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Thesis Summary

Title: The Character of Theology: Herman Melville & The Masquerade ot Faith

Candidate: Bradley A. Johnson

My task in this thesis is to assess the theological implications ot Herman Melville's
aesthetic understanding of the modern Subject as a duplicitous self-creation. Although
Melville is obviously not a theologian, either by discipline or contession, I will argue
we find in the complex theatricality of his life and fiction a means of articulating the
potential of a truly radical theological thinking. Such a thinking, I argue, 'unthinks' all
previous grounds, in order then to recast them imaginatively. For Melville, we shall
see, that which 1dentifies theology 'as theology' 1s not simply an unattainable,
transcendent Thing-in-Itself. It 1s, on the contrary, the active emergence of
unthinkable excess from the materialistic immanence of its self-characterisation. The
aesthetico-theological thinking 1in view here highlights the necessity of a repositioning
of theological discourse from the binary perspective that inevitably leads to selt-
present identification, be 1t in a discipline or a confession, to the radically decentered /
desacralized interdisciplinarity of theology becoming-itself.

[ seek to achieve this end by situating Melville close to the Germanic philosophical
climate that was sweeping across the American literary landscape of the mid-19th
century. Melville's ambivalent attitude toward his own desire for self-destruction, and
thus, too, his desire for a non-subjective common pool of artistic genius, 1s strictly
parallel to his misgivings about Transcendentalism and Romanticism. It 1s, I argue, in
the dialectical materialism of Friedrich Schelling that we find Melville's philosophical
analogue, 1n their respective efforts to understand the self-becoming of the Absolute /
God / Truth. Here we find an aesthetico-theological thinking attuned to the creative
inadequacy of self-becoming, whereby the finite inadequacy and perspectival '
duplicity of theological self-presentation carry the potential of a self-creativity that
makes all things new. As such, for aesthetico-theological thinking there 1s truly
nothing behind or beyond the materiality of experience — 1.e., no Ding an sich or
transcendental determination of being. And precisely for this reason the awareness
and actualisation of something new, indeed something miraculous because it was
previously impossible, 1s made possible.
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INTRODUCTION

Beginning i1s going on. Everywhere. Amidst all the endings, so rarely ripe or ready. They show up late,
these beginnings, bristling with promise, yet labored and doomed. Every last one of them is lovingly
addressed: 'in the beginning.' But if such talk — talk of the beginning and the ending — has produced the
poles, the boundary markers of a closed totality, if ‘the beginning' has blocked the disruptive infinities of
becoming, then theology had better get out of its own way.

In the beginning, theology starts again.

1. On Introductions

An introduction, 1n addition to being a formal greeting or welcome, 1s meant to
set the tone and the tenor of a particular project, so as to hint at the chorus of voices
and themes that will 1n due course emerge. In so doing, a project's ending 1s
translated, or, in the event of 1ts malignancy. metastasises to its beginning. Typically
written after the book's body, and sometimes even 1ts conclusion, introductions can
often be shightly shady. They are, Mark C. Taylor affirms, 'awkward, embarrassing
affairs — coy games of hide-and-seek, revelation and concealment, appearance and
disappearance.” Which is to say, a conclusion is never far from its introduction. The
reader will soon notice that this introduction i1s no different.

Replete with its as yet unsubstantiated assertions, an introduction tends to be,
for no less an authority on the subject than Hegel, 'a string of random statements and
assurances about truth'.” The insidious implication of these 'random statements' and
'assurances’, he fears, 1s that they unfaithfully portray truth as sdme autonomous,
constructive particularity, some Kantian Ding-an-sich, that (for Hegel) illegitimately
precedes the philosopher's attempt to develop an argument. In any narrative, be it

philosophical or otherwise, such truth might range from the writer's historico-cultural

' Catherine Keller, Face of the Deep: A Theology of Becoming (London: Routledge, 2003), 3.

" Mark C. Taylor, Journevs to Selfhood: Hegel & Kierkegaard (Berkeley: University of
California Press. 1980), 2.

‘G.W. F. Hegel. Phienomenology of Spirit (trans. A. V. Miller; New York: Oxford University
Press, 1977). 1.



preconceptions and agendas, to the intentions and purposes read 1nto the absent author
by his or her reader. Problems arise, however, when one conftlates such
preconceptions with (authorial) self-conscious immediacy. On this point, even Soren
Kierkegaard, one of Hegel's chief critics, agrees, finding 1n 1t a rationale for his use of
pseudonyms and 'indirect communication’:
It gives me pleasure to see that the pseudonyms, presumably aware of
the relation subsisting between the method of indirect communication
and the truth as inwardness, have themselves said nothing, nor misused
a preface to assume an official attitude toward the production, as 1f an
author were 1n a purely legal sense the best interpreter of his own
words; or as if i1t could help a reader that an author had intended this or
that, if it were not realized; or as i1t it were certain that it was realized
because the author himself says so in the preface; . . . or as if an author
were served by having a reader who precisely because of the author's
clumsiness knew all about the book.’

For Hegel, following his signature logic, the immediacy of truth assumed 1n
any given introduction / preface stands opposed to its eventual emergence in and
through the dialectical Absolute of 1dentity-in-difference, and 1s the hallmark of naive
irrationalism. Indeed, as he famously mocks the position of his former roommate
Friedrich Schelling, it i1s to present the 'Absolute as the night, in which, as people say,

all cows are black'> On the contrary, he continues, 'One can say of the Absolute that

it is essentially a result, that it is only at the end what it is in truth'.® As such,

* Seren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript (trans. David Swenson and Walter
Lowrie; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968), 225-226. Ct., Taylor, Journeys to Selfhood, 2-
y: 90-107; Altarity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 322-300.

> As Karl Jaspers has noted, though, Hegel's jab was actually very similar to Schelling's
critique of those who misunderstood the concept of intellectual intuition. He writes: 'Most people see
In the being of the absolute nothing but a pure night and are unable to know anything 1n it; it dwindles
away for them into a mere negation of multiplicity’ (Qtd. in Karl Jaspers, Schelling; Grosse und
Vierhdingnis [Munich: Piper, 1955], 302). Jason Wirth notes that even after Hegel noted 1n a letter that
he was criticizing those who do not properly understand intellectual intuition and not (as 1t was
commonly regarded) specifically Schelling, he declined Schelling's request that he say as much in
futurc editions of the Phenomenology of Spirit. See Jason Wirth, Introduction to The Ages of the
World, by Friedrich W. J. Schelling (Albany: State University of New York Press. 2000). 1x, 133-
3Hn.7)

° Hegel, Phenomenology, 22.



Introductions are 'not only superfluous but, in view of the nature of the subject matter,
even inappropriate and misleading.” The truth of a philosophical text, Hegel goes on
to argue, should be self-explanatory; that 1s to say, the immanence of truth embodied
in the dialectical poetics of such truth's self-creation [Bildung].® Of course, one can
but hope that Hegel appreciated the irony that his condemnation of introductions was
written as a preface to Phenomenology of Spirit, itself a six-hundred-page introduction
to his vaunted and often vilified philosophical system.” While I do not make similar
systemising claims tor my project here, I dare not miss the importance of his

interrogative contempt of introductions, nor its instructive irony. "

2. An Untimely Intrusion
Similarly, and true to the original sin of the Calvinist upbringing weighing
heavily on his soul from birth, Herman Melville lived his life acutely aware of the
untimely intrusion of its end. Like several of his most famous characters and
narrators, he believed his ending to be somehow out of place, before its time. In

Moby-Dick, for instance, Ishmael 1s sensitive, from the very beginning of his journey

"Hegel, Phenomenology, 1.
* Terry Pinkard describes Phenomenology of Spirit well:

Hegel intended the book to satisfy the needs of contemporary (European) humanity:
it was to provide an education, a Bildung, a formation for 1ts readership so that they
could come to grasp who they had become (namely, a people individually and
collectively 'called' to be free), why they had become those people, and why that had
been necessary. . . . [1]t intended to show its readership why 'leading one's own life’,
self-determination, had become necessary for ‘us moderns' and what such 'self-
legislation' actually meant. (German Philosophy, 1760-1860: The Legacy of Idealism
|Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002], 222).

’ See Jacques Derrida's delight in the crafty paradox of 'the preface that Hegel musr write to
denounce a preface’ (Dissemination [trans. Barbara Johnson; Athlone Press: London, 1981]. 11).

% For his part, Hegel was deeply ambivalent about the place of Phenomenology of Spirit in his
philosophical system. While he describes it in the text as an 'Introduction’, he never actually lectured
on the original Phenomenology while teaching in Berlin; and by the end of his life, in fact, had gone so
tar as to disavow it as a true Introduction at all. And yet, he continued distributing copies of the book
to fricnds and visitors, and even made contractual obligations to publish a revised edition (he died
betore he could do so) (Pinkard, German Philosophy, 221-22).



on the Pequod, to the fact that the inevitable end of Ahab's wrathful search tor Moby
Dick was suicide.

All that most maddens and torments; all that stirs up the lees ot things:
all truth with malice 1n 1t; all that cracks the sinews and cakes the
brain; all the subtle demonisms of life and thought; all evil, to crazy
Ahab, were visibly personified, and made practicably assailable 1n
Moby Dick. He piled upon the whale's white hump the sum of all the
general rage and hate telt by his whole race from Adam down: and
then, as 1f his chest had been a mortar, he burst his hot heart's shell
upon it."

In a dialectical manoeuvre that will prove especially significant for my reading of
Melville, the inevitability of Ahab's 'cardiac arrest', as i1t were, 1s that which conditions
the very possibility of the 'monomania’ of the Pequod's captain and crew. That s to
say, the ending of Mobyv-Dick 1s the fundamental presumption that makes the novel
itself at all possible. Neither such a manoeuvre, nor 1its implications for an aesthetic
re-evaluation of subjectivity, is as simple as 1t may at first seem,
When Melville himself died in 1891 several obituaries expressed shock that he
had not died years earlier. In fact, one year earlier Edward Bok had observed:
There are more people to-day who believe Herman Melville dead than
there are those who know he 1s living. . . . Forty-four years ago, when
Typee appeared, there was not a better known author than he, and he
commanded his own prices. Publishers sought him, and editors
considered themselves fortunate to secure his name as a literary star.
And to-day? Busy New York has no idea he i1s even alive, and one of
the best-informed literary men in this country laughed recently at my

statement that Herman Melville was his neighbor by only two city
blocks. 'Nonsense', said he. 'Why, Melville 1s dead these many years!’

"' Herman Melville, Moby-Dick; or, The Whale, in The Writings of Herman Melville (eds.
Harrison Hayford, Hershel Parker, and G. Thomas Tanselle; vol. 6; Evanston and Chicago:
Northwestern University Press and The Newberry Library, 1988). 184. The narrator of Pierre, which
was finmshed one year atter Mobv-Dick, also feels the prick of death's prematurity when he laments his
inability to change the coursc of Pierre's inevitable demise: 'Are there no couriers in the air to warn
thee away from these emperilings. . . . Where now are the high beneficences? Whither fled the sweet
angels that are alleged guardians to man?' (Herman Melville, Pierre; or, The Ambiguities, in The
Writings of Herman Melville [eds. Harrison Haytord, Hershel Parker, and G. Thomas Tanselle; vol. 7:
I-vanston and Chicago: Northwestern University Press and The Newberry Library, 1971]. 186).



Talk about literary fame? There's a sample of it!'’
For the New York Times he just as well should have been dead, for they could not
even remember his name: 1n its two notices of his death, his first name was reported,
respectively, as 'Henry' and 'Hiram'.”> And in a glaring oversight that has persisted
until only recently, The Press claimed that 'he had done almost no literary work
during the past sixteen years."* Seemingly silent unto the end, Melville's death is

memorialised by a blank scroll chiselled onto his tombstone in the Bronx, where he is

buried next to his son, Malcolm."

What, though, of his beginning? By all accounts, it certainly seems innocent
enough. But 1s 1t really? Might it be pertinent, for example, that Melville's mother
added a terminal 'e' to her children's surname after the death of their father in 18327
A one-letter change 1s, of course, small, inconsequential. What difference does a

character make? For her son Herman, however, the change would ultimately hint at

"> Qtd. Jay Leyda, The Melville Log: A Documentary of Herman Melville, 1819-1891 (vol. 2;
New York: Gordian, 1969), 827.

' Laurie Robertson-Lorant, Melville: A Biography (Amherst: University of Massachusetts
Press, 1996), 614; Hershel Parker, Herman Melville: A Biography, Volume 2 [1851-1891] (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), 911-12.

'* 'Death of a Once Popular Author', qtd. Leyda, 2:836. In reality, Melville had written more
lines of poetry than Emily Dickinson and almost as many as Walt Whitman. Moreover, Laurence Buell
notes, all three poets wrote poetry for roughly the same amount of time, a little longer than twenty-five
years. Melville's career as a novelist lasted but a decade ('Melville the Poet' in The Cambridge
Companion to Herman Melville [ed. Robert S. Levine; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 19938],
135). Granted, after Clarel (1876), Melville's published poetry was limited to two privately printed
volumes, twenty-five copies each, John Marr and Other Sailors (1888) and Timoleon (1891). For
more about Melville's status as a poet, see Elizabeth Renker, 'Melville the Poet: Response to William
Spengemann' American Literary History 12 (Spring-Summer, 2000): 348-54; William C. Spengemann,
'Melville the Poet' American Literary History 11 (Winter, 1999): 571-609; Hershel Parker, 'The Lost
Poems (1860) and Melville's First Urge to Write an Epic Poem' in Melville's Evermoving Dawn:
Centennial Essays (eds. John Bryant and Robert Milder; Kent, Oh.: Kent State University Press, 1997):
260-75; Stanley A. Goldman, Melville's Protest Theism: The Hidden and Silent God in Clarel (DeKalb,
[11.: Northern Illinois University Press, 1993).

"> Another premature death, Malcolm Melville had died in 1867, at the age of eighteen, by a
self-inflicted gunshot wound. Originally ruled a suicide 'while laboring under temporary insanity of
Mind', the questions and uncertainty surrounding the whole affair resulted in the cause of death to soon
thereafter be ruled an accident (Leyda, The Melville Log, 2:687-91). See also, Robertson-Lorant,
Melville, 513-17; Parker, Herman Melville, Volume 2, 642-46.
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the inherent fluidity of his identity, a notion with which he would occasionally play by
signing letters with his original surname, 'Melvill'. Consciously or not, Elizabeth
Renker suggests, these acts of reversion would effectively split him in two.'®* Melville
himself, in fact, suggests something similar when he concludes a letter to his British
publisher, John Murray, whom he had not yet met, by playtully questioning the latter's
persistence 'in carrying on this mysterious correspondence with an imposter shade’,

that 1s, 'the fanciful appellation of Herman Melwvill'."

3. Herman Melville and the Aesthetico-Theological Vision
In this way, Melville's was a kind of paradoxical selt-creation, or self-
becoming, not dissimilar to that described by Maurice Blanchot:
The writer only finds himself, only realizes himself, through his work;
before his work exists, not only does he not know who he 1s, but he 1s
nothing. He only exists as a function of the work, but then how can the
work exist? . . . If he does not see his work before him as a project
already completely formed, how can he make 1t the conscious end of
his conscious acts? '°®
[t 1s the aim of this thesis 1s to assess the theological implications of Melville's
presentation of modern subjectivity as aesthetic self-creation. Moreover, it 18
precisely because of the centrality of the Subject / subjectivity in modern (1.e., post-

Kantian) philosophy, that is, its endeavour to re-think the role and limits of subjective

imagination and spontaneity, that my argument is ultimately an affirmation of Thomas

'® Elizabeth Renker, Strike Through the Mask: Herman Melville and the Scene of Writing
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 15. For the clearest example, see his letter to Evert
A. Duyckinck, 13 Dec. 1850 in Herman Melville, Correspondence, in The Writings of Herman Mclville
(cds. Harrison Hayford, Hershel Parker, and G. Thomas Tanselle; vol. 14: Evanston and Chicago:
Northwestern University Press and The Newberry Library, 1993), 172,

" Melville, Correspondence. 105. Motivating this ghostly allusion was Murray's request 1n a
previous letter to 'test the corporeality' of Mclville by 'clapping cves upon him in London'.

" Maurice Blanchot, 'Literature and the Right to Death' in The Station Hill Blanchot Reader
(trans. [ vdia Davis. Paul Auster. and Robert Lamberton; Barrvtown, N.Y.: Station Hill, 1999). 361-6..
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J J. Altizer's provocative declaration: "We must be prepared to accept the paradox that
modern philosophy has been more deeply theological than modemn theology. which i1s
perhaps not so paradoxical if our greatest modern imaginative vision has been more
fully theological than has our theological thinking."” For Altizer, this 1s true because
it 1s the modern philosophical vision that allows theological thinking to rethink 1ts
own deepest grounds, those of subjectivity, 'a re-thinking which 1s initially an
unthinking of every established theological ground' - only then 1s truly theological
thinking possible. Such 1s, he concludes, 'the first goal of radical theology', and 1s the
mark of a theology that harnesses the potential of a united thinking and creativity /
imagination.’

My analysis of Melville's presentation of subjectivity, as the creative duplicity
of self-becoming, will show him to be an exemplary model of Altizer's point. In him
we will find theology (not to mention literature) characterised in ways hitherto
thought unthinkable. As such, I will argue that the truest import and relevance ot
contemporary theology is contingent on the aesthetics of its unthought subjectivity —
namely, the free theological Subject as a revolutionary poesis, that 1s, a creative
emergence from the unavoidable collisions between religion, literature, and

philosophy.?' As we will see with Melville, while such an interdisciplinarity may

"’ Thomas J. J. Altizer, 'Doing Radical Theology', unpublished manuscript. 4.
% Altizer, 'Doing Radical Theology', 2. +-5.

! In this way, the task of thinking about theology remains fully hermeneutical, as described by
Rudiger Bubner:

Hermeneutics has become more and more of a key word in philosophical discussions
of the most varied kind. It seems as if hermeneutics creates cross-connections
between problems of different origin. In linguistics and sociology. in history and
literary studies. in theology. jurisprudence and aesthetics, and finally in the general
thcory of science, hermeneutic perspectives have been successfully brought to bear.
In this way. the traditional philosophical claim to universality is renewed under
another name (Modern German Philosophy [trans. Eric Matthews: Cambridge
University Press, 1981], 43).
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otten seem peculiar, or perhaps even forced, it is best understood not simply as the
happy or obvious convergences and coincidences of different discourses in
harmonious dialogue. On the contrary, my emphasis here is on precisely the forced
peculiarity of what emerges as its radically disruptive, repressed aesthetico-
theological excess. Only in this way does one's thinking about theology become
theological thinking.

David Jenkins expresses something similar when he specities literature as
theology's forgotten dialogue partner: 'Theologians need . . . to stand under the
judgement of the mnsights of literature before they can speak with true theological
force of, and to, the world this literature reflects and illuminates.””- Such a forceful
perspective, nevertheless, remains a marginal one. This 1s but one of the reasons
David Jasper can candidly sigh: 'l am tired of the academic game of proving that I
have read this and this — one reads about a lot of things, and what is interesting is why
some strike one as desperately important and others as instantly forgettable. (Most
"theology", as such, bores me to tears.)" Theology, as understood by the likes of
Jenkins and Jasper, amongst others, is as though an unthought, aesthetic excess that
blurs discursive contours whilst blinding hegemonic systems of closure, and thus
remains vital beyond its strictly confessional / disciplinary confines.

This, of course, is not to say that Melville himself 1s a theologian. Rather, I
will contend that the aesthetico-theological potential for a truly revolutionary freedom

and autonomy emerge from and sustain the complex theatricality of his life and

** David Jenkins, 'Literature and the Theologian' in Theology and the University: An
Fcumenical Investigation (ed. John Coulson; Baltimore: Helicon, 1964), 219.

** David Jasper, The Study of Literature and Religion: An Introduction (2™ ed.; Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1992), xv. For a different, but related, appraisal of traditional theology's diminishing
cultural role, and the potential of cultural and literary studies to revitalise see David E. Klemm, 'Back to
Literature - — and Theology?' in Postmodernism: Literature and the Future of Theology (¢d. David
Jasper; Basigstoke: Macmillan, 1993), 180-90; and Michael Grimshaw, 'Tourist, Traveler. or Exile:
Redefining the Theological Endeavor', Journal of Religion 81 (April 2001): 294-70.



fiction. Contrary to the most common postmodern reading of Melville, with which
my own will surely be associated, my point in emphasizing 'theatricality' is not that
Melville introduces and/or participates in a counterfeit economy, as it were, wherein
classical notions of truth and 1dentity are forever frustrated by one's epistemic
inability to see beyond the mask of phenomenal limitation. His 1s, rather, one 1n
which the gamble of faith that anything at all exists behind the phenomenal mask is
itself betrayed as constitutive of the masquerade. For Melville, that which identifies a
character 'as a character’, for us the quintessential 'theological' Subject, 1s not simply
the belief in an unattainable / disguised Thing-in-Itself, 1.e., that which lies beyond
and thus guarantees 1dentity; 1t 1s, rather, the unthinkable (that 1s to say, repressed)
possibility and freedom that unavoidably emerges from the material processes of self-
characterisation / self-becoming.

What Melville's thinking suggests 1s that in the same way that, for instance,
textuality in deconstruction remains a necessarily impossible avoidance, 1.e. a
primordial condition of possibility, so does the idiosyncratic eruption of theology (as a
truly free Subject) in its material, objective embodiment 'as theology'. Furthermore,
his reflections suggest the need for a radical repositioning of theology from the binary
perspective that leads to self-present identification — be it in the veins of, for example,
Spinozan immanence, Kierkegaardian transcendence, or even Aquinian confession —
to the complexly evolutionary, radically decentered / desacralized aesthetic intensity
of a materialistic theology. In the aesthetic rethinking opened up by the likes of
Melville, the Subject (i.e., of theology) 1s treed, 1t only for a miraculous moment,
from its reflection upon the destructive desire and attempts for an impossible
coenisance of its own incognisance - that is, the excessive moment of its selt-

characterisation. In the acsthetico-theological vision of Herman Melville there 1s, 1n



[4

short, truly nothing behind or beyond the mask of phenomenal experience. As such, it
s concerned less with the necessity of what is than with the possibility of what might

be, and thus with the self-creative freedom of its self-characterisation.

4. The Polytemporal Approach
One of the key features of Bruno Latour's argument in his provocatively titled
book We Have Never Been Modern is his insistence on the reversibility of time. For
Latour, reality 1s built around the natural proliferation and networking of 'quasi-
objects' that are neither simply subjects nor objects. Their appearance or role as
subject or object / cause or effect is, he argues, dependent upon one's particular
perspective, discipline, or discourse. As such, he continues, the modern notions of
temporality and progress, and thus discursive possibilities and norms, are thrown into
a turbulent discord. He writes:
Modernizing progress is thinkable only on condition that all the
elements that are contemporary according to the calendar belong to the
same time. . . . For this to be the case, these elements have to form a
complete and recognizable cohort. This beautiful order is disturbed
once the quasi-objects are seen as mixing up different periods,
ontologies or genres. Then a historical period will give the impression
of a great hotchpotch. Instead of a fine laminary flow, we will most

often get a turbulent flow of whirlpools and rapids. Time becomes
reversible instead of irreversible.”

It 15, therefore, reasonable that some of today's most provocative thinking can only be
thought provocatively at all insofar as we recognize its 'polytemporal’ causes and

effects.” Although I wish to ultimately resist the anti-revolutionary / anti-apocalyptic

“* Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (trans. Catherine Porter: Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1993), 73.

' Cf., 'Let us suppose, for example, that we are going to regroup the contemporary clements
along a spiral rather than a line. We¢ do have a future and a past, but the future takes the form of a
circle expanding in all directions, and the past is not surpassed but revisited. repeated. surrounded.
protected, recombined. reinterpreted and reshuffled. Elements that appear remote if we follow the
spiral may turn out to be quite nearby if we comparc loops. Conversely. elements that are quite



implications of Latour's idealisation of the evolutionary adaptation of networks. the
networks in which Melville and theology participate, i.e.. their interdisciplinary /
hermeneutic connection, are also anything but straightforward.?® In the course of this
thesis, for instance, we will often find ourselves straddling generations. To this end, |
will seek to tlesh out the cultural-philosophical-theological networks. those obvious
and immediately contemporary, as well as those not so obvious and temporally
anachronistic.”’

In Chapter One, I present a mostly biographical portrait of a young Herman
Melville consumed by the questions of his own authonal self-becoming. His writing.
as 1s especially clear in his first novel, Typee, has never been without the structure of
duplicity and self-doubt, or the attendant desire for self-destruction. As such, Melvilile
echoes the opening paragraph of Nietzsche's Ecce Homo, '— and so I tell my life to
myself',”® and participates in the autobiographical dilemma of self-becoming heralded
in the eighteenth-century by Lawrence Sterne and popularised at the turn of the
twenty-first century by Dave Eggers. As we will see, it this tradition's same appetite
for self-destruction that marks the intensity of subjective freedom most evident in
Melville's later novels.

In Chapters Two and Three, I argue that the ambivalence regarding selt-

destruction and self-assertion can only be adequately understood when held in reliet

contemporary, 1f we judge by the line, become quite remote if we traverse a spoke. Such a temporality
does not oblige us to use the labels "archaic" or "advanced,” since every cohort of contemporary
clements may bring together elements from all times. In such a framework, our actions are recognized

at last as polytemporal' (Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, 75).
“* Cf., Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, 48.

*" Obviously, | am not using the word 'anachronistic' pejoratively; but rather, in the scnse that
reading agamst the grain' of history may hold potential for drawing attention to certain 'indivisible
remainders’ otherwise repressed in every identifying closure, text or philosophical svstem. See e.g.,
Slavo) Zizek, On Belief (London: Routledge, 2001). 96.

" Friedrich Nictzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals / Ecce Homo (trans. Walter Kaufmann;
New York: Vintage, 1969), 221.
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to the philosophical climate of 18th-/19th-century Germany. While it may initially
seem a departure from the narrative begun in the first chapter, Melville's presentation
of subjectivity throughout his novels is far too closely aligned to the convergence of
aesthetics and subjectivity found in Kant and the theory of the romantic novel
developed by Early German Romantics for it to be ignored. Nevertheless, while many
of the tormal similarities with the Romantics outlined in Chapter Two are often stark
and the intluences apparent, especially in Mardi, Melville's enduring significance is
his agonistic resistance to the appropriation of Romantic ideals by several of his
American contemporaries, particularly what he regarded as the dehumanised, spiritual
esotericism of Ralph Waldo Emerson. Therefore, in Chapter Three, I contend that the
transition from Melville's ambivalent embrace of Romantic ideals 1n his essay
'Hawthorne and his Mosses' (especially regarding authorial ownership of texts and
self-assertion) to the complex 'apocalypticism' of Moby-Dick and Pierre 1s
symptomatic of Friedrich Schelling's aborted philosophical aim of articulating the
materialistic genesis of God's self-becoming.

In this way, moreover, I will argue in Chapter Four that Melville does not truly
exemplify the aesthetico-theological thinking until after the apocalypticism of Moby-
Dick and Pierre. As such, it is not until the poetic duplicity of his final novel, The
Confidence-Man: His Masquerade, that the full implications of a fully radical
theology are realised in an aesthetic theology. Here I will demonstrate that in
Melville's masquerade of confidence and faith the wearing of masks does not obscure
or defer the revelation of a transcendent truth or ultimate kernel of self-identity, be it
that of divine revelation, mystical silence, pantheistic All, or nihilistic void. Rather,
in a sense perhaps suggestive of Deleuzian immanence, and thus explosive to the

simple cquation of modern aesthetics and liberal humanism, Melville's masquerade 1s



the characterisation / matenialisation of theological truth as the aesthetic intensity of

unthinkable possibility.

| 7
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CHAPTER ONE:
MELVILLE & THE PROBLEM OF SELF-PRESENTATION
I. Fresh From the Sea

Fresh from the sea at the age of twenty-five, following his final journey as a
merchant sailor in October 1844, Melville regarded the writing of his first novel as the
very beginning of his life. Indeed, as he writes in a letter to Nathaniel Hawthorne,
'From my twenty-fifth year [ date my life, three weeks have scarcely passed, at any
time between then & now, that I have not unfolded within myself.'”" What is
especlally important to note here 1s that such an unfolding within himself 1s only
possible in the very act of unfolding hiimself without. That 1s to say, 1f we are to take
Melville at his word, which he later insists we must, any sense of his self-discovery or
self-consciousness as an artist and a free thinker must be held in tandem with the fact
that such a discovery is only possible in the very act of his writing. In this way, 1t 1s
particularly instructive to approach our reading of Melville as that of a certain kind of
self-creation / self-becoming.

By April 1845, Melville was confident enough 1n his hastily written
manuscript detailing his adventures on the Marquesas Islands to send portions to
Harper Brothers for possible publication. Though one editorial assistant favourably
compared what he read to Robinson Crusoe, Harpers nevertheless rejected it on the
erounds that 'it was impossible that it could be true and therefore was without value."”
Not soon thereafter, Thomas Nichols, a colleague of Melville's brother in New York,
feeling 'sure that the reviews of the English press would make its American success,,

advised Melville to send it to London. Proclaiming that the manuscript had held him

“ Melville, Correspondence, 193.

1cyda, he Melville Log. 1:196.
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rapt, Nichols had no doubt of its potential for success, 'not at all sure that the process
‘ could be reversed.”' Thus galvanised, Melville sent his manuscript to London with
his brother Gansevoort, who had recently accepted a post there as the secretary to the
American legation. By January 1846, with its acceptance by Wiley & Putnam
Publishing in America® following directly on the heels of its acceptance by John
Murray for the British Colonial and Home Library,>’ Nichols' assessment had been
proven true. But two months later, Melville's first novel appeared in England under
the title Narrative of a Four Months' Residence among the Natives of a Valley of the
Marquesas Islands, and within the month in America as Typee: A Peep at Polynesian
Life ’*

The beginning of Melville's writing career, however, was not without its

problems. John Murray, for example, was so worried about certain passages that, in

! Leyda, The Melville Log, 1:197.

>2 The first edition of Typee was published in America as a part of Evert Duyckinck's new
series for Putnam's, the 'Library of Choice Reading'. At the time, there was not yet an international
copyright law on either side of the Atlantic Ocean. As a result, cheap foreign novels were often sold at
the expense of native authors; though, as William Charvat notes, American authors suffered more
because they produced fewer works that appealed to an international middle-class audience, as well as
the immaturity of America's publishing industry (The Profession of Authorship in America, 1800-70:
The Papers of William Charvat [ed. Matthew J. Bruccoli; Columbus: Ohio State University Press,
1978], 29). The fact that Duyckinck wished to feature exclusively American authors highlights the
risky and tenuous nature of his business venture. For more information on the 'Library of Choice
Reading' and the socio-economic conditions of the early American publishing industry, see Ezra
Greenspan, 'Evert Duyckinck and the History of Wiley and Putnam's Library of American Books'
American Literature 64 (Dec., 1992): 677-93; and Steven Fink, Prophet in the Marketplace: Thoreau's
Development as a Professional Writer (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 143—47.

33 John Murray had been convinced of the merits of Melville's novel early in 1846 by no less
than Washington Irving, who was currently serving as the American minister to Spain.
Serendipitously, Irving had accompanied John Murray to a business meeting with Gansevoort Melville,
and had reportedly praised the portions of the book read aloud as 'exquisite' and 'graphic, predicted its
success, and advised Gansevoort to take the manuscript to Putnam as soon as possible. Less than a
week later, Putnam, exclaiming that the chapters given him were so exciting he had to miss church,
agreed to publish it in America (Leyda, The Melville Log, 1:202; see also, Hershel Parker, Herman
Melville: A Biography [vol. 1; Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996-2002],
393-98). For more on John Murray, see Angus Fraser, 'John Murray's Colonial and Home Library
Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America 91 (Sept., 1997): 339-408; and Fraser's 'A Publishing
House and Its Readers, 1841-1880: The Murrays and the Miltons' Papers of the Bibliographical
Society of America 90 (Mar., 1996): 4-47.

" 'Typee' was not affixed to the British version until the Revised Version later that year.
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addition to Melville's editorial changes, he hired a reader to delete or change passages
'for the benefit of both author and book'.*® His American counterpart was even more
squeamish, particularly with regard to its frank eroticism. As a result, the orgiastic
frenzy that the Marquesan girls, in all their 'abandoned voluptuousness'. excited
onboard the Dolly had to be given a very cold shower indeed by Wiley & Putnam's,
and then later once again 1n the Revised Edition by Melville himself. It was reasoned
that it Americans were presented with Typee's depiction of a Marquesan queen who,
wishing to display her tattoos, 'bent forward for a moment, and turning sharply round,
threw up the skirts of her mantle’, they, like the book's Frenchman who 1s accosted by
this 'unlooked-for-occurrence', would quickly retreat and sales would suffer.’® A
similar editorial fate met the temptation and sexual insinuation of Melville's bachelor-
sailors upon first meeting the i1sland girls who boarded their ship. 'How avoid so dire a
temptation?' the novel's narrator, Tommo, wonders salaciously. 'For who could think
of tumbling these artless creatures overboard, when they had swam miles to welcome
us?”’ Unwilling to extend such a welcome to what might be perceived as deviant,
Melville and his American publisher agreed that readers of 7vpee should not face any

of the unbridled 'unholy passions of the crew and their unlimited gratification',”® and

¥ Leon Howard, 'Historical Note' in Typee: A Peep at Polynesian Life by Herman Melville, in
The Writings of Herman Melville (eds. Harrison Hayford, Hershel Parker, and G. Thomas Tanselle;
vol. 1; Evanston and Chicago: Northwestern University Press and The Newberry Library, 1968), 282.
Henry Reader, the principle editor of the manuscript, was paid a little over half the amount Melville
himself was paid for writing the manuscript.

* Melville, Tvpee, 8.
" Melville, Tvpee, 15

* Melville, Tvpee, 15. Tommo tries to reassures his reader that these indulgences on shore are
actually for the sailors' own good, as they are far better than the sexual temptations of those sailors
stuck out at sea without a woman in sight. Surprisingly, neither publisher found questionable
Mclville's unsubtle suggestion of homosexuality aboard whaling ships (Mclville, Typee. 22-23; 346-
47). Cf., the 'plainly phallic' dance. as William Charvat calls it, which sneaks into both versions of the
original and revised cditions. Here, Tommo describes the dance as stimulating ‘active, romping,
mischicvous evolutions. in which every limb is brought into requisition. Indeed. the Marquesan girls
dance all over. as it were; not only do their feet dance. but their arms, hands. fingers, ay. their very



they were deleted in toto.*

Also of concern was Melville's inflammatory hectoring of missionaries. In
one of the opening anecdotes of Typee, Tommo tells the 'somewhat amusing' story of
a missionary who, undaunted by the difficulty of proselytising the Marquesans, and
believing much in the efficacy of female influence', brought his white wife with him
to the 1slands. Never before having seen a white woman, the islanders initially
regarded her as a new god. When reverence was eventually replaced with curiosity as
to what was behind the enshrining 'sacred veil of calico', the missionary's wife was
stripped of her clothes. Discovering she was but a mere woman beneath the fabric.
the 1slanders contemptuously informed her that such 'deception’ could not continue.
Because she was not, Tommo wryly explains, 'sufficiently evangelised' to deal with
this or the possibility of whatever might follow, she summarily 'forced her husband to
relinquish his undertaking, and together they returned to Tahiti.""

For obvious reasons, many American Christians were not as amused as
Tommo by such anecdotes. This is a 'racily-written narrative', cries the New York
Evangelist. 1t 'abounds in praises of the life of nature, alias savageism, and in slurs

and flings against missionaries and civilization. . . . We are sorry that such a volume

eyes, seem to dance 1n their heads. In good sooth, they so sway their floating forms, arch their necks,
toss aloft their naked arms, and glide, and swim, and whirl, that it was almost too much for a quiet,
sober-minded young man like myself' (152; Charvat, The Profession of Authorship in America, 213).

¥ 1t is interesting to note, however, those instances of indulgence that Melville insisted on
keeping. For instance, immediately following the passage cited above, in a portion not originally
deleted, he continues: 'Alas for the poor savages when exposed to the influence of these polluting
cxamples! Unsophisticated and confiding, they are easily led into every vice, and humanity weeps over
the ruins thus remorsely inflicted upon them by their European civilizers. Thrice happy are they who,
ihabiting some yet undiscovered island in the midst of the ocean, have never been brought into
contaminating contact with the white man.' The implications of this passage are stark. as Tommo

appears to regard colonial, perhaps even missionary, contact, as an implicit rape. For a similar
discussion sce Melville, Typee, 123-30.

P NMelville, Iypee, 6-7.



should have been allowed a place in the "Library of American Books."*' Though it
begins similarly — 1.e., 'An apotheosis of barbarism. A panegyric on cannibal
delights! An apostrophe to the spirit of savage felicity!— William Bourne's review in
the Christian Parlor Magazine is a bit more focussed in its attack. Specifically, he
focuses his ire on the statements in the book 'wherein the cause of MISSIONS is
assalled, with a pertinacity the misrepresentation and degree of hatred, which can
only entitle the perpetrator to the just claim of traducer.”> A contemporary and friend
of Bourne, Horace Greeley's reading 1s similar, 1f more tempered. In his assessment
of Typee and Omoo, Melville's second book, he describes Melville as a 'born genius,
with few superiors either as narrator, a describer, or a humorist', but one whose books
can 'fairly be condemned as dangerous reading for those of immature intellects and
unsettled principles.' For Greeley, while Melville's writing 1s elusive enough to avoid
being 'positively offensive’, his 'tone is bad'.*

With its sexual innuendo, barbs aimed at missionaries and 'civilised' colonial
powers in the South Seas, not to mention Melville's typical array of spelling gattes
and indecipherable scribbles, editorial revisions are hardly surprising.”™ What is
surprising, however, is the extent to which he personally revised the American edition

nvice, deleting various passages deemed scandalous, for the sake of 'wide &

* Watson G. Branch, ed., Melville: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge, 1974), 81.

** Branch, Melville, 85-86. Branch notes that Christian Parlor Magazine was designed by 1ts
cditor, Reverend Darius Mead. 'to combat the irreligious and immoral literature of that day.’

** Branch, Melville, 121-22. For a similar British reaction, see George Paston, At John
Murrav's: Records of a Literary Circle, 1843-1892 (London: John Murray. 1932), 53.

** Elizabeth Renker provocatively deals with the interesting implications of Melville's career-
long difficulties with spelling and writing in her excellent book Strike Through the Musk: Herman
Melville and the Scene of Writing. For examples of Melville's penmanship, the Northwestern-
Newbcrry editions of his work include comprehensive analyses of extant manuscripts.



permanent popularity of the work."> William Charvat regards this interest in 'public
taste’ as a mark of Melville's burgeoning professionalism as an author. and ultimately
what distinguishes his first two novels from most of his others.* In this way. as we
will see in more detail below, a certain ending, or desired deletion, infringes and

irreducibly alters his beginning as an author.

2. Mebville and Self-Destruction
The problems with Typee were always much deeper than its editorial issues.
Significantly, many of its readers refused even to believe Melville was its author.
Thinking his writing too fanciful and description too vivid to be those of a common

" Even

satlor, 'Herman Melville' was, they averred, but a character, a nom de plume.
John Murray had accepted the manuscript in spite of his reservations that it seemed
more the work of a 'practised writer' than that of an ordinary sailor.** Apropos such

suspicion, Charvat points out that this 1s the only time 1n his fiction that Melville

seeks to 1dentify himself clearly with those 'good-for-nothing-tars', as he playtully

¥ Melville, Correspondence, 31-32. These changes, Howard suggests, are important not
simply because of their effects on Typee alone but also on Melville's writing in general (Howard,
'Historical Note', 280).

*® Charvat, The Profession of Authorship in America, 217, cf., 3-29. Until the 1820s, with the
advent of Washington Irving and James Fenimore Cooper, professional, critically appreciated
authorship in America was a virtual impossibility. Previous to this, the American literary scene
resembled that of the British aristocracy during the reigns of Elizabeth and James, in which an author
was supported by a patron and would typically only sell a novel anonymously. Charvat contends that
in order to be considered professional, writing must be the main, or at least a prolonged, financial
resource for the author (i.e., no anonymity). Additionally, because such writing is done with the intent
of being sold in an open market, it is also heavily influenced by buyer's tastes and reading habits. In
spite of its imperfections, Charvat's definition is helpful in thinking about what separates writers like
[rving and Cooper from their American predecessors like Susannah Rowson and Charles Brockden
Brown.

" Leyda, The Melville Log, 2:914. The London Spectator's unsigned review comes closc to
the same conclusion, but then consents that because the author was an American sailor this doubt is in
fact unfounded. Unlike in England, the review rationalises, in America there is no disrespect awaiting
respectable voung men who choose to become sailors. Moreover, the opportunities for education are
more widespread in America. affording a 'great familiarity with popular literature and a readier usc of
the pen than 1s usual with classes of the same apparent grade in England' (Branch, Melville, 54).

* N\ elville, Correspondence, 30-31.
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describes them in Tvpee, who are intent on marring an otherwise peaceful sea journey
of 'state-room sailors, who make so much ado about a fourteen-days' passage across
the Atlantic'.*” In Omoo, for instance. he is a man of education: in Murdi. a
gentleman; and in Redburn and Moby-Dick, he is not even the narrator.’® There are,
however, several reasons one would do well to approach Charvat's suggestion with
caution, not least of which being his incomplete assessment of the complexities
involved 1n ever at all identifying Melville as narrator. One might wonder, with
James Duban, 1f this common assessment actually 'undervalued the aesthetic
dimensions of the work of an artist who was fond of creating personae and narrators
whose views . . . cannot 1n every instance be taken as "authorial™'.”' There 1s. then, an
appropriate coincidence in the fact that Melwville's initial defence 1s not even his own,
but that of Gansevoort Melville, who writes to Murray:

The Author will doubtless be flattered to hear that his production
seems to so competent a judge as yourself that of a "practised

writer' — the more so as he 1s a mere novice 1n the art, having had no
experience; for it is within my personal knowledge that he has never
before written either book or pamphlet, and to the best of my belief has
not even contributed to a magazine or newspaper. In regard to the
other point to which you allude I can only give you the assurance of
my full and entire belief that the adventurer, and the writer of the
adventure are one & the same person.>

Which is to say, 'Herman Melville', the sailor cum author / author cum sailor had only

just begun.”>

el el ek L

¥ Melville, Typee. 3.
> Charvat, The Profession of Authorship in America, 204, 207.

>! James Duban, 'Clipping with A Chisel: The Ideology of Melville's Narrator's' Special Issue
of Texas Studies in Literature and Language 31 (1989): 342. Nevertheless, even Duban appears
ultimately to fall prey to the same insatiable need for referential stability, without considering the
dynamics of the same 'aesthetic dimensions' that make the stability he assumes (as stasis) impossible.

> Leyda, The Melville Log, 199-200.

> Gansevoort's reply. it turns out, is only part true. As early as 1839, Mclville's 'Fragments
from a Writing Desk' had appeared in a local paper, the Democratic Press and [Lansingburgh
Advertiser, under the pseudonym 'L. A. V.'; later that year, the same paper also published "The Death



And yet, but a mere six years later, Melville would already sense what he

regarded as his imminent demise. In a much-quoted, protessionally disillusioned

letter to Nathaniel Hawthorne he writes:

| am like one of those seeds taken out of the Egyptian Pyramids,
which, after being three thousand years a seed and nothing but a sced.
being planted in English soil, it developed itself, grew to greennness.
and then fell to mould. . . . I feel that I am now come to the inmost leaf
of the bulb, and that shortly the flower must fall to the mould.™
F1ve months later, in his final letter before Hawthorne moved from nearby Pittstield,
Massachusetts, Melville even goes so far as to absolve the former of any obligation to
reply, due to the possibility that 'if you do answer it, and direct it to Herman Melville.
you will missend it — for the very fingers that now guide this pen are not precisely
the same that just took it up and put it on this paper'.”> How are we to understand this
convergence of beginning and ending in apocalyptic annihilation, whereby the true
torment of life 1s its natural desire for an ending that can only ever emerge from the
impossibility of ever actually experiencing this ending as such? Nathaniel Hawthorne
in his English Notebooks best describes the growing intensity of his former
neighbour's ambivalent preoccupation:
Melville, as he always does, began to reason of Providence and
futunity, and of everything that lies beyond human ken, and informed
me that he had 'pretty much made up his mind to be annihilated’; but
still he does not seem to rest in that anticipation; and, I think, will

never rest unttl he gets hold of a definite behief. It 1s strange how he
persists — and has persisted ever since I knew him — 1n wandering to-

Craft', under the pseudonym 'Harry the Reefer' (Herman Melville, The Piazza Tales and Other Prose
Pieces, 1839-1860, in The Writings of Herman Melville [eds. Harrison Hayford, Hershel Parker, and G.
Thomas Tanselle; vol. 9; Evanston and Chicago: Northwestern University Press and The Newberry
Library, 1987], 191-204, 424-27). All the same, it seems highly unlikely that Gansevoort would risk
his rising reputation in the diplomatic community for the sake of his younger brother's unproven |
writing career. And while it is improbable that he knew nothing about Melville's previous public_atlons,
for indecd Mclville had sent him a copy of the paper with the first piece (though he did not explam the
pscudonym), Gansevoort cither forgot these early writings, or simply regarded them as insignificant
attempts ot a callow twentv-vear-old. Cf., Leyda, The Melville Log. 1:85.

<4 - <
Melvitle. Correspondence. 193.

S SR
Melville, Correspondence, 213
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and-fro over these deserts, as dismal and monotonous as the sand hills
amid which we were sitting. He can neither believe. nor be
comfortable in his unbelief; and he is too honest and courageous not to
try to do one or the other. If he were a religious man. he would be one
ot the most truly religious and reverential; he has a very high and noble
nature, and better worth immortality than most of us.*®

Melville, as 1t were, cannot truly begin without somehow ending, and yet neither can
he come to his end without beginning once again.

Importantly, Melville's dialecticism stands opposed to the modern
phenomenological understanding of death and apocalypse. As Heidegger famously
points out a century later, 'Dying 1s not an event, [but] a phenomenon to be
understood existentially.”” As such, the 'being-towards-death' that identifies an
individual as an individual 1s an impossible gift and destination, for as Derrida adds,
‘every relation to death 1s an interpretive apprehension and a representative approach
to death.”® Unwrapping this 'gift of death', we end up only playing with its bows and
strings. '[O]ne never dies now', the phenomenologist whispers from beyond the
grave, for 'one always dies later, in the future — 1n a future that 1s never actual, that
cannot come except when everything will be over and done'.>” In this perspective, the
grave matters because the 'beyond' is within, rendering the Subject forever separated,
from its beginning and end.®

The dialectic of Melville's beginning and ending, though, is not stmply that of

°® Nathaniel Hawthorne, The English Notebooks (ed. Randall Stewart; New York: Russell &
Russell, 1941), 432-33,

>’ Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson; New
York: Harper and Row, 1962), 284.

! Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death (trans. David Wills; Chicago: University of Chicago
Press. 1995), 45. Notably, Derrida's title, The Gift of Death [Donner la mort,], equivocates between the
ordinary meaning ascribed to donner, 'to give', and the idiom, 'to put to death' (as in se donner la mort.

'to commit suicide').

** Maurice Blanchot, The Space of Literature (trans. Ann Smock; Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press. 1982), 164-65.

““ Naurice Blanchot, Faux Pas (Paris: Gallimard, 1943), 35.



a strict circularity, and thus not reliant on phenomenologically derived notions of
presence. Moreover, neither is it indicative of a commonplace wholeness or Absolute,
whereby beginning and ending require each other to become themselves. In the

words of Slavoj Zizek:

According to the standard doxa, the telos of the dialectical process is
the absolute form that abolishes any matenal surplus. If, however, this
1s truly the case . . . how are we to account for the fact that the Result

eftectively throws us back into the whirlpool, that it is nothing but the

totality of the route we had to travel in order to arrive at the Result?®!
As such, and a point too seldom sufficiently appreciated or explored by the
phenomenological tradition, the power of dialecticism does not lie in the hegemony of
its self-reflective completion but in the creative imperative of its inherent /
constitutive failure. As such, insofar as the stable. reflective difterentiation between
beginning and ending threatens to radically blur beyond all redemption, the
assumption of a correspondent (i.e., Platonic) or analogous (1.¢., neo-Platonic)
identification of self, even as one divided from the impossible experience of its own
death (and thus as a 'divided self'), becomes increasingly problematic.

Realising this, at least on some level, Melville pens a stammering postscript in

his valedictory letter to Hawthorne:

[ can't stop yet. If the world was entirely made up of Magians, I'll tell

you what I should do. I should have a paper-mill established at one

end of the house, and so have an endless riband of foolscap rolling 1n

upon my desk; and upon that endless riband I should write a thousand

— a million — billion thoughts, all under the form of a letter to you.

The divine magnet is in you, and my magnet responds. Which 1s the

biggest? A foolish question — they are One.*

As we will sce. this unitfied 'One', the bedrock of a metaphysically stable Absolute

identity, is for Melville always an irreducibly, and thus ironically, Sisyphean striving.

Y Slavoj Zizek. Tarrving With the Negative: Kant, Hegel, and the Critique of Ideology
(Durham: Duke University Press. 1993), 150,

o : )
* Mcliville, Correspondence, 213.



Indeed, the dramatic / tragic implications of this constitutive failure and irony are

particularly evident in the debates concerning the authenticity of Tvpee.

3. A 'Straitforward'’ Presentation
In spite of 1ts general popularity. most mid-nineteenth-century American and
British critics considered fiction a low and potentially dangerous art form, due to its

meretricious degradation of fact:

The infusion of romance into history cannot, we think. but have a bad
effect on the reader. by rendering the dull matter of fact of the latter.
tasteless and spiritless, in comparison with the piquant extravagance of
the adulterated mass, and weakening at the same time that salutary
distinction, which the mind should always preserve between truth and
falschood. The imagination ought not to be pampered thus, at the
expense of the other faculties.®

The imagination provoked by fiction, Samuel Miller warns. poses a redoubtable
danger to the individual and society because 1t has 'a tendency too much to engross
the mind, to fill it with artificial views, and to diminish the taste for more solid
reading.' Such thogghts are actually counterfeit, he warns, and will only 'cheat it [the
mind] of substantial enjoyment.'"™ Therefore, lest one be foolish enough to desire such
mental and spiritual privation, admonishes the Reverend James Gray. one should
exercise utmost caution 'against ever making the characters of romance a standard by

which to judge character in real life."* To Melville's palpable consternation, the

** American Quarterly Review (1846): 46; qtd. Michael Davitt Bell, The Development of
American Romance: The Sacrifice of Relation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1980), 20. [ am
especially indebted to Michael Bell's The Development of American Romance and Philip Gura's The
Wisdom of Words: Language, Theology. and the Literature in the New England Renaissance
(Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1981) for guiding me to the writings of Samuel
Miller and likeminded adherents to Scottish 'Common Sense’ philosophy.

“* Samuel Miller, Brief Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century (vol. 2: New York: B. Franklin,
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flourishes of his self-styled 'Romance of Real Life' proved an all too easy target tor
the purveyors of the day's critical opinion.®® Although its reviews were generally very
positive and 1n line with his novel's overall popularity with readers, those reviews that
were not tavourable to Melville's willingness to mix fact and fiction were vociferous
and malignant enough to raise as much (1f not more) concern than those that

bemoaned the offensiveness of this mixture's actual content.®’

Tellingly, London's Literary Gazette chided other reviewers who treated Tvpee
as 'real and authentic', suggesting instead that they had been duped by Melville's April
Fool's joke.®® If Melville was joking, however, he certainly was not the one laughing.
On the contrary, his initial public reaction in the 21 April 1846 1ssue of the Albany
Argus 1s notable first for its ambiguity, as it 1s altogether unclear whether the
newspaper 1s quoting or paraphrasing him when it reports:
The author desires to state to the public, that TYPEE 1s a true narrative
of events which actually occurred to him. Although there may be
moving events and hairbreadth escapes, it 1s scarcely more strange than
such as happens to those who make their home on the deep.”

One month later, his blank face proved to be but a mask. In response to a review 1n

the 17 April 1846 Mo