily R. Sugden suggests in a 1930 letter to the editor of the Saturday Review, from the local Amherst
legend of a lover whom ED's father had forbidden her to see. For more extensive, specific discussions of
the "lover quest" in Dickinson studies, see Richard Forrester's "Emily of Amherst" {Yankee XII, 1948);
Jack Garlington's "Emily Dickinson's Curious Biographers" {Colorado Quarterly VI, 1957); Salamatullah
IChan's Emily Dickinson's Poetry: The Flood Subjects (Mystic, CT: Verry, 1969); and James Wood's
Emily Elizabeth Dickinson: A Portrait (Nashville: Nelson, 1972), which examines her "secret love affair"
as the source or crux of Dickinson's central nq^ry. As early as 1933, Ruth Huntingdon Sessions was
pleading for an end to the investigation into the identity of ED's lover on the grounds that it had become
an unrestrained and ridiculous phenomenon that diminished the poet's achievement But the quest
continued, and literally dozens of lovers have been named in minor articles and major books on
Dickinson. Consider the following list of candidates, which is not at all comprehensive, but rather is
intended to illustrate the range of potential answers to the mystery of Dickinson's love life: Major Edward
Hunt, George Gould, the Reverend Charles Wadsworth, Samuel Bowles, Judge Otis Lord, Richard Salter
Storrs Dickinson, Leonard Humphry, and Hasket Derby. This partial list of the distant relatives and
family friends who have been promoted as Dickinson's secret love, and the much longer list of additional
candidates considered over the years, recalls the various readings of the doubloon witnessed by Ishmael
and Stubb in Moby-Dick; in all cases, their readings reveal the insistent need for readers to define,
categorize, and control ambigui^. In Dickinson's case, however, as in the case of the doubloon, there
simply doesn't seem to be an ultimate answer.
Despite Margaret Dickie's claim that critical attention is now shifting to more intensive study of the
manuscripts (331-2), it is unlikely that interest in the "disappointed love theory" will disappear altogether.
One might note that my list above includes only potential male lovers identified by critics, neglecting the
recent critical interest in a lesbian Dickinson discussed in section one. Although Rebecca Patterson
floated the idea in 1951, it is only recently that Dickinson's potential homosexuali^ has given rise to what
Martha Nell Smith calls an informal "School of a Lesbian Dickinson" in scholarly studies (28). Following
Adrienne Rich's foundational work in this area in the late 1960s and early 1970s, noted Dickinson critics
such as Judith Farr, Vivian Pollak, Susan Howe, and Martha Nell Smith have ensured that Dickinson's
love life will remain a significant issue for future scholarship.
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of disappointed love" (29). If the "disappointed love theory" indeed began with local
Amherst gossip about the town recluse, then we can see the origins of the myth as an
attempt by those around Dickinson to explain—or, more pointedly, to normalize—the
otherwise inexplicable behavior of a respectable Amherst man's eldest daughter. Combine
this local gossip with "the preservation of love lyrics that seem ... to have much of the
personal about them" (Lubbers 35), and the critical obsession with the idea of a lover
studies is not difiBcult to understand. Klaus Lubbers elaborates; "Once the secret of the
secluded life had been touched, the legend of the broken heart kept preying on curious
minds. Curiosity formed an inseparable part of the price of posthumous fame Dickinson
had gained" (35). For many critics like Lubbers, both contemporary gossip and later
critical interest in the "disappointed love theory" serve to illustrate the common readerly
need for easy explanations, for rendering enigmatic texts harmless and controlling or
reducing the danger and power that mystery represents. Yet Lubbers, like others who
would denounce the "lover quest" as irresponsible scholarship, overlooks the possibility
that Dickinson might not be spinning in her grave after all.
The sensationalistic press Lubbers rejects, that is, may have been anticipated if not
encouraged by Dickinson herself This idea, in fact, has been considered extensively in
recent criticism,'' and it recalls Poem 1206's emphasis upon the scriptible textuality of
people. In a sense, "Menagerie to me / My Neighbor be -" can be read as a reversal of the
local gossip about her, of which Dickinson was clearly aware. In 1881, Mabel Loomis
Todd wrote to her parents that her friend Emily was the "lady whom the people call the
See Eberwein's Dickinson: Strategies of Limitation (1985) and Joanne Dobson's Dickinson and the
Strategy of Reticence (1989) for two particularly compelling discussions of Dickinson-as-strategist Both
Eberwein and Oobson contend that the popular "mysteiy lover" idea is in keeping with the generally
mysterious, secretive, and reticent nature of her poetry. In her own way, each critic promotes a symbiotic
relationship between life and work in Dickinson, and thus my own stucfy must be seen, in part, as an
extension of this central idea.
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Myth . . . N o o n e k n o w s t h e c a u s e o f h e r i s o l a t i o n , b u t o f c o u r s e t h e r e a r e d o z e n s o f
reasons assigned" (Sewall 216), and it is highly doubtfiil that Dickinson herself would have
been oblivious to such local talk in a town the size of Amherst. Given the strategic nature
of Dickinson's own mysterious presence, it is interesting that the poem's speaker finds
other in general to be puzzling, ambiguous, "Menagerie." She suggests that attempting to
understand others is like walking into a maze, an idea that certainly reflects the con&sion
that others—both "Neighbor" and scholar alike—have experienced in attempting to
understand Dickinson. As Edward Said has noted, "[t]here is always an Other; and this
Other willy-nilly turns interpretation into a social activity" (3). Such activity. Poem 1206
suggests, is "Fair play

an idea that can be read as that which opposes foul play and also

that sort of play associated with a fair or carnival. In both cases, the notion of rules or
limits is implied. In the first sense, "Fair play

implies the rules and norms of society,

which govern the behavior of people and thus the categorization of people. But in its
second sense "Fair play -" evokes with Bakhtin's idea that "[i]n a world of carnival... the
realisation that established authority and truth are relative" (10). As camivalesque play
reveals the constructed as opposed to given nature of both social authority and truth,
describing texts (whether fictive or real, object or person) as "Menagerie" implies that
reading, for Dickinson, is always a playful enterprise.
This camivalesque notion of reading as "Fair play" encourages us to consider the
potential value of Terence Hawkes' ideas about the "play-text" for Dickinson criticism. As
with Walt Whitman, the relevance of the concept for Dickinson lies mainly in the playtext's plaji/w/ nature: it literally "plays around" with possibilities and resists the
authoritative or absolute kind of meaning associated with traditional conceptions of
reading and understanding. As Hawkes describes it, the play-text stands "[a]s a site of
competition between different ways of reading" and as an "occasion which calls into
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question some of our presuppositions concerning the activity of reading all texts" (77).
Certainly we have seen both of these effects in Dickinson's work and in readings of her
work. But rather than isolate, as Hawkes does, a particular reading or a particular way of
reading that challenges conventional approaches and ideas, I would suggest that Dickinson
embodies the idea of a "play text" in a more general and, in fact, more playfiil manner. As
a single chapter in a larger generalist study of American literature, my overview of her
poetry's content and form, its editing and critical history, and the sense of mystery
surrounding her own life cannot hope to be comprehensive. But the "Bright Impossibility"
I have described as the liminal result of Dickinson's "whole art," however planned or
coincidental it is in the end, suggests a productive, inclusive rather than exclusive way of
reading Dickinson that appears to be in keeping with her own thinking about reading.
Working against normalized modes of public reading by playfully blurring the distinction
between representation and reality in her work and life, Dickinson realizes the American
ideal of an identity based on process and thus progress. As "the Term between" (CP
#721), she cannot be contained, limited, or reduced.

Her version of

liminal

consciousness—achieves perhaps the most powerfiil, sustained, and original sense of
textuality and presence yet found in American literature—effectively resists limited being in
that both Dickinson the person as well as Dickinson the myth finally and perpetually hover
somewhere in between fantasy and fact. She in a sense makes her poetry "real" by re
thinking the act of reading on her own self-empowering terms, terms that offer the same
power to others who would share—and help create—her created world.
This conclusion might appear to be melodramatic and sentimental, as the notion
that Dickinson "Uved a poem" or otherwise brought her poetry to life only seems to
reinforce the elitist or escapist tendencies found in her work since the turn of the century.
But her insistent rejection and sharing of authorial power and her consistent mterest in
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resisting all forms of normalization suggest that Dickinson's real concern was not to
escape but to cope with and even challenge a limited existence. In this manner, Dickinson
ultimately offers a powerfiil sense of reading's personal if not social potential for
transformation and for what seems to be the "purest" sense of freedom (in relation to
society, history, and neurology) available to us. Even so, the real conclusion is that liminal
being carries a heavy price, because it depends largely on recognizing and accepting the
solitary nature of the human condition. While one's "Consciousness" may be "aware / Of
neighbors and the Sun" {CP #822), in the end one is profoundly alone. This isolation may
recall the experiences of Pip and Ishmael in Moby-Dick, but the crucial difference is that
they did not willingly choose to face, much less challenge, the "heartless immensity" of the
textual world alone (MD 383). Melville's characters, as well as Whitman with his cosmic
persona, either suffer or retreat from the "Divine Insanity" that such an experience
involves. Dickinson, however, chooses not to choose (which is, ironically, a choice after
all), and so remains in a perpetual liminal space where she might "touch ... the Universe"
(CP #378), but where she is also must suffer the "Heavenly Hurt" {CP #258) that
accompanies such "Conversion of the Soul" (CP #593). In other words, Dickinson's
liminal consciousness may offer "moments of escape- / When bursting all the doors- / She
dances like a Bomb, abroad, / And swings upon the hours" (#512). But in keeping with
the American experience of an identity and culture based on process, the liminal presence
and logic Dickinson takes to a flirther extreme than Whitman finally takes on the aspect of
an eerie, solitary shadow play. The darkness and secrecy of her reflexive enchantment
through reading makes her a powerfiil figure, indeed, but also a powerfiiUy solitary figure.
And it is extremely diflBcuIt, if not extremely ridiculous, to imagine a society peopled by
such figures.

In the end, Dickinson seems to have achieved—in poetry and in life—a

sustained fusion of poetry and life that enables the kind of ultimate but lonely freedom that
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Emerson has in mind in "Self-Reliance," when he suggests "Nothing is at last sacred but
the integrity of your own mind" (260). There is a sense of relentless integrity in Dickinson
that insists on the sacredness of the perceiving mind, the mind

thinldng in

reaction to the

world as a way of being in the world. This is not to say that Dickinson's was a
phenomenological pursuit, or an attempt to escape the world; ratlier, it is to acknowledge
the act of reading as that which defines human experience and allows one to come into a
satisfactory relation with oneself/«the world.
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Chapter Five
CONCLUSION: A COMPACT WITH THE DEVIL

1. The Gravitational Force of "America"
I will now add that Americans love their countiy,
not, indeed, as it is, but as it will be. They do not
love the land of their fathers; but they are sincerely
attached to that which their children are destined to
inherit They live in the future, and make their
country as they go on.
- Francis Grund (1837)

In my discussions of Melville, Whitman, and Dicidnson, I have argued that the act
of reading is thematized consistently in American literature as a shared but solitary liminal
experience between writer and reader, both constructing and deconstructing the necessary
but volatile boundaries between writing and reading, writing and living, and writing and
thinking. As a figure for human perception and thought, reading in American literature
reflects and perhaps helps to create the process-oriented sense of identity and culture that
Francis Grund describes in my epigraph to this concluding chapter. This sense of cultural
identity is characterized by what I have termed "liminal consciousness," or the reflexive
awareness of being in process or "between." It has been noted that neither the theme of
reading I am describing, nor its inherently reflexive nature, are unique to American
literature. However, during the American Renaissance period this traditional writerly
concern with reading becomes entangled with the American cultural imagination, and the
resulting fusion is a uniquely liminal mode of thinking and being. Characterized by its
close association to a cultural identity based on the pursuit of an impossible ideal, the act
of reading comes to reflect and perhaps create both the representation and the reality of
American life, neither of which is finally distinguishable fi-om the other. I am saying, in
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other words, that at the most fertile moment in American literary history to date, the major
Renaissance writers—particularly Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson—can be understood as
consciously and unconsciously constructing and reflecting the American self-image. Their
liminal conception of reading reflects a liminal sense of being, both of which extend to the
present day as a primary trait of American literature and of American cultural
consciousness.
Rather than merely reinforce the monolithic presence of these writers in American
literary studies, I hope to contribute to the larger project of re-thinking their work in
relation to the debate about a new American literature that has been going on for at least
twenty years. That is, my study is conceived as an extension or addition to what Donald
Pease calls "revisionary interventions" into the Americanist canon, interventions which
signal a transformation of the "disciplinary unconscious," or the convictions and tacit
assumptions that inform professional practice (1994, 11). In this concluding chapter, I
will try to situate my study in relation to this body of work by addressing the question of
whether my canonical study can be considered a truly "revisionist" argument. After all,
one would be hard pressed to find three writers who are more established in the American
canon than Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson. Their monumental stature in American
literature is, in fact, one of the reasons I am drawn to them as subjects of study. As the
field of American literary studies is reformed or transformed, as our critical practice and
our subjects of study are reconfigured, demythologized, and otherwise revised, it seems
safe to say that these three writers will remain prominent in the canon, whatever its
eventual shape or method of construction. If for no other reason, their continued presence
is assured by the tremendous and for all practical purposes immeasurable influence their
work has had on subsequent American writers. One of my motivations in choosing them
over any number of other writers, then, is an interest in how we might be able to re-think
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their presence and re-read their work in terms of less monolithic and more diversified
literary and cultural terrain.
Of course, it could be objected fi'om the start that my loyalty to the organizing
concept of the American Renaissance itself aligns me with what Pease has described as the
ahistorical consensus of the preceding generation's "disciplinary unconscious," the mode of
professional practice Matthiessen in many ways inaugurated with his 1941 book,
Americcm Renaissance (1994, 20). Following Matthiessen, I conceive and treat midnineteenth century America as a profoundly important time and place in the development
of American literature, and in this sense it would appear that I am clinging to a "grand
unifying myth," to use Philip Fisher's phrase, in order to authorize my argument (233).
Indeed, revisionist scholars in general question the notion that American literature is a
"distinct entity whose character can be described, its origins discovered, and its
development traced" (Spengemann 1).

I have tried, in my discussions of Melville,

Whitman, and Dickinson, to make it clear that their common interests and discoveries in
the act of reading and in the concept of liminality are connected or related only by their
unconscious realization of and participation in the powerful and uresistible "flowering" (to
use Matthiessen's term) of America's cultural self-consciousness at the time they were
writing.

This emergence of what I am calling a liminal consciousness in American

literature both reflects and creates a prevailing and uniquely American identity, one that is
decidedly wdistinct, /wdescribable, and without a clear sense of origin. That is, along with
social reality—the favored starting-point for most revisionist (and particularly New
Historicist) arguments—I am suggesting that an equally important building-block in the
construction of American literature and "America" itself is our cultural imagination This
imagination is the meeting-ground for myths and social reality, and it is characterized
primarily by the blind faith in process and progress I have described, after Bercovitch, as
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liminal in nature. Even if it was largely by coincidence, within the same fifleen-year span
of time, Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson perceived this aspect of our cultural
imagination and made it a formative element in their best work. While I am not suggesting
that they, or their moment in time, constitute a point of origin in American literature or
America, I am arguing that these three writers represent the first fiill realization of a
liminal consciousness that extends into the past and future as perhaps the most distinctly
"American" quality or characteristic of our culture.
The ideas that American literature and culture "flowered" during the period of the
American Renaissance, and that Puritanism informs our culture at a deep level, have been
interpreted by Donald Pease as two conceptual forms of "cultural persuasion." Cultural
persuasion, as Pease describes it, amoimts to the aggressive use of rhetoric that aims to
convince others to adopt a certain perspective or way of thinking. In order for this
phenomenon to occiir at the cultural level, it must be repeated in a variety of forms and
ways to the general public. Printed media and, in our case, literature can be seen as
traditional vehicles for such rhetoric. According to Pease, cultural persuasion leads to
"consensus formations" such as the Cold War, which are, at bottom, normalized modes of
reading reality (1986, 397).

In our own discipline, consensus formations can be

understood as those "tacit assumptions, convictions, primal words, and the charged
relationships holding them together" that constitute the "fijndamental syntax" of what
Pease calls the "disciplinary unconscious" (1994, 11).

With the rise and increasing

normalization of gender and multi-cultural studies in the field over the last twenty years, it
is clear that our disciplinary unconscious is undergoing tremendous change. I have linked
the act of reading specifically to the "fundamental syntax" of our professional practice, and
in large part my study promotes the idea that greater reflexive awareness of how and why
we read can only strengthen and deepen our understanding of literature, culture, and
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ourselves in relation to both. But it is also clear that reading itself is to some extent a
normalizing act, and that it relies upon various normalizing methods of arranging and
grouping to provide a necessary sense of order for our thinking.'^ So on the one hand, I
recognize that my continued use of the American Renaissance as an organizing concept is
linked to an ideological consensus that may be considered part of an outdated disciplinary
unconscious. Yet the term still fiinctions as an extremely useful way to locate and group
individuals within an important moment in American literary history, a moment that has
had and continues to have a great impact on the state, quality, and direction of American
literature. As long as our conception of the American Renaissance remains reflexively
aware of itself as a problematic site of ideological conflict, then, there is little reason for
discontinuing use of it as an organizing concept'^
While he discreetly avoids general use of the label "American Renaissance," John
McWilliams describes mid-nineteenth century America as a distinctly important time in our
literary and cultural development; his Hawthorne, Melville, and the American Character
(1984) is in fact a study of how the major literary works of that time were constituted by—
and helped constitute—prevailing "values that were to build and sustain this nation until
very recent years" (ix). The phrase McWilliams takes from Emerson for the subtitle of his

See footnotes 17 and 18 for a brief discussion of the normalizing function of reading, and for a
description of the association between reading, naming^ and authoritarian power.
Here I am following an established practice of considering the American Renaissance a concept that
exists merely for scholarly convenience or authorization (see Matthiessen xii; Leverenz 166; Colacuricio
478). Charlene Avallone has recently objected that these positions "obscure the tradition's role in the
negotiation of cultural values, the asymmetrical distribution of cultural capital, and the maintenance of a
gender hierarchy" (1102). However, Avallone's charge is complicated somewhat by her admission that
the discourse's critical power "comes &om appeals to authori^ rather than any well-defined paradigm of
or rationale for what might constitute an American renaissance" (1102). In the case of my own study, the
reconsideration and renegotiation of authority is an implicit understanding that in part drives the concept
of liminality. Shortly, I will address some of the ideological problems embedded in Avallone's statements
in more detail.
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book—^ looking-glass business—is especially relevant to my own study.

In his

Introduction, he explains the idea in terms that resonate strongly with the relation between
art and life I have been describing as mutually reinforcing and mutually constitutive;
"Because America and American were becoming vacant mirror images of one another, no
one was quite sure whether the individual should be defined through the nation, or the
nation through the individual" (6). Highlighting the opinion of Francis Grund, quoted in
the epigraph to this section, McWilliams describes the mid-eighteenth cultural and literary
construction of America as a "state of psychological becoming without geographical
boundary" (137).

His suggestion that Hawthorne and Melville helped to describe,

reinforce, and perhaps create "a national mentality fixed upon fiiture expectations" (137)
accords well with Bercovitch's view of America as a "culture on an errand" (23). In both
cases we can understand the myth of America as an attempt to "turn liminality into a mode
of socialization" (Bercovitch 25), because the culture and individuals within it are located
in a (non)space between departure and arrival, or origin and goal''* Awareness of this
liminal mentality or state of mind in mid-nineteenth century American literature is of
course one of the two main areas of focus in my study, which contends that three
particularly influential writers of the time intuitively made such liminal consciousness a
major element in their work. In his study, Bercovitch emphasizes the seventeenth century
Michael T. Gilmore's work should also be acknowledged here. E>ublished a year before Bercovitch's
American Jeremiad, Gilmore's The Middle ff^qy: Puritanism and Ideology in American Romantic Fiction
(1977) promotes liminality—in spirit if not in name—as a key concept in the ideological and cultural
constitution of American writing. Deriving his central idea from John Cotton's statement that "we
conceive the Lord hath guided us to walke with an even foote betweene two extremes," Gilmore's thesis is
that "the Puritan ideal of iimer-worldly sainthood-the ideal of the middle way-decisively influenced the
formal and thematic concerns of the prose romance" (3, ix). Gilmore also notes that the "adjurement to
live in the world without being of it, analogous to the Puritan state of election, can be realized only in a
literary framework where the material and the spiritual are combined" (7). This final observation recalls
Plinlimmon's pamphlet with its emphasis upon distinguishing between real and ideal, and it agrees with
my earlier suggestion that a refusal to heed Plinlimmon's warning and keep these realms separate informs
our culture and our literature.
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clergy who wrote and delivered the political sermons known as jeremiads as he describes
the impact of Puritan rhetoric upon our culture. But, significantly, McWilliams tends to
focus on the listener or reader in his study of nineteenth century culture. "America," he
says to paraphrase Giund, "is no more, but no less, than a future ideal created by its
beholder" (McWilliams 9). This idea that the "beholder" is capable of creating something
as significant as a national or cultural state of mind attributes the same kind of importance
and agency to the process of reading I have found articulated by Melville, Whitman, and
Dickinson. For Grund and McWilliams, beholding is nothing more, and nothing less, than
reading as I have been using the term.
So how do we talk about American literature if "America" itself is always in the
process of being defined, read, or interpreted, always between points of reference and thus
always untranslatable in terms of a clear identity? William Spengemann has noted that the
term is either much too narrow or much too large; "Does 'American prose' mean 'prose
like Emerson's' or 'prose written by Americans'?" he asks (145). In terms of my own
study, American literature can be understood as writing that arises fi-om a liminal
consciousness of the world and of oneself in it. This state of being means living without a
stable past, where the future is everything and yet one experiences only a lacking, transient
present that advances steadily into the receding future's ideals of happiness, fulfillment,
peace, and success. Thoroughly liminal in nature, this "state of psychological becoming,"
to use McWilliams's phrase, appears to bear equally negative and positive characteristics.
For instance, in terms of our Puritan heritage as described by Michael T. Gilmore and
Bercovitch, this liminal consciousness can be considered analogous to the Puritan state of
election because it presupposes the ultimate redemption or success of the culture, or at
least of the individuals within it who in part define the culture. Thus, there is a certain
hierarchical tendency preserved in the belief that one (or one's country) is "chosen" or
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otherwise privileged, a tendency that easily leads to ethnocentric and supremist ideas.'^ In
this view, the liminal consciousness I have been describing can be implicated as part of the
hegemonic tradition in American literature and culture, a tradition that in many ways
depended upon racial, gender, and class oppression to establish its own monolithic power.
At the same time, however, the unstable and fundamentally incomplete state of mind that
defines liminal consciousness can be understood in terms of empowerment rather than
oppression. That is, a culture-in-process logically would appear to be more conducive to
change and adjustment than a rigidly defined, historically stable culture. In this case, the
New Americanist project of challenging the traditionally ahistorical view of American
culture and literature can be seen as a necessary evolution in our thought, for the
increasing stabilization of a hegemonic tradition certainly threatens to counteract if not
destroy the sense of process upon which our cultural consciousness is based. More
simply, along with its threatening qualities, the liminal state of our culture and literature
demands the kind of "revisionary interventions" Donald Pease promotes, and it
theoretically empowers revisionists with the actual ability to transform the mechanisms of
power Pease calls the "fundamental syntax" of the disciplinary unconscious fi-om which
arises our professional and perhaps cultural identity. In the end, there is an uneasy relation
between my canonical study and current directions in American scholarship. Yet it is
hoped that the problematic nature of this relationship is ultimately productive as it

95 David Leverenz's 1980 study of the psychological effects of Puritanism is worth noting at this point,
because his view of the Puritan ambivalence Gilmore and Bercovitch find more or less liminal partly
explains the necessity of oppressive tendencies to Puritan thought "Puritanism," Leverenz suggests, "was
one of the first ambivalent responses to the threatened erosion of village, agrarian, patriarchal norms
within the family" (12). Along with its "covert rebellion against Qrannical fathers," that is, Leverenz
argues that "Puritan faith ofiFers a response to a ... perception that one's father needed support, was weak,
was losing his 'calling' in a strange new world ... The father's role in particular had to be propped up, by
exaggerated filial respect and a language of mutual obligation on earth to a sheltering patriarch in heaven
(12).
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contributes to a re-thinking of the canonical presence of Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson
in less monolithic, and more empowering terms for readers.
Perhaps one way to talk about American literature in terms of a conceptual
"America" that is always in the process of becoming can be found in the relation between
my study and current multi-cultural directions in American scholarship. Recently, Carolyn
Porter has observed that with multi-cultural perspectives comes an increasing need to
reassess—which is to say re-read—the field of American literary studies itself. For Porter,
the project of "remapping . . . cultural space and time" (468) questions an idealized
cultural nationalism "not to indulge in moralizing about victims but to underscore how
those who have refused victimization have in the process fostered an expansion of the
'American' field that fundamentally destabilizes not only its boundaries but its norms"
(469). The main problem, she says, is something "we" already know that we don't know:
namely, "how to reconceptualize a field that is clearly no longer mappable by any of the
traditional coordinates" (471). Of course, there is evidence to suggest that the field was
never "mappable" in the first place. Porter herself pointed out the unique, ambiguous, and
perhaps immappable nature of American cultural development in a 1986 article entitled
"Reification and American Literature." In the piece, she argues against comparisons
between our major American writers and their European contemporaries due to the very
different cultural contexts in which their writings were produced. Americanist critics.
Porter suggests, "should focus not on the lack of a monarchical state or a feudal society to
be overthrown, but instead on what the absence of such obstacles to capitalist expansion
has fostered in that history, a social reality breeding an extreme form of alienation" (188).
While she insists that such a shift of focus will reveal in classic American literature "as
deep a response to social reality as any to be found in the work of a Balzac or a George
Eliot" (188), it remains a mystery how we—much less writers—are to "read" that social
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reality.'^ It is, after all, an anomalous cultural space that is at issue here, as Porter has
already observed in her suggestion that we focus on the absence rather than the presence
of social obstacles in relation to expanding capitalism. My point is that such a social
reality is historically unique, and while it may well serve as a locus of meaning for
American culture and identity, it remains to be seen whether American culture and
literature are in fact "mappable" by any "coordinates" (1994,471).
Not surprisingly. Porter's answer to the problem of reconceptualizing the field is
ongoing and increasing attention to revisionist scholarship, even as she admits that the
difficulties associated with the project are "probably insurmountable" (1994, 469). Her
bold insistence on persevering, on continuing to move forward despite the probability that
her goal or ideal will never be reached, should sound familiar, because it mirrors the very
sense of liminal consciousness I have been describing as pervasive throughout American
literature and culture. And this, perhaps, is one of the more important results of her essay.
Not only does Porter clearly and astutely assess the transitional situation of American
literary studies and its paradigm shift from a hegemonic to a multi-cultural perspective, but
her study also underscores the need for an increasing emphasis on reflexive criticism and
scholarship. That is, Porter's general ambition—to reassess and by implication revise the
field of American literary studies-depends greatly on our understanding of the relationship
between art and life, between literature and culture. Such a project also places criticism
(or literary studies) significantly between these two apparently oppositional realms, where
Relevant here is Gerald Graffs rather sobering observation that the actual relationship between art and
life, in this case literature and social reality, is and always has been based on an idealistic view of the
profession. "Literary studies," Graff says, "have been no beacon of political enlightenment, but thQ^ have
not been an instrument of dominant ideology and social control either-or, if so, they have been a
singularly inefBcient one" (14). In Graffs view, both traditional and revisionist approaches to literary
studies "rest on wishful thinking. They credit the institution [of literary study] with a more cohesive
impact than it has ever achieved" (13). And yet the project of establishing and clarifying the relation
between art and life continues, and I address this perseverance in the following paragraph.

198

we might begin to address some of the ways that art and life are not so entirely distinct
after all.
In other words, the apparent stalemate Porter reaches in considering the project of
mapping the unmappable may not be an "insurmountable" problem.

It is entirely

appropriate for American literary studies to recognize its own project of "mapping"
literature and cultural space as being paradoxically fixed in the unfixed state of infinite
deferral. Just as Gatsb/s green light signals the never-ending process of American
identity, and just as Bercovitch has described how our Puritan heritage "turned liminality
into a mode of socialization" (1978, 25), our own process of reading should emphasize
itself as process. After all, if one accepts the notion that the American dream of infinite
progress relegates our culture to a liminal state of being, it follows that a liminal sense of
process largely informs our very mode of thinking. And, as we have seen with Whitman
and Dickinson, the only way to accomplish the Impossible is to be impossible. To
understand (much less get around or beyond) our conceptual fi-amework, that is, we have
recourse to a literary version of fighting fire with fire; we can abandon or at the very least
de-emphasize the idea of "mapping" itself in favor of less directive, less restrictive ways of
conceiving a field that simply doesn't seem to be "raappable." We can, in other words,
minimalize if not entirely forget about the idea of "mapping."'^ One obvious possibility
would be a theme-oriented approach to grouping writers and their works, where a
particular idea or issue (gender construction, for example, or industrialization or
reflexivity) is traced through history. Such studies have become common in the field
"Mapping" is here seen as synonymous with reading, understanding, and otherwise organizing raw
thoughts into coherent or otherwise controlled and contained form. For the purposes of constructing
meaning, such activity is of course indispensable, and this realization recalls my earlier observation that,
at bottom, reading is a form of oppression. See footnotes 17 and 18, where I suggest that reading—like
naming—is a fimdamental form of control. Given this view of reading, it is clear that the work of revision
itself cannot avoid but to be involved in very kind of limited and thus oppressive work it opposes.
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already, of course, and they tend to reach far beyond the canonical or traditional in terms
of their subjects.'* Another way that the field of American literary studies can be (and has
been) expanded is through interdisciplinary approaches to literature. Classes that deal
with Literature and Film, Folklore, Women's Studies, and other "special-interest" subjects
such as Chinese-American Literature have become increasingly popular at major colleges
over the past fifteen years, to the point where many of these course offerings are becoming
standard specialist branches in English Departments. These revisionist approaches are
fairly recent when considered against the hundred-year history of the traditional canonbased study of literature in America, but they do indicate what promises to be a significant
and ongoing destabilization of the canon's dominance and exclusivity.

Given these

increasingly reflexive and revisionist tendencies in American literary studies, then, the
question still remains: how can a study of the act of reading in the work of three canonical
writers be considered a contribution to the project of revision?

A quick glance at the essays currently being published in PMLA indicates just how standard such
revisionist approaches have become in the field. The three most recent issues of PMLA at the time of this
writing—the March, may, and October 1997 editions—feature a total of thirteen scholarly articles. Of
these, seven essays clearly challenge traditional notions of canonici^, most often by addressing cultural
and gender issues in their subjects and methodologies. Their titles alone indicate just how pervasive
revisionist approaches to literary studies have become: "'Abroad and at Home'; Sexual Ambiguity,
Miscegenation, and Colonial Boimdaries in Edgeworth's Belinda'^ by Susan Greenfield and "Ethnography,
Thievery, and Cultural Identity: A Rereading of Michel Leiris's "L'Afrique femtdme" by Ruth Larson
appear in the March issue; ""Kissing a Negress in the dark': Englishness as a masquerade in Woolfs
Orlando" by Jaime Hovey, "The Wound of History; Walcott's Omeros and the Postcolonial Poetics of
AfOiction" by Jahan Ramazani, and "Figurations of Rape and the Supernatural in Beloved" by Pamela E.
Bamett appear in the May issue; and the October issue features "The Making of the English Canon" by
Jonathan Brody iCramnick and "What American Renaissance? The Gendered Genealogy of a Critic^
Discourse" by Charlene Avallone. In addition, the May issue presents a forum of thirty-two letters on the
relation between cultural studies and the literary. Of course, these articles and the PMLA journal itself
deal with literary studies in general rather than American studies in particular. But the point is that the
MLA—the flagship organization of professional literary studies—recognizes and accepts revisionist and
otherwise tradition-challenging scholarship. This acceptance reflects a large-scale reconceptualization of
critical and scholarly work in general, and it stands as clear evidence that the reassessment Porter «illg for
is indeed a major and ongoing concern in the profession.
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2. The Ever-Active Sentence
Fear not enemies without, but your selves at home.
- Thomas Shepard, Parable of the Ten Virgins (1636)

In Moby-Dick and Pierre the construction of meaning becomes radically
problematic; in Whitman reading itself is seen as a vehicle for transcendence even as the
problem of authorship complicates the magnanimous nature of his democratic impulse;
and in Dickinson reading becomes a site of liminal power that explodes traditiotial notions
of textuality and of the boundaries between art and life. These are the basic themes of my
study, and they all have in common the idea that human perception, cognition, and
meaning-construction are involved in the fimdamental act of reading, which itself is seen
as necessary for these activities in the &st place. In the most simplistic sense, the authors'
interests in reading all point to the same important realization: the act of reading, and only
the act of reading, leads to meaning. Short of a Whitmanesque sense of immediate
understanding, that is, the dual process of perception and analysis that reading involves
seems to be our only means of finding, establishing, and creating significance. Melville,
Whitman, and Dickinson in their different ways engage reading as both medium and
message, finding in it a conceptual limitation, a means of empowerment, and a site of
convergence, where the social construction of reality might be addressed in productive
terms. The questions of how to challenge the limits of reading-based cognition and how
to find in reading a powerfiil means of individual and social development are implicit in
their fiction and poetry.
The value of addressing their influential concern with this reflexive and liminal
subject, I suggest, is that such study might serve to fiirther enable the work of revisionist
scholars by revealing the limitations and weaknesses of a process-based culture that
paradoxically seems to be trapped in its very preoccupation with process. I will elaborate
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by suggesting that the very notion of pursuing a "permanent" sense of liminality is a
fundamentally unhealthy ambition, at both individual and cultural levels.
[E]scape is not only impossible but, on reflection, also is
unthinkable ... In attempting to refer beyond the reality
made possible by our neurology, concepts, and
language, we attempt, in essence, to refer b^ond the
reach of our referring capacities. We seek to do the
impossible—not only the impossible in practice—but the
impossible in principle ^artlett 4-5).
As Stephen J. Bartlett describes it, the reality made possible by human neurology,
concepts, and language is inevitably a limited reality. But Americans refuse to accept this
logic. In both theory and practice, the American ideals of individualism, progress, and
above all, unbounded freedom define and doom us to a liminal mode of socialization that
carmot exist. Sacvan Bercovitch has convincingly argued that the Puritan ritual of the
jeremiad infused the concept of America from its beginning with the impossible mission of
creating a New World, a "heaven on earth."

As a result, American identity—both

individual and cultural—is profoimdly liminal; it is based on what Bercovitch calls a "fmth
in process" because it exists in a permanent "state of unfiilfiUment" (23). By the midnineteenth century, this cultural mindset is systematically confirmed and critiqued by
virtually all the writers we recognize today as representative of the period. And their
general consensus is that the tremendous psychic cost of such sustained liminality far
outweighs its positive effects of empowerment and self-reliance. In the sense that her
letter "A" signifies America, Hester Pryime embodies the inevitable and endless internal
crisis such an identity creates; "Continually, and in a thousand other ways, did she feel the
iimumerable throbs of anguish that had been so cuimingly contrived for her by the
undying, ever-active sentence of the Puritan tribunal" (Hawthorne 65). I have argued that
the major writers of the American Renaissance, in their thematic treatment of reading as
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both a figurative and literal description of human perception, consolidated a liminal sense
of American identity in the literature of the mid-19th century, and that their reflexive
awareness of this identity through the thematized treatment of reading has been a directive
trend in American writing and thinking ever since.
Despite the sense of humor one finds in Twain and Barth, and the sense of hope
one finds in Stevens and Ellison, the liminal self-consciousness that permeates American
fiction and poetry defines ours as a literature of shadows and self-doubt, primarily because
it arises fi^om a culture that is doomed to attempt the impossible over and over again.
Tony Tanner has suggested that "there is a tenacious feeling in America that while other,
older countries are ridden by conventions, rules, and all sorts of arbitrary formalities which
trap and mould the individual, in America one may still enjoy a genuine fi^eedom fi-om all
cultural patterning" (15). This cultural obsession with mastering if not escaping patterns
of all kinds—social, natural, psychological, linguistic—is hopeless because these very
patterns inform and shape the self in the first place. And so, to reach the ideal state
("heaven") of genuine fi-eedom, a striking number of our major writers have adopted what
Leslie Fiedler calls a Faustian position to satisfy "the dimly perceived need of many
Americans to have their national existence projected in terms of a compact with the Devil"
(433). The Devil, in terms of my own discussion, is none other than the idealized liminal
identity one finds ingrained in America's literary and cultural consciousness.

While

undeniable power is available to the liminal self in relation to otherwise oppressive
patterns and structures of inner and outer realities, the general lack of stability and the
absence of lasting, meaningful human contact that define the liminal condition make it a
costly strategy when pursued as a "permanent" source of identity.
As Victor Turner suggested in his original theoretical formulation, ritualized
liminality is a powerfiil reflexive device for both individuals and groups because it reflects
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back not only the knowledge that they are constructed, but also how and why they are
constructed. Knowledge—and particularly, the knowledge that things can be otherwise—is
an important source of power and an important tool for change. But taking the liminal
process out of a specific, ritual, communal context is another matter. The hard fact seems
to be that America is doomed by its own dream. The endless American mission to make
possible in both fiction and reality the impossible experience of genuine, pure fi-eedom
leads to dislocation, fiustration, and meaninglessness, as our most powerfiil and lasting
fiction and poetry consistently illustrates. As a source of cultural consciousness, the real
danger of liminality is that it will lead to a nation of self-obsessed, success-oriented,
impatient, overstimulated people without any definitive sense of moral values, communal
support, or purpose beyond the mere consumption of goods and services. It is, of course,
arguable whether or not these things have already come to pass. "October 12, the
Discovery," the last entry from Pudd'nhead Wilson's calendar reads, "It was wonderfiil to
find America, but it would have been more wonderfiil to miss it" (Twain 166). The
problem, as our major writers all seem to have realized, is that America never was, and
never will be, "found." As a figure for the human construction of meaning, the act of
reading keeps us between fiction and reality, both of which ultimately are lies because the
intervention of language and subjective desire complicates and confuses their distinction.
And so we keep reading, not because we believe we will ever reach the truth at the end,
but because we seem to have no other choice.
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