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Abstract
“and his soul I could not reach”: Embodied Horror and Haunting in
Nineteenth-Century American Literature

Helene Grayce Remiszewska, Ph.D.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2018

Supervisor: Martin Kevorkian

Embodied Horror and Haunting uncovers how nineteenth-century Americans
imagine their bodies at work as mechanical, supernatural, and not quite their own
throughout the early nation’s campaigns for territorial expansion and rapid
industrialization. Though the literature examined in this dissertation includes few
instances of ghost stories or fairytale magic, the canonical writers considered –
Washington Irving, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Herman Melville – often imagine their
characters’ bodies, and sometimes even their own, as becoming disembodied and
dismembered while navigating through and working within the space of the nation. What
endures throughout these inclusions of unspecified otherness is instead the risk of
becoming supernatural, often through ghostly mythology that fails to materialize, or
ambiguous characters who aren’t quite monsters but don’t seem human, either. As I
argue, writers navigate the relationship between their bodies and the nation in two ways:
labor and the local, which tend to coincide in the factory. When the factory fails to
dismember American bodies, the supernatural intervenes, and writers imagine poor and
unproductive bodies as ghostly, inhuman, and cannibalistic. In addition to discussing
vii

scenes of manual labor, I analyze narrative depictions of the American wilderness and
cityscapes as spaces between the individual body and national mythology through which
Americans articulate their national belonging. While this study is predominantly Marxist,
disability studies and ecocriticism also inform my discussion of physical bodies and
national territory, particularly where they help produce critiques of nationalism. In
examining the moments before and between the destruction of working-class bodies in
early- to mid-nineteenth-century American literature, this study traces how American
mythologies of colonial history and industrial capitalism structure national identity as
inherently oppressive, and hauntedness as a condition of national belonging.

viii

Table of Contents
Industry: Yesterday's Introduction of Tomorrow ................................................................1
Machine in the Ghost ..................................................................................................8
Chapter 1: National Mythology and the Cannibalization of Christopher Columbus........29
"If human souls": The Man, the Myth, The Columbiad ...........................................34
American Horror Story: Mimic Empire....................................................................53
Caribs in the Mornin', Cannibals in the Evenin', Captives at Suppertime ....67
King of the Cannibals ...............................................................................................76
Chapter 2: Dismembering and (Dis)Embodying Labor ....................................................93
"Here Comes Miss Hepzibah Pyncheon!": Hawthorne and His Bosses ...................99
The Witch and the Craftsman .....................................................................101
Spectral Evidence .......................................................................................106
Eat the Rich.................................................................................................111
in the Attic..........................................................................................114
The Working-Class Witch ..........................................................................118
"a quiver of 'em": Moby-Dick's Imperial Limbs .....................................................124
I'm not a businesscannibal. I'm a business, cannibal. .................................126
Industrial Decapitation................................................................................133
"Timber!": Ahab's Last Stand .....................................................................143
Chapter 3: "Industrious Magic" and Local Haunting .....................................................151
Postcolonial America and The Spell Book of Diedrich Knickerbocker, Gent. .......154
Nevertheless, He Persisted: Rip Van Winkle's Radical Laziness ...............158
ix

History of New Amsterdam .........................................................................174
from the beginning .............................................................................174
of the Dutch Dynasty..........................................................................178
to the End of the World ......................................................................182
Fairy Land: Horses/Land of a Thousand Dances/La Mer(de) ....................185
So much bread I woke up in Sleepy Hollow: The Hunger of
Ichabod Crane ..............................................................................189
American horseman, stay away from me ...........................................196
Bartleby in Space ....................................................................................................204
Koniec/Conclusion...........................................................................................................230
Bibliography ....................................................................................................................232

x

Industry: Yesterday’s Introduction of Tomorrow
Five murals gaze down upon you when you walk through the Allegheny County
Courthouse’s hallowed metal detectors in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The tableaus –
Justice, Peace, Industry, The Battle of Grant’s Hill, and Fort Duquesne – ostensibly
represent the city’s values and dedication to righteousness, hard work, and America.
Justice, the first mural commissioned for $300 in 1933, predictably features Lady Justice
holding the Scales of Justice as an unidentified angel floats skyward in the background,
while Peace portrays a typically pastoral scene.1 The Battle of Grant’s Hill took place on
the site of the courthouse, and Fort Duquesne, now called Fort Pitt, is recognizable by its
depiction of colonial soldiers and Native Americans shaking each other’s hands like
businessmen in the French and Indian War. (Though Pre-Revolutionary, Fort Duquesne
and Fort Pitt are probably better options for the courthouse than Pittsburgh’s later claim
to fame, the Whiskey Rebellion.) Industry, the remaining piece, stands alone on the far
left of the atrium, opposite of Peace, as a celebration of the hard-working gritty men who
built the legendary city.
Though painted nearly a century ago, Industry looks remarkably similar to
Pittsburgh today. An antique car steals the light from the foreground, where a man,
overalls hanging by his waist, shovels coal. Two more men behind him balance a neverending steel beam that fades into the skeleton of a future skyscraper and a cloud of
smoke. An airplane soars through the pale blue sky, only somewhat obscured by smog,
over one of the city’s three rivers – likely the Monongahela, only a few blocks down the
street. Though Peace features a young woman breastfeeding, Industry came under fire

1

See Cindi Lash’s article “Painted on courthouse wall in ’36, model is amazed she’s still there” for a
history of the painting of the Justice and Peace murals.
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when initially painted for portraying a bare-chested worker. Steelworkers always wear
shirts.2
The courthouse murals stand in stark contrast to another ode to local history at the
Pittsburgh International Airport, about twenty miles away. Brimming with fast food
counters, sports bars, and sunglasses kiosks, PIT resembles many other medium-sized
American travel hubs but with a few special attractions: a temporary-to-likely-permanent
Tyrannosaurus rex skeleton on loan from the Carnegie Museum of Natural History; a
statue of Franco Harris, Pittsburgh Steelers Halfback, catching the Immaculate Reception
in 1972; another statue, considerably less recognizable than that of the Steeler beside it,
of George Washington; and a faded diorama entitled “Yesterday’s Airport of Tomorrow,”
chronicling PIT’s rise and fall from “Dairy farm to Army airfield to modern terminal.”3
In its brief overview of the airport’s celebrated history, the display neglects to include the
transition from sleepy regional airport to bustling shopping center and back again, or the
fanfare that accompanied the renovation. In 1992, the Pittsburgh AirMall, the first of the
AirMall franchise, opened at the airport in an effort to attract more visitors to the city and
more locals to the area (Swaney). Hidden away, as many American airports are, in a
dilapidated suburb, the AirMall was fairly successful for almost a decade until the
September 11 attacks in 2001. New security measures following 9/11 made the AirMall a
financial disaster for Pittsburgh and US Airways, which eliminated over 75% of its
flights out of the airport and abandoned most of its customer service counters in the mid2000s (Belko). Today, PIT’s few shops – the usual suspects like Victoria’s Secret and

2

See “Allegheny Courthouse Murals: Justice, Peace, Industry, the Battle of Grant’s Hill, and Fort
Duquesne” in Pittsburgh Art in Public Places: Downtown Walking Tour for this and a second controversy:
“the murals even made the news because the artist had run out of canvas” (71).
3 This line is part of the display, which I last saw in December 2017 with the same level of bafflement as
when I first saw the exhibit in the mid-2000s.
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Brookstone – continue on with little to no foot traffic, likely overshadowed by the $5
Yuengling specials in each concourse. “Yesterday’s Airport of Tomorrow” makes no
mention of Flight 93, which came down about a hundred miles out of town in Somerset
County.
Pittsburgh’s semi-public art offers a case study in how Americans, and
particularly the blue-collar Americans who constitute much of the East Coast-MidwestAppalachian hybrid that is the Greater Pittsburgh Region, understand the nation’s future
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. In the 1930s, courthouse painter Vincent
Nesbert initially forwent payment for Justice, or so local legend says, in hopes that his
painting could inculcate a love of art for Pittsburghers who walked in and out of the
courthouse, weary from years of nation-building and coalmining, for eternity. The
airport, though, demands that you stop and turn around. As American industry moved on
without Pittsburgh, whose economy suffered a near-fatal blow with the collapse of the
steel industry in the 1970s, “Yesterday’s Airport of Tomorrow” offers an alternative
epistemology for understanding the city in America.4 In the absence of wealth but not of
pride, it encourages the viewer to reposition him or herself in the booming postwar
metropolis and imagine a different tomorrow, presumably one quite different from today.
The diorama asks the airport’s tired travelers to extend local nineteenth-century industry
– the airfield was built during World War II not to fight Nazis, but to “protect
Pittsburgh’s crucial steel industry” – through the twentieth-century economy that
somehow disappeared, with no indication as to where or exactly when (“Yesterday’s”).
Yet as sun shines down on shirtless steelworkers, Industry, too, asks Pittsburgh to pretend
for a moment that the industry that crushed working bodies in mines, poisoned the three
4

A 1991 article “Pittsburgh Builds Airport of Future Now” by Michel Marriott does not mention the
AirMall but does emphasize USAir’s investment and the promise of “jobs.” The title of the article seems to
predate the exhibit, which references the year 1992.
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rivers, and choked the atmosphere with smog so thick that in 1868 James Parton
famously called Pittsburgh “hell with the lid taken off,” maybe wasn’t in vain (21).
Flanked by the four other murals, the sacrifice was just, peaceful, and revolutionary.
The United States is cursed. Or so it seems, walking through Pittsburgh with a
copy of Moby-Dick tucked under an armpit, especially in the twenty-first century.5 As
Ishmael looks back on Ahab’s suicide mission for the White Whale, likely embarking on
a similar expedition the minute he “grow[s] hazy around the eyes, and begin[s] to be over
conscious of my lungs,” the insistence on reenacting our own destruction seems
inevitable (Melville, Moby-Dick 20). Ishmael shuffles between following funeral
processions, “involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of
every funeral I meet,” to chasing “endless processions of the whale,” and when he goes to
sea as his “substitute for pistol and ball,” the outcome seems to be the same6 (18, 22, 18).
So, Ishmael lets “the invisible police officer of the Fates, who has the constant
surveillance of me, and secretly dogs me in some accountable way,” drag him by the
collar to drown in the sea (21-22). And why not? Ishmael’s future, or lack thereof, is
predetermined and “doubtless, my going on this whaling voyage, formed part of the
grand programme of Providence that was drawn up a long time ago” (22). He imagines
flipping through the playbill:
“Grand Contested Election for the Presidency of the United States.
“WHALING VOYAGE BY ONE ISHMAEL.
“BLOODY BATTLE IN AFFGHANISTAN.” (22)

5

The physical book seems redundant in the blocks between or, The Whale, Pittsburgh’s Moby-Dick themed
restaurant that opened in October 2017, and the Benedum Center, where the Pittsburgh Opera performed
Jake Heggie’s Moby-Dick in March 2018.
6 The voyage itself is an endless funeral march. Fedallah prophesizes both Moby Dick and the Pequod as
hearses in “The Whale Watch.”
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Immediately, Ishmael’s program begs the question: did Herman Melville come from the
future? He most likely did not, but Ishmael may have, and the confluence of his three
headlines will be the focus of this dissertation. Of course, the political hellscape of the
standard American millennial isn’t necessary training for reading Moby-Dick since 2016
or 2001,7 and Melville provides plenty more moments of semi-spooky ahistoricity
throughout the novel. Ishmael’s legendary whaling voyage, an almost certainly fatal
endeavor, nestles itself between national fantasies of democracy and empire, and each
headline adumbrates a violent future towards which Ishmael listlessly yet enthusiastically
sails. His work at sea is already entangled in history, so what’s a few buckets of blood?
For the reader, Ishmael’s mythology of the United States is also a prophecy.
Melville had contemporary moments to inspire his headlines, but he leaves his allusions
vague. He doesn’t specify between whom the election is split or the eventual victor, nor
does he explain whose blood soaked the Afghan battlefield.8 The details are less
important than the conflict itself, which eternally requires its innocent bystanders to
rearticulate their positioning as witnesses to the bloodshed. Ishmael takes his seat
between the two on the whaleship. He may believe himself to be something of history’s
rodeo clown, but reading Moby-Dick as history’s vision for future – or yesterday’s
seaport of tomorrow – rewrites Ishmael’s futile but inevitable voyage as implicated in the
nation’s survival, even if only as a sideshow act. The crucial moment when the nation
7

I am referring to the 2016 presidential election between Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump and to
Operation Enduring Freedom, which began when the United States first invaded Afghanistan on October 7,
2001.
8 The “grand contested election” may refer to the 1824 presidential race between John Quincy Adams and
Andrew Jackson. Jackson won the popular vote but neither candidate had a majority in the electoral
college, so the House voted to elect Adams in February of 1825. The “battle in Affghanistan” is less clear.
Other than a trade deal between Andrew Jackson and Said bin Sultan in 1833, the United States had not yet
involved itself in the Middle East. One possibility is the First Anglo-Afghan War between British Imperial
India and the Emirate of Afghanistan, which lasted from 1839 to 1842 and resulted in an Afghan victory.
But Melville tends to concern himself more with the United States, so the First Anglo-Afghan War’s
importance to him would likely be Britain’s global humiliation.
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crystalizes politics and bloodshed and envelops him happens in the workplace. Whether a
historian or a mystic, Ishmael embeds his own industrial labor9 within destiny. He
doesn’t have a choice whether or not to return to the sea, even after the Pequod’s demise,
and neither do we: “Take almost any path you please, and ten to one it carries you down
in a dale, and leaves you there by a pool in the stream. There is magic in it” (19). There is
also horror.
This dissertation uncovers how nineteenth-century Americans imagine their
bodies at work as mechanical, supernatural, and not quite their own throughout the early
nation’s campaigns for territorial expansion and rapid industrialization. When Ishmael
feels the magnetic force pulling him to the floating factory as “magic,” he imagines his
body as strung along like a puppet towards industry,10 and as Melville gazes down a
fiery, bleak, body-breaking path and strolls into the mouth of the whale or the factory, so
does the nation. At the same time, writers offer cannibalism, witchcraft, and ghostliness
as ways of shedding their bodies while still clinging to their Americanness. For Melville,
the humiliation of wage labor purchases national belonging, regardless of whether or not
it results in any real profit. More often, it does not. In examining the moments before and
between the destruction of working-class11 bodies in early- to mid-nineteenth-century
American literature, this dissertation traces how American mythologies of colonial

9

As opposed to his teaching, which Ishmael implies was his previous occupation. That being said, teaching
was not necessarily not industrial labor, as I discuss in regards to Ichabod Crane in Chapter Three.
10 As I discuss later in this introduction, my focus is on how writers portray industry as experienced within
the laboring body and not, as previous critics like Trachtenberg and Weinstein have emphasized, how it
influences American culture. In other words, industry is the puppet show, but culture remains the
puppeteer.
11 A nebulous distinction. My use of “working-class” here is quite broad and refers to characters for whom
labor structures their lives. This dissertation does not focus much on the gradations of oppression between
classes but on industrial capitalism as an oppressive structure. I discuss my reasoning for this perspective in
more detail later in this introduction.
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history and industrial capitalism structure national identity as inherently oppressive, and
hauntedness as a condition of national belonging.
Though the literature examined in this study includes few instances of ghost
stories or fairytale magic, the canonical writers considered – Washington Irving,
Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Herman Melville – often imagine their characters’ bodies, and
sometimes even their own, as becoming disembodied and dismembered while navigating
through and working within the space of the nation. What endures throughout these
inclusions of unspecified otherness is instead the risk of becoming supernatural, often
through ghostly mythology that fails to materialize, or ambiguous characters who aren’t
quite monsters but don’t seem human, either. The mythological depictions of Columbus I
discuss in Chapter One don’t portray him as a ghost or a Titan himself, but as historical.
Similarly, the witches and ghosts I analyze in Chapter Two are historical legacies of the
Salem Witch Trials, which for Hawthorne haunt the nation through labor, not magic.
Instead, these features tend to emerge in strange characters and sublime landscapes that
hover between dreamlike and nightmarish, like Columbus on the San Dominick, Ahab on
the Pequod, and Bartleby on Wall Street. In Chapter Three, I focus on the spaces between
the individual body, colonial history, and national mythology and through which
Americans articulate their national belonging to embody a haunted national identity.
For the rest of this introduction, I detail the circumstances in which national
mythologies like Manifest Destiny became imaginary histories through which Americans
could (mass-)produce their own national identities. I argue that by allowing Americans to
trade the feeling of colonial violence for the feeling of national belonging, these
mythologies proliferate the violence they sought to erase. In laying the critical
groundwork that structures this dissertation, I offer a Foucauldian reading of the factory
to relocate that mythology within the mid-nineteenth-century American body, where
7

imaginings of historical violence and national identity coalesce through labor. Due to
increasingly violent workplace conditions that accompanied the Industrial Revolution, I
identify work ethic as a method of obscuring industrial violence, which Americans
experience within their own exhausted bodies. This study imagines the shadow of
national identity as it was experienced by individual Americans as a kind of horror, or
what I call national haunting, through new technologies and industrial imaginings that
coincided with the emergence of national identity. This reading of industrialization
alongside haunting offers a new understanding of American national identity as, in a way,
embodying its own absence – a responsibility it leaves in each American’s two hands.
MACHINE IN THE GHOST12
By “embodied haunting,” I mean to articulate how Americans understand their
bodies as a battleground between themselves and the nation. This dissertation builds on
Lauren Berlant’s work in The Anatomy of National Fantasy (1991) to argue that national
belonging, or what Berlant calls America’s “national fantasy,” is haunted13 by industrial
capitalism – or, more specifically, labor. While Berlant opens her book with Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s “The Custom-House” to analyze how the “politically dead man” becomes
an American citizen, I stick with the unemployed, decapitated body to examine the

12

Though mostly in accordance with Gilbert Ryle’s 1949 critiques of mind-body dualism in The Concept
of Mind, this dissertation rejects the notion of the body as an autonomous site for locating memory and
imagining selfhood, which I trace on a national level through American mythologies and histories. While I
still use “machine” here to mean the body, “ghost” refers to the space of the nation and dovetails with
theories of transgenerational haunting. This section title is also an allusion to Leo Marx’s 1964 study
Machine in the Garden, which I discuss later in this introduction.
13 My analysis of “national haunting” is not meant to be a direct revision of Berlant, so I avoid the term
“national fantasy” throughout this dissertation for two reasons: first, to avoid confusion when I do not mean
to allude to Berlant; and second, and more specifically, because I do not analyze citizenship as an “official”
category except for when it relates to the racialized body. For example and as I discuss in Chapter Two,
Melville’s phrase “Americans born” in Moby-Dick may or may not refer to citizenship as depending on
whiteness. (My use of “National Symbolic,” on the other hand, is always an allusion to Berlant.)
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moments before national belonging14 wherein Americans find themselves to be not quite
whole (Hawthorne qtd. in Berlant 1). To analyze how the “headless victim of the
historical nation” re-capitates and (re)members himself, I follow the literary imaginings
of bodies as monsters, machines, and ghosts that strive for national belonging even as
they fail, which they often do (Berlant 2). In using the term “national haunting,” I refer to
the feelings of disembodiment and dismemberment that often accompany Americanness,
particularly at its most crucial moments of identity formation and nation-building. I trace
these hauntings through strange bodies that seem magical or mechanical before they
vanish, generally in the spaces between historical violence and industrial labor.
The absence of the laboring body15 in Berlant’s study and literary studies of the
mid-nineteenth century in general16 indicates to me a gap that fails to account for how
power works itself on the bodies of the working class in a way that the middle class is not
always spared – the violence of poverty through food insecurity, housing instability, and

14

I avoid the term “citizenship” here for the reasons stated in the previous footnote.
My contention with Berlant’s use of the “body” is that it tends to work only as a metaphor in relation to
the national body. My emphasis on the laboring body here is in response to her portrayal of Hawthorne as
“inhabiting a post-national mentality both as a philosopher of the quotidian, examining the way the
alienation of modern life influences personal affect and collective relations, and as a worker, trying to make
it himself in the system” (202). Here, Berlant still uses body as a kind of metaphor to mean “inhabiting a
post-national mentality,” a dualism I reject in the footnote for the heading of this section. But her
characterization of Hawthorne as a “worker” seems particularly odd. Hawthorne certainly worked, but
Berlant’s phrasing suggests that his work was representative of “everyday life” for his readers, too, or poor
Americans performing manual labor. I concede that Hawthorne was no aristocrat, but he certainly wasn’t a
coal miner. Either way, Berlant overlooks the “everyday life” challenges faced by working Americans and
inflicted on their laboring bodies, as I discuss in the following paragraphs. (I will also touch on “personal
affect” later in this introduction.)
16 One (perhaps obvious) exception to this claim would seem to be Cindy Weinstein’s The Literature of
Labor and the Labors of Literature (1995), but Weinstein, like Berlant, talks about the body in almost
strictly allegorical terms. I discuss Weinstein’s book in more depth later in this introduction, but here I am
also referring to studies that understand bodies through the acts of reading and writing. These studies often
emphasize a book as an object that reflects both the author working on and then selling it and the reader
buying and then looking at it. Works like Nina Baym’s Novels, Readers, and Reviewers (1984), Cathy
Davidson’s Revolution and the Word (1986), and Priscilla Wald’s Constituting Americans (1995) address
these concerns in nuanced ways that structure my understanding of laboring bodies in relation to the texts
they read and write.
15
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industrial labor. While highlighting inequalities between the classes, Marx too mostly
overlooks homelessness, starvation,17 and what we may call the slow violence of
capitalism.18 He does address capitalism’s more immediate and visible effects as “the
physical and mental degradation, the premature death, the torture of over-work,” but
Marxist criticism tends to theorize labor out of the body and through its wages19 (K.
Marx, Capital 325; vol. 1). By understanding wealth as power, critics often limit
capitalist exchange to the marketplace and the workplace but overlook where they
intersect at home.20 For the middle class, this violence often appears on a family budget
through the absence of basic living necessities like food and housing and their financial
counterparts as groceries and rent. Literary criticism tends to focus on other items in the
marketplace, like books,21 which happen to be the topics of many literary studies of the
mid-nineteenth-century American working class.22
Literary analyses of the American working class tend to focus on periods23 later
than that analyzed in this dissertation,24 generally when both industrialization and class

17

Stephen Mennell, Anne Murcott, and Anneke H. van Otterloo note in their introduction to The Sociology
of Food (1992) that while Marx was “very conscious of food as the most basic of the means of subsistence
[…] food as such is of only passing interest to Marx” (2).
18 Here, I am referring to Rob Nixon’s Slow Violence (2011).
19 Lennard J. Davis makes a similar critique in Enforcing Normalcy (1995) that Marx, in focusing on the
“average worker,” erases physical difference between bodies (29). While I take Davis’ point, he makes the
same mistake in his call for the death of identity politics (see chapter one in Bending Over Backwards, pp.
9-32). Chris Bell notes as much in his article “Introducing White Disability Studies,” and Bell cites
Enforcing Normalcy to narrate the field’s tendency not to “consider or address the rich diversity within
disability communities—racial and ethnic diversity, for example” (276). (Curiously, Davis includes Bell’s
critique of him in The Disability Studies Reader, which Davis edited.) I’m fully in accordance with Bell but
find Davis’ point quite useful in my analysis of national haunting, which also obscures the physical body.
20 I would argue a similar blind spot in, for example, studies of motherhood that emphasize childbearing
but overlook domestic violence.
21 In this mechanical way, reading and writing are two ends of the same coin, the only difference being the
raw materials like paper and ink to produce a novel versus their commodified counterpart as a book.
22 Here, I’m specifically referring to Michael Denning’s Mechanic Accents (1987) and Shelley Streeby’s
American Sensations (2002).
23 To clarify, the publication dates of the texts analyzed in this dissertation range from 1807 to 1855.
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stratification became more apparent in the Gilded Age. Pre-Civil War class consciousness
is usually limited to the Protestant work ethic, which I discuss in relation to wage labor,
but I use the term “working class” here for two reasons: first, to situate my analyses of
laboring bodies between histories of industrial capitalism in Alan Trachtenberg’s The
Incorporation of America (1982) and wage labor in Michael Roediger’s Wages of
Whiteness (1991), two studies that inform my critical understanding of nineteenthcentury labor; and second, to structure my analysis of work as bound to money, as in
Michael Denning’s Mechanic Accents (1987). In other words, as a job,25 which is how
Denning primarily distinguishes between classes. These class distinctions also correspond
to their assumed wealth; factory workers are poor, Wall Street analysts are rich, and the
rest – middle-management and the middle class – are trapped between the two. But by
analyzing the working class through popular culture, as Denning and Streeby both do
through dime novels, literary critics apply workplace power structures to American
culture at large. In doing so through the publication industry, these studies implicitly
argue that “class” really means wealth or assumed wealth, not work or jobs, which often
correspond to wealth. The focus of this dissertation addresses the gap between the
workplace and the marketplace through the individual, whose laboring body follows him
or her home.
Marx tends to dominate most discussion of labor as the way in which capitalism
inscribes itself on the body – generally by industry claiming workers’ productive bodies
as its own and, in a way, dismembering the laborer. While I will push the point that
24

Two notable exceptions are those named in the previous footnotes. As I go on to explain, my focus is
less on the working class as a reading public and more on industrial capitalism’s violence on laboring
bodies, which we generally understand to be working-class.
25 In this way, my analysis of the working class is perhaps more similar to Hester Blum’s View from the
Masthead (2008) but on a broader scale. Denning’s study is more useful to me because he assigns literature
its own job: escape, or “a brief distraction from a life of work,” which is what this dissertation argues is
work ethic’s relationship to the laboring body (65).
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industry dismembers bodies in Chapter Two,26 I disagree that Marx’s alienation of labor
totally applies to the United States. For labor to alienate the worker from him or herself
would imply that Americans think of themselves as whole in the first place. In the
nineteenth century, bodies are already alien as out of place and out of time.27 Labor is one
of few ways through which Americans can actually assert their belonging in the nation
and their independence from it at the same time. That is not to say that wage labor
corresponds to self-alienation, though, because Americans understand the hard work that
proves their individual selfhood as purchasing their national belonging. Americans do not
necessarily think of themselves as forced to work, as Marx implies – as I discuss in
Chapter Three, many white laborers didn’t even think slaves were forced to work, let
alone themselves – rather, labor is the sacrifice through which Americans embody
national identity.
In the texts analyzed in this dissertation, characters think of work – not
necessarily their labor, but their job – as a part of themselves as much as the factory
thinks of the worker as a part of itself. In other words, American labor is internal, not
only external. My reading of American labor as a site of national haunting28 is as
poststructuralist as it is Marxist. Thus, I use Foucault, and especially his reading of Marx,
to explain how industry locates itself in the laborer’s body, not only the other way
around, through industrial capitalism and wage labor. Foucault explains in Discipline and
Punish that once “[t]he classical age discovered the body as object and target of power,”
the results of organizing citizens by their bodies were immediate in schools, militaries,

26

Here, I am referring to physical dismemberment through injury, not only alienation.
I mean “time” to refer to both history and the clock. As I discuss later in this introduction, these
temporalities intersect in the workplace timetable.
28 By referring to the performance of labor as a site, I mean to argue that labor haunts American bodies
even when they aren’t working or at work.
27
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hospitals, and prisons (136). In the context of nineteenth-century America, the laboring
body’s significance is comparable to that of livestock or machinery:29 “[d]iscipline is no
longer simply an art of distributing bodies, of extracting time from them and
accumulating it, but of composing forces in order to obtain an efficient machine” (164).
For Foucault, that “efficient machine” emerges in the nation through the military, and I
argue that the factory’s juxtaposition of workers and machinery organizes laboring bodies
in a similar way.30 Bodies can be both “small-scale models of power” at the same time
that the individual body is reduced to “the place it occupies, the interval it covers, the
regularity, the good order according to which it operates its movements” (163, 164). At
work, discipline can refer to the laborer’s body in the factory, his shift on the timetable,
or his wages in the budget; however, “it” also corresponds to the machinery workers
operate. In other words, the “efficient machine” of industrial labor also includes efficient
machinery. In this way, the laboring body comes to resemble a machine at the same time
that it becomes another raw material to be converted by that machine into a commodity.
Workers, like land, are a space rich in natural resources to be exploited, and their
exchange value depends on when they meet with machinery in the factory.
The high demand for such intensive labor31 accelerates and enforces the
quantification of time so that even when relaxing at home, Americans imagine their free
time as potential lost wages. Foucault argues that this anxiety emerges in the timetable.32

29

Schivelbusch emphasizes the role of machinery in agriculture. By this logic, farmers, livestock, and
machinery were already imagined alongside each other in American industry.
30 My reading differs from the “mechanical forces” Marx originally describes in Capital, which refers
individual human bodies’ collective power. I filter Marx through Foucault to emphasize that workers were
often standing alongside actual machines in factories.
31 Here, I argue that like Marx’s theory of alienation, the “intensification of labor” extends outside of the
workplace when national identity entwines itself with industrial capitalism.
32 Trachtenberg demonstrates how the timetable becomes internalized by the laborer through the eight-hour
movement, which promised “to make workers ‘masters of their own time’” (91).
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The timetable also functions to restructure leisure as not-labor,33 which I analyze in
Chapter Two through the shop bell in Hawthorne’s novel House of the Seven Gables.
This transfer is an inverse of the Protestant work ethic, which Foucault calls a “negative”
economy (154). In response to suspicion of “moral offence and economic dishonesty,”
the timetable “arranges a positive economy; it poses the principle of a theoretically evergrowing use of time: exhaustion rather than use; it is a question of extracting, from time,
ever more available moments and, from each moment, ever more useful forces” (Foucault
154). Benjamin Franklin also assigns morality to labor when he lists “INDUSTRY” as the
sixth of his thirteen virtues: “Lose no Time. Be always employ’d in something useful.
Cut off all unnecessary Actions” (526). The fear that time can be “lost” or wasted posits
it as a resource that like land and labor “means that one must seek to intensify the use of
the slightest moment, as if time, in its very fragmentation, were inexhaustible or as if […]
one could tend towards an ideal point at which one maintained maximum speed and
maximum efficiency” (Foucault 154). Neglecting to place parameters on resources that
are, in fact, finite34 and then emphasizing their inexhaustibility as essential to nationbuilding makes labor a futile performance of national belonging. To reconcile the
impossibility of absolute productivity, American culture emphasizes “work ethic”
instead, a mythology that tends to leave the worker – or, more specifically, his or her
laboring body – behind by paying more in Americanness than in cash.
Labor becomes a national duty that in addition to paying wages offers an
intangible reward for moral behavior: if you work hard, you propel both yourself and the
33

I argue this effect as occurring at the intersection of the Protestant work ethic and the timetable.
According to Trachtenberg, the timetable also turned time spent not working into lost wages when
employers refused to pay workmen’s compensation. See Trachtenberg’s analysis of labor strikes in his
chapter “Capital and Labor,” pp. 86-100.
34 One side-effect of expecting humans to function like machines was that it overlooked the reality that not
even machines were perfect and eventually fell apart. See the introduction to Schivelbusch’s section
“Industrial Fatigue,” pp. 124-128.
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nation towards future success. Once arriving at your prosperous destination, you may
even be able to afford the right to relax. Even leisure, as Trachtenberg notes, is something
to be bought and sold.35 As the factory hides both the machine and the body working it,
labor becomes invisible, interior, and associated with the worker’s “character,” or work
ethic, rather than with the goods he or she produces. It emerges instead as the goods that
one can afford. As Roediger argues, assigning value to speed enforced an “industrial
morality” that strove to minimize free time, so “[i]ndustrial capitalism […] joined
cultural initiatives to eliminate holidays, divorce the worker from contact with nature,
bridle working class sexuality, separate work from the rest of life and encourage the
postponing of gratification” (95-96). I argue, however, that industrial capitalism
encourages the worker to imagine work itself as “contact with nature.” American
capitalism also encourages its workers to profit from “free time,” as though rest itself
were its own form of payment, even though leisure corresponds to laziness as both
physical and moral weakness. For working Americans, the laboring body haunts the
laborer’s body.
Marx makes the turn from labor to haunting in the beginning of The Communist
Manifesto, which Jacques Derrida takes further in Specters of Marx. Neither Marx nor
Derrida, however, discusses haunting through actual ghosts, which form my analysis of
local haunting. I take my reading of labor and the supernatural more from Renée
Bergland, who fills the gaps in discussions of the supernatural by expanding Marx’s
haunted legacies to include other oppressed Americans:
In 1848, Karl Marx began The Communist Manifesto with the declaration, ‘A
specter is haunting Europe.’ This European ghost, the specter of Communism, is

35

See “Capital and Labor” in The Incorporation of America, p. 79.
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clearly a political entity, a disembodied figure that represents political and
economic power relations within a context of emergent nationalism. In the midnineteenth century, Europe was haunted by the specter of Communism, a ghost
who probably appeared in the form of an oppressed worker. At the same time,
America was haunted by the ghosts of African American slaves and Indians as
well as disfranchised women and struggling workers. The people who were
described and imagined as ghosts were those whose existence challenged
developing structures of political and economic power. Ghostliness was closely
related to oppression and to the hope of denying or repressing the memory of that
oppression. (7)
Indeed, ghosts within the American popular imagination are almost always the victims of
some tragic accident or act of violence, or otherwise fueled by vengeance if not
necessarily oppressed.36 Though the texts analyzed in this dissertation often include
violent histories of oppression, neither the ghosts who linger behind nor the Americans
haunted by them correspond to what we might consider oppressed.37 Yet for the United
States, nation-building is inherently oppressive. This dissertation builds on Bergland’s
study to analyze the spaces between memory and history wherein ghostliness structures
oppression. How, then, do hauntings occur within national hegemony?38
As literary criticism relies on the materials available to make historical claims
about national culture, analyzing American literature (of any era, but the American
Renaissance is particularly aggressive about its identity) threatens to uphold the power

36

Bergland later adds “resident aliens, and poor people” to the cluster of people “who haunted the
nineteenth-century American national imagination” (16).
37 By this, I mean that Melville and Irving don’t typically offer enough background information to make
this kind of analysis. (Hawthorne, on the other hand, is quite clear about the Pyncheons’ family history.)
38 Bergland asks, “Why must America write itself as haunted?” (4). Here, I answer with another question.
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structures that produced it like whiteness, masculinity, and – perhaps not obviously —
Americanness. For example, we use the phrase “nation-building,” not “construction
work.” The primary distinction in literary studies seems to come down to nation-building
as a kind of ideological or intellectual labor versus construction work, which does not
feature in many literary studies, as manual labor. Their bodies are perhaps most jarring;
nation-builders are Nathaniel Hawthorne and Evert Duyckinck, and construction workers
are my dad’s sweaty friends, and the differences between these two bunches of American
workers are abundantly obvious. Consequently, it is difficult to analyze the nineteenthcentury national body without reproducing hegemony in some uniquely monstrous way.
Though not always, literary histories of American nation-building often
correspond to a developmental narrative in which the nation experienced a kind of
adolescent identity crisis around the mid-nineteenth century and then, after hemming and
hawing and producing Great Works of Literature, reached young adulthood in 1865 at the
end of the Civil War. This narrative also corresponds to nineteenth-century fantasies of
paternalism, imperialism, and patriarchy which infantilize slaves, Native Americans, and
women to justify their oppression – only here, white American writers infantilize
themselves by demanding, in a way, that they grow up, move out, and get a job. So
regardless of the century and a half between Moby-Dick and today, my reading of the
working class is almost necessarily classist, as is my understanding of “class” altogether.
Thus, my study of the laboring body requires some construction work to fill these gaps,
like cultural potholes.
My reading of nation-building in the American literary imagination follows from
the technique laid out by Toni Morrison in Playing in the Dark (1992). Morrison opens
her study with an alternative epistemological terrain on which to read the nation: “I want
to draw a map, so to speak, of a critical geography and use that map to open as much
17

space for discovery, intellectual adventure, and close exploration as did the original
charting of the New World—without the mandate for conquest” (3). Morrison goes on to
consider what she calls Africanism and how “the very matter by which American
literature distinguishes itself as a coherent entity exists because of this unsettled and
unsettling population” (6). As I argue in relation to labor, that unsettling population
included the writers themselves, which Morrison indicates when she remarks that “[f]or a
people who made much of their ‘newness’—their potential, freedom, and innocence—it
is striking how dour, how troubled, how frightened and haunted our early and founding
literature truly is” (35).
I am less interested in national identity as it relates to individual selfhood like an
emotion – despite Morrison’s observation, critics across the board tend to cite happiness,
but also sometimes shame, guilt, and occasionally terror – and more in how it manifests
in the physical body as a feeling like hunger or fatigue. These pangs indicate an absence
– of food or energy – as well as the body’s presence, and this dissertation examines how
national identity obscures these feelings of absence, often within the very bodies that
experience them, as in some way not-American. Throughout this dissertation, I analyze
the absence of bodies to note their presence elsewhere – in industry, history, or
mythology – as evidence of their national belonging. As I argue, these feelings of absence
within the human body haunt national identity, and various mythologies like Manifest
Destiny and work ethic emerge in response. Mythology allows Americans to exchange
that haunting for national belonging.
For the rest of this introduction, I analyze what Morrison identifies as early
American writers’ ongoing obsession with “newness” as a mythology itself that
prefigures industry’s later obfuscation of time as a natural and exploitable resource
alongside land and bodies. Of course, a literature that narrates its culture’s own self18

articulation already requires some myth-making. As a simultaneous performance and
production of national identity, Young America famously insisted on producing a “new”
kind of literature, a goal that they self-consciously agreed was impossible to achieve
using European literary traditions.39 For nineteenth-century and contemporary readers
alike, the (great American) novel embodies American selfhood and becomes the
dominant form through which American writers demonstrate their literary culture to
Europe and, later, that literary critics mine for clues to analyze national identity. This
innovative form mirrors, in a way, the technological advancements that characterize the
nineteenth-century – specifically, as many Marxist critics emphasize, the train.40 By
virtue of its newness,41 the novel triumphs as the form in which American writers can
work out the minor details of national identity, all while promoting the same values that
required a unique national identity in the first place. On a similar level, the technology
that makes the publishing industry42 and a national readership possible also coincides
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Morrison notes how this failed and asks a similar question of gothic romance: “Why should a young
country repelled by Europe’s moral and social disorder, swooning in a fit of desire and rejection, devote its
talents to reproducing then in its own literature the typology of diabolism it wanted to leave behind?” (36).
While I agree with Morrison’s assessment that literature was a “head-on encounter with the very real,
pressing historical forces and the contradictions inherent in them as they came to be experienced by
writers,” I disagree that Americans thought the novel was anything but new (36). My disagreement stems
from my unwillingness to consider romance and realism as opposed to each other in a way that doesn’t
include the Civil War – which happens to be the same historical landmark that literary critics use to identify
the working class.
40 See Leo Marx’s chapter “Two Kingdoms of Force” in Machine in the Garden, pp. 227-353.
41 By the mid-nineteenth century, the novel was less new – an attribute that worked against the early
American novel, which was also expensive to print. In practice, this meant writers had to have enough
money to cover publication costs for novels, which consequently tended to be shorter in length. See “The
Book in the New Republic” in Davidson’s Revolution and the Word, pp. 15-37.
42 “By today’s standards, however, the book business in the early national period was strikingly small and
localized, a situation that changed dramatically during the second quarter of the nineteenth century with the
invention of mechanized printing, a technological advance in some ways as impressive and far-reaching as
the invention of movable type in the fifteenth century. New methods of transporting books (better roads,
shipping routes, and eventually the railway) also vastly altered the print industry during the later
nineteenth-century, as did increased urbanization.” (Davidson 16)
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with the American Renaissance.43 Although many of these claims to national identity are
true – Americans are skilled at writing novels, pioneering new technologies, and, as
captains of industry, mass-producing both – they also tend to be historically convenient
and, ultimately, self-fulfilling prophecies. These innovations like novels and trains fulfill
several purposes, but they primarily make good on the promise made in the Declaration
of Independence to be not-England.
Critics44 tend to use this temporal anxiety of needing to be “new” to argue how
national identity plays out within the American imagination,45 not in the physical
territory. The haphazard nation semi-outlined in the Declaration of Independence really
does require a map to comprehend, as it is historically illegible to a reader unfamiliar
with the colonies. As Benedict Anderson points out in Imagined Communities (1983), the
Declaration stubbornly looks forward; it “makes absolutely no reference to Christopher
Columbus, Roanoke, or the Pilgrim Fathers, nor are the grounds put forward to justify
independence in any way ‘historical,’ in the sense of highlighting the antiquity of the
American people. Indeed, marvelously, the American nation is not even mentioned”
(193). Anderson’s examples, though, don’t make a strong argument for the United States’
survival: Columbus never got to North America, the Roanoke colony had left no evidence
behind and was effectively folklore, and the Puritans weren’t culturally representative of
the settlers who followed them. (The Jamestown colony, another strong contender, had
43

Trachtenberg even historicizes incorporation using the train: “In the United States, incorporation
appeared on a modest scale in the 1850’s, notably in the railroad industry” (4).
44 Perhaps most important for my study of history and mythology is Wai-chee Dimock’s Empire for
Liberty (1989). Dimock situates this tension between national identity and territory: “America’s claims to
being the ‘nation of futurity’ had everything to do, apparently, with its geographical expanse, its territorial
claims to an entire ‘hemisphere.’ Such an empire was to be one of both ‘space and time,’ for America’s
dominion in space would, in this formulation, ensure its dominion over time. Latitude and longevity were
interchangeable as far as the Democratic Review was concerned, and because the former was becoming an
established fact, the latter would seem a logical inference” (14).
45 See “‘As from a Faithful Mirror’ Pierre, Our Nig, and Literary Nationalism” in Wald’s Constituting
Americans, pp. 106-171.
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also faded from view, due perhaps in part to its brief flirtation with cannibalism.)46 The
Declaration does, however, famously include a laundry list of King George III’s
leadership mishaps as crimes against nature, often due to England’s physical distance
from the American continent.
As I argue, national haunting begins by obscuring the relationships between
bodies and land in space and time, often to mythologize history. Despite the distance, the
Declaration accuses the king of being in cahoots with the Native Americans: “He has
excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavoured to bring on the
inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages whose known rule of warfare, is
an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes, and conditions.” The grievance doesn’t
specify which bodies are being destroyed – indeed, “all” – just that the presence of Native
bodies is on its own a type of destruction. Politically, the presence of Native bodies
indicates an absence of American power over the territory and independent of England,
which has failed to protect “our frontiers” on the colonists’ behalf. My focus on
ownership here isn’t to argue how Americans turned land into property, but to emphasize
the ahistoricity of the claim. The space of the colonies wasn’t “ours” as a political
territory during the writing of the Declaration or the war that followed it, but it perceives
the space of the nation through the future wherein it will be and therefore is, a rhetoric
Americans repeat in the mid-nineteenth century through Manifest Destiny. If Manifest
Destiny even corresponds to territory, which for many it does not,47 then it functions as a

46

See Rachel Herrmann’s 2011 article “The ‘tragicall historie’: Cannibalism and Abundance in Colonial
Jamestown.”
47 Here, I’m referring to how the land’s political and territorial purposes don’t always intersect. Wald
discusses this contradiction at length in “Conspiring with the Design” in Constituting Americans, pp. 109126.
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kind of stage on which the colony becomes an empire in the rear-view mirror.48 In other
words, mythology obscures history to the extent that Manifest Destiny reflects American
exceptionalism as ensuring a national future, but not westward expansion as the repetition
of colonial violence. In the absence of a national history or origin story, mythology
emerges to restructure time and space – in this case, to erase Native Americans from
both.49 This trajectory of appropriating Native culture as “mythology” after an initial
practice of bloodshed encourages white Americans to ignore the historical chasm
between their bodies and the land, which can now be understood as patiently awaiting
their arrival.50
The rhetoric of futurity51 also corresponds to how Americans understand the
physical territory as a space for mythology if not a myth itself. Americans often
established their authenticity by comparing their progress with Native and European

48

I mean this to reference Lacan’s mirror stage. As I see it, this analysis threatens to fall into the
developmental narrative trap I describe earlier. Critical discussions of American literature preceding
Manifest Destiny – John O’Sullivan coined the term in 1845 – are particularly prone to this tendency,
which I work against in my readings of Washington Irving. (That said, Manuel Herrero-Puertas’ Lacanian
reading of “Sleepy Hollow” proves especially useful to me in Chapter Three.)
49 Richard Slotkin makes a similar claim about “forgotten origins,” which Americans require to articulate
“their constantly changing relationship to the wilderness. This made for a highly self-conscious literature
[…] in which the colonist simultaneously argued the firmness and stability of his European character and
(paradoxically) the superiority of his New American land” (15). Slotkin argues that the United States’
origin story, or what he calls “an American mythology is, in large measure, the story of our too-slow
awakening to the significance of the American Indian in the universal scheme of things generally and in our
(or his) American world in particular” (17). I argue that national identity is far more concerned with the
absence of Native Americans than their presence, in the nation or “the universal scheme of things.”
50 What Slotkin calls a “mythology,” Bergland refers to as a haunting. She cites the erasure of Native
bodies from the land as creating the figure of the Indian ghost alongside what Slotkin identifies as myths of
the frontier: “By discursively emptying physical territory of Indians and by removing those Indians into
white imaginative spaces, spectralization claims the physical landscape as American territory and
simultaneously transforms the interior landscape into American territory. The horrors of this discursive
practice are clear: the Indians who are transformed into ghosts cannot be buried or evaded, and the specter
of their forced disappearance haunts the American nation and the American imagination. But in spite of the
national guilt and horror that Indian ghosts signify and inspire, American writing invokes them
obsessively.” (5)
51 Another Young America original. See “The Great Nation of Futurity,” The United States Democratic
Review, vol. 6, no. 23, 1839, pp. 426-430.
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histories by asserting the nation as “new,” not unlike today’s sales rhetoric of “previously
owned.”52 In the United States, the tensions between Native land and European
cosmopolitanism were not quite distinct, as seen in territorial naming practices. To
demonstrate, maps list “Massachusetts,” named after the Massachusett tribe, within “New
England” while “New York” is located on Manhattan, a word taken from the Lenape
language meaning “island of many hills.” These spaces assert authenticity in the same
way but from opposite directions. Such a contradiction “could arise historically only
when substantial groups of people were in a position to think of themselves as living lives
parallel to those of other substantial groups of people — if never meeting, yet certainly
proceeding along the same trajectory” (B. Anderson 188). In other words, cultural
contradictions were resolved by time and space. While this remains true for Americans’
understanding of the English,53 there was no similar sentiment for Native Americans in
the United States, who perhaps being “unsubstantial” are excluded from this timeline. For
example, these names would certainly not overlap to create a “New Manhattan.” Native
Americans were even barred from the name “America” and instead received the
appellation of the territory Columbus failed to locate.54
Deploying Native histories in a space that is by design bereft of Native bodies
asserts Americanness as a feeling that one may adopt merely by being on American

52

Slotkin argues this as a reason for national mythology of the frontier: “American myths — the tales of
heroes in particular — frequently turn out to be the work of literary hacks or of promoters seeking to sell
American real estate by mythologizing the landscape” (6). While Conger makes a similar argument of The
Columbiad, a text I analyze in Chapter One, private real estate does not fully account for the importance of
myth in the American popular imagination.
53 “It became conceivable to dwell on the Peruvian altiplano, on the pampas of Argentina, or by the
harbours of ‘New’ England, and yet feel connected to certain regions or communities, thousands of miles
away, in England or the Iberian peninsula.” (B. Anderson 188)
54 “the erased distinctions signified by the term ‘Indian’ retroactively helped to posit a pre-United States
homogeneity.” (Wald 113)
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soil.55 While many writers use Native culture as a symbolic benchmark of American
purity, seen later in underdeveloped characters like Cooper’s Chingachgook and Melville
naming his ship of state the Pequod,56 this distinction insists on perceiving Native
Americans as mythical or affective57 rather than real people with physical bodies,58 which
does not at all contradict histories of genocide. Though often neglecting even to
acknowledge Native lived existence, white Americans coopted pieces of Native culture
for various reasons, especially in the years leading up to independence. During the
Revolutionary War, Americans interchangeably imagined themselves as Native,59 or
Native Americans as English,60 to articulate their own identity against Europe. At the
same time, Americans tried to recreate the European structures they knew from home as
in competition but not in conflict with Europe: “the aim was not to have New London
succeed, overthrow, or destroy Old London, but rather to safeguard their continuing
parallelism” (B. Anderson 191). But while America and Europe are separated by space,
Native Americans are temporally removed from white settlers and exist only in history,
from which, as it so happens, the United States is also absent. As I argue, American
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Berlant also focuses on the space of the nation as it relates to the feeling of citizenship for Hawthorne:
“Ending the essay as ‘a citizen of somewhere else,’ he acts out how it feels to be a citizen by constructing
‘America’ as a domestic, and yet a strange and foreign place. The same structure of personal/national
representation obtains in The Scarlet Letter” (3).
56 Arguably the origin of Indian Removal. Bergland cites the Pequot War of 1637 as “set[ting] a pattern of
genocidal violence from which the United States never deviated” (50).
57 Here, I refer to assumptions of Native Americans as angry or sad, even alongside those of Indian ghosts
as “joyfully acquiesce[ing] to their own hauntedness” (Bergland 19). This is not dissimilar to beliefs that
slaves were “happy” in servitude.
58 “As Indians are made to vanish into the psychic spaces of America’s citizens, the psychic space within
each citizen is itself transformed into American territory, and each citizen comes to contain an America, to
be homo Americanus.” (Bergland 4-5)
59 “But the mythical/historical Native American male was seen as independent, so much so that he was
used, oddly enough, as a symbol of the American Revolution, not just at the Boston Tea Party but by many
political cartoonists of the day.” (Roediger 22-23)
60 “As the saying went, ‘behind every Redcoat is a red devil,’ which referred to the alliances many Native
groups made with the English in an effort to rid Native lands of the intruding colonists.” (Conger 559)
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mythology navigates through these gaps by relocating absence within individual bodies
as a feeling of fractured national belonging.
As American mythology imagines itself within competing and often absent
bodies, industrial capitalism offers a historically comprehensible way for the United
States to produce national identity and assert itself as “new.” In The Railway Journey
(1977), Wolfgang Schivelbusch goes as far as to say “American history really began with
the industrial revolution (all else being colonial pre-history), [so] that revolution is a
constituent part of American national and cultural identity to a far greater degree than it is
in Europe” (91, emphasis mine). In the factory, the United States can maintain dominance
over the past, which depends on technological advancements that do not exist in history
and are necessarily conceived of as futuristic. American industry drags the world into the
future, as I argue in Chapter Two, through innovations like the shipboard try-works.
Industry also crystalizes the tensions between European and Native histories by wielding
European concepts of capitalism with American natural resources and perfecting both. As
a self-contained unit, industrial capitalism demonstrates the nation as historical and
natural in real time. I pair Schivelbusch’s reading of industry as natural61 with my
analysis of national haunting and find each of their origins within the historical gaps
through which Americans structure national identity.
By portraying American ghosts as white colonists, Washington Irving proposes an
alternative source for haunting as nationalism itself. Between its violent national
revolution and the violence of its industry, each American body is as potentially
vulnerable as the next. Though this anxiety is demonstrably false, the nation depends on
its fantasy to locate national identity within American bodies and the spaces they occupy.
61

Schivelbusch argues this as a historical coincidence: “In the United States the industrial revolution was
seen as a natural development […] because it happened first in agriculture and transportation, and was thus
related directly to nature” (91).
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At the same time, the space of the nation is also precarious, as its status as American
depends on historical violence staying in the past.62 By juggling various national histories
on American soil, Irving suggests that the common thread between these hauntings is the
individual body’s belonging within a physical space, as well as the ambivalence over that
very positioning.
The chapters that follow analyze national identity as structured by its own
absence, a haunting that emerges in the spaces between bodies and the nation through
history, labor, and the local – often as the same violence that mythology sought to
obscure. In my first chapter, I focus on how American writers mythologize Christopher
Columbus as a history built for the future. As these historical fantasies erase Native
bodies,63 they obscure scenes of colonial violence as either imaginary or historically
illegible. To lay the groundwork for the laboring bodies and embodied hauntings I
discuss in the next two chapters, I focus in this chapter on national mythology as
prefiguring rhetoric of Indian Removal and later what Roediger calls “industrial
morality.” By tracing Columbus’ false accusations of cannibalism, I argue that
Americans mythologize Columbus by removing his body from the space of the nation
entirely and especially from scenes of genocide, violence, and cannibalism. By
disembodying their hero, writers validate Columbus’ claims of cannibalism against the
Native Americans and forgive him in hindsight. In the final section of this chapter, I
perform a comparative analysis between Irving’s 1828 biography Life and Voyages of
Christopher Columbus and Herman Melville’s 1855 novella Benito Cereno to argue
62

“Antebellum Americans, defending themselves from charges of aggression, rapacity, and spoliation,
were especially haunted by the prospect of consequences, by the infinitude of action and reaction.
Vengeance, mimetic repetition in time, dramatized that infinitude as infinite retribution. America’s very
future was endangered by it. Even worse, the instrument of vengeance was not to be the lordly savage (now
happily on his way to extinction), but his servile counterpart, one apparently meek and jolly, but at heart as
savage as the Indian himself.” (Dimock 125-126)
63 More specifically, these stories account for their future erasure.
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Amasa Delano as a revision of Irving’s Columbus in which his accusations of
cannibalism are true. Through his revision, Melville warns against understanding
mythology as history by reviving their violence, then present and quite visible in the
nation as slavery.
Chapter Two applies this mythology to the mid-nineteenth century by using
cannibalism as a framework for understanding labor as a national haunting. Through two
canonical novels, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables and Herman
Melville’s Moby-Dick, I analyze the disembodiment and dismemberment of laboring
bodies that reinforce national belonging through industrial capitalism – or, in most cases,
more labor. I build on the false accusations of cannibalism in Chapter One to structure
my analyses of local hauntings in Chapter Three as emerging between the nation and the
body, or mythology and history. Similar to how Americans understand mythology as
historical, Americans come to understand labor as a necessary haunting for national
belonging that somehow doesn’t haunt national identity itself. By writing labor as
dismembering and disembodying bodies, Americans mythologize work ethic and
historical violence for a similar purpose: to reenact it. To cope with their own
dehumanization, writers offer disembodiment as ways to escape haunting but cling to
Americanness.
The third and final chapter of this dissertation traces how national haunting
embeds itself within the local, which in turn become a space through which Americans
perform and establish their national belonging as haunted. In this chapter, I analyze local
ghost stories that threaten to revive the same histories that national mythology obscures. I
analyze how depictions of ghosts and ghostliness in Irving’s 1819-1820 Sketch Book
stories “Rip Van Winkle” and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” and, later, Herman
Melville’s 1853 short story “Bartleby, the Scrivener” reveal how Americans who reject
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wage labor surrender their bodies anyway, if not to poverty then through supernatural
intervention. My third chapter focuses on national identity in a way that, alongside the
laboring body, literary studies often overlooks in favor of the imaginary instead – the
local and within the physical territory itself. By building on mythologies of colonial
history and industrial violence, Americans demonstrate their patriotism, I argue, by
slowly sacrificing their bodies to the nation until they become either dismembered or
disembodied. Taken together, these readings demonstrate embodied haunting as a
condition of national belonging and the way in which Americans conceived of national
identity within their own bodies.
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Chapter 1: National Mythology and the Cannibalization of Christopher
Columbus64
When the New York Historical Society formed in 1804 with the goal of
cataloguing the histories of New York and the United States, it quickly became apparent
that colonial America was determined to remain in the past.65 Many of the historical
documents from the era had been destroyed in the Revolutionary War, and those that
remained were often in Dutch, not English.66 Five years later and in the absence of any
reliable archives, Washington Irving took it upon himself to fashion his own history in
his 1809 A History of New York, from the Beginning of the World to the End of the Dutch
Dynasty. His History proved wildly successful for several reasons: its eccentric DutchAmerican narrator Diedrich Knickerbocker, who had become something of a local
celebrity in the newspapers,67 was a thoroughly entertaining storyteller; the rise and fall
of New Amsterdam was an engrossing history and especially interesting to New Yorkers;
and the United States was in desperate need of an origin story, whether mythological,
historical, or (preferably) both. After combing through the documents at the New York
Historical Society, Irving traveled throughout the state to piece together the history of the
Dutch in America from the beginning of time to their secession to the English in 1674.
What the archives failed to provide, Irving invented. Regardless of whether or not it was
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An earlier draft of this chapter was published as “Enslaving the Cannibal: Irving’s Columbus and Benito
Cereno” in North America and Spain: Transversal Perspectives – Norteamérica y España: perspectivas
transversales, edited by Julio Cañero, Escribana, 2017, pp. 257-268.
65 For a more in-depth discussion on the difficulties of chronicling Dutch New York, see Elizabeth L.
Bradley’s “Dutch New York from Irving to Wharton,” pp. 29-35.
66 “Unfortunately, as the Society quickly discovered, between the seven years of British wartime
occupation and a series of large-scale fires that had ravaged the southern end of Manhattan, most of the
archival holdings and city records from the New Amsterdam settlement had been destroyed” (Bradley,
“Dutch” 29-30). Bradley goes into more specific detail as to the archives and buildings ravaged by the
Great Fire of 1776 in Knickerbocker: The Myth Behind New York, p. 14.
67 For more detail on how locals engaged with the Knickerbocker character, whom Irving did not reveal as
himself until the History’s publication, see Andrew Burstein’s The Original Knickerbocker, pp. 71-72.
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true, though Irving may argue that truth and fact are not quite the same, his two-volume
history became one of the United States’ first national mythologies, complete with Henry
Hudson as the nation’s “immortal” creator and Peter Stuyvesant its legendary king
(Irving, New York 89). While the History of New York got mixed reviews – New Yorkers
loved it, Dutch Americans loved it,68 Dutch Americans also hated it,69 and the rest of the
country didn’t really care either way70 – Irving identified the young nation’s need for an
origin story, and one that cohered with its ethnic diversity.
In this chapter, I analyze early American writers’ mythologization of history as
structuring the nation’s understanding of the body through its own absence. I trace this
contradiction, or what I call embodied haunting, as it occurs in moments of nationbuilding, and particularly its most violent scenes, as a way of producing American
nationalism. In structuring national belonging as an absence, mythology fractures
national identity, first by obscuring the relationship between colonial histories and their
American legacies and, later, the spaces between the body and the nation. Embodied
haunting lingers in the American imagination as a byproduct of national mythology and
later emerges in moments of nation-building and industrial labor as a disembodiment.
Similar to how Americans understand the body as mechanically producing its own
national belonging, Americans come to understand national mythology as foretelling the
future but its history as remaining in the past. By writing national origin stories,
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See Bradley’s “Dutch New York from Irving to Wharton,” pp. 35-36, for an analysis of the History of
New York’s critical acclaim among New Yorkers, Dutch Americans, and the overlap between the two.
69 Per Seyersted alludes to some of the History of New York’s fallout in his article “The Indian in
Knickerbocker’s New Amsterdam,” pp. 15-16.
70 The History of New York was a commercial success outside of New York but did not have anywhere
near the same effect as it did on “Knickerbockers,” which New Yorkers began calling themselves after the
History’s publication (Bradley, “Dutch” 33).
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Americans mythologize history and the future for a similar purpose: to discursively make
the land as barren as American history and, so to speak, open for business.
While Manifest Destiny claimed the frontier for the nation, Americans still had to
reconcile the indigenous populations expelled from their land with white citizens – the
only Americans eligible for citizenship rights until 186671 – for whom that same land was
their native country, all while encouraging Americans to migrate westward. The
separation of Native bodies and their land was one way to actualize “[t]he idea that the
Indian was disappearing” and justify claiming their territory (Roediger 23).72 This erasure
was in no way a new phenomenon and is perhaps most evident in Andrew Jackson’s
Indian Removal Act of 1830, which thrust Native Americans – or, rather, their absence –
into the national spotlight and, as it were, westward to Oklahoma. While Native
Americans’ physical erasure was becoming more heavily legislated, Indian Removal was
already underway even before 1830. By the turn of the nineteenth century, the Native
American population was in steady decline, and Native identity was quickly folded into a
racial binary. Native Americans who did survive the bevy of diseases imported by
colonists were often designated as black, especially when traded as slaves.73 There could
be no elimination, though, of the dense wilderness encountered by colonists, and it was
appropriated and celebrated with the caveat that it did not include its indigenous
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The expansion of citizenship to non-white Americans was a piecemeal process. The Civil Rights Act of
1866 offered citizenship to African Americans, United States v. Wong Kim Ark determined that birthright
citizenship applied to Asian Americans in 1898, and the Indian Citizenship Act finally extended citizenship
to Native Americans in 1924. Native Americans were technically offered citizenship as part of the Civil
Rights Act, provided that they held no tribal allegiances, but Elk v. Wilkins proved this to be untrue in 1884.
72 Roediger goes on to explain how this idea also “made [the Indian] less available as a yardstick against
which white labor could measure its own position” (23).
73 One popular example is Tituba of the Salem Witch Trials, who was most likely Barbadian but often
imagined as African. Elaine G. Breslaw analyzes this case in detail in Tituba, Reluctant Witch of Salem, p.
34.
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populations.74 The United States deliberately imagined Native Americans as, if
anywhere, away.75 The legislation’s primary focus was white Americans’ future use of
Native Americans’ ancestral land, not its soon-to-be-exiled inhabitants. From the
beginning of the colonies, Native Americans’ role was rhetorical; the United States
legislated the presence of Native bodies through their absence and how to enforce it.
Rather than analyzing the legal history of Indian Removal, however, this chapter focuses
on corresponding mythologies like Manifest Destiny to analyze how this rhetoric spilled
into national identity.
Though the United States insists upon erasing Native bodies, it doesn’t emphasize
white bodies in their absence. As has been noted by countless critics, white masculine
bodies are naturalized in the United States and require no explanation. In control of the
ideological nation and its physical territories, the “white male body becomes the
emblem—the governing body—of the nation, and expansion becomes an expression of
its very essence, its white masculinity” (Wald 116). At the same time, individual bodies
are overlooked as secondary to the national body and its physical boundaries. This
fantasy necessarily erodes the distinction between self and other, or between the nation
and its citizens. Yet individual bodies occupy and share a national space, so Americans
are constantly reasserting their belonging on the land. Christopher Columbus, the
emblematic white male I discuss in this chapter, synthesizes each of these contradictions.
His body, however, does not. Columbus’ shift from historical to mythological depends on
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Several critics have analyzed this phenomenon of Native erasure, perhaps most comprehensively by
Lucy Maddox in Removals: Nineteenth-Century American Literature & the Politics of Indian Affairs
(1991).
75 “In the context of the Western land question, workers who did reflect on Indians shared the general
propensity of colonial settler populations to minimize the numbers of natives in contested areas and the
amount of land to which they could lay claim. The idea that the Indian was disappearing made him less
available as a yardstick against which white labor could measure its own position.” (Roediger 23)
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his physical absence.76 Even though Columbus never arrived in the United States, let
alone North America, the figure of Columbus emerges alongside the nation to help
navigate, as it were, America’s relationship to space and time. As Manifest Destiny looks
to the future, Columbus offers a corresponding mythology that looks to the past.
Nineteenth-century writers tend to imagine Columbus as the United States’
mythological leader by returning to his colonial origin story in Hispaniola. To trace this
phenomenon, I analyze Columbus in three texts: Joel Barlow’s 1807 epic poem The
Columbiad, in which Columbus is a deity and his journeys are divinely ordained;
Washington Irving’s 1828 biography Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus that
imagines Columbus as a delusional but ultimately successful leader; and Herman
Melville’s 1855 novella Benito Cereno that, as I argue, reimagines Columbus’ first and
second journeys as told by Irving as foretelling the same carnage Columbus himself
brought upon his settlement in Hispaniola. Regardless of Columbus’ status as holy,
historical, or fictional, each writer uses Columbus’ physical absence from scenes of
violence to exonerate him to varying extents from histories of chattel slavery and Native
genocide. At the same time, violence hinges on Columbus’ false accusations of
cannibalism to empty the frontier, imagined by Americans as a goldmine, for westward
expansion. As Barlow, Irving, and Melville describe in increasingly overt and critical
ways, Columbus’ accusations against the Natives ultimately function to enable his
enslavement of them.
This chapter focuses less on how nineteenth-century literature directly supports
Manifest Destiny, which critics like Michael Rogin have already established. Instead, I
argue that Barlow and Irving both imagine European violence against and enslavement of
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As Benedict Anderson observes in his analysis of the Declaration of Independence.
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Native bodies as a necessary evil for American national identity, now rationalized
through the objective perspective of hindsight, and pluck Columbus’ body from scenes of
violence to preserve his and their Americanness. I trace Columbus’ disembodiment, and
particularly his false accusations of cannibalism that he deploys as weapons against
Native bodies, to offer a reading of Benito Cereno; Melville reimagines the same
accusations as true to warn Americans against understanding mythology as historical as
the nation moves into the future.
“IF HUMAN SOULS”: THE MAN, THE MYTH, THE COLUMBIAD
Despite his many shortcomings and obvious failures, Columbus reigned as a
symbol of Americanness throughout the nineteenth century and remains one of the most
popular figures in American lore.77 Coincidentally, the historical Columbus was about as
quintessentially American as his popular counterpart. His entitlement to land, resources,
and labor, and particularly his privileging of territory alongside his impulse to enslave its
indigenous populations,78 set a precedent for American identity. He also prefigured
Americans’ bitter feelings about Europe. John P. Larner traces Columbus’s popularity in
the New World from the eighteenth century into the future:79 while Columbus figured
occasionally in colonial literature,80 a “cult” of Columbus began to form in the 1760s, and
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For a particularly relevant and evergreen example of Columbus in American popular culture, watch
“Christopher.” The Sopranos, season 4, episode 3, HBO, 29 September 2002. The episode was almost
universally despised when it aired, and it seems that at least one media writer per year recounts how much
they hated and still hate the episode around Columbus Day.
78 The United States colonies did not enslave Native Americans like Columbus did the Caribs. For a longer
discussion on Native Americans’ relationship to U.S. American slavery, see “The Prehistory of the White
Worker: Settler Colonialism, Race and Republicanism before 1800” in Roediger’s Wages of Whiteness, pp.
19-42.
79 Though Larner’s title “North American Hero? Christopher Columbus 1702-2002” implies that his
analysis extends to 2002, the article was published in 1993.
80 Cotton Mather cites Columbus in support of “our hastening Voyage unto the HISTORY OF A NEWENGLISH ISRAEL” in 1702, and Philip Freneau wrote several poems on Columbus beginning in 1769
(Mather qtd. in Larner 49).
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Larner identifies William Robertson’s History of America, published “in the opening
stages of what Robertson calls the ‘civil war’ between the American Colonies and Great
Britain, and providing the first scholarly account of Columbus,” as catapulting the
explorer into the American imagination in 1777 (49, note 18). Columbus’ popularity
increased following the Revolution: “At a more prosaic level the cult was enhanced by
the establishment at New York in 1789 of a political club called the Society of St.
Tammany or Columbian Order. It took as its patrons Tammany, the legendary Indian
chief of the Delaware tribe, and Columbus himself, these two figures being thought of as
archetypically American” (51). Of course, Columbus was not American at all, and while
Tammany, the seventeenth-century Lenape chief who negotiated peace between his tribe
and William Penn’s colony, was arguably very much American, neither law nor history
agreed.81 These men may not have been American, but their archetypes were. As for
historical accuracy, Larner explains,
it’s fair to say that in this period few Americans knew much about the real man.
Tammany’s Columbus was as mythical as Saint Tammany himself. For most
patriots, I would imagine, two things sufficed. The first was that he wasn’t
English. The second was that, as it was believed, he had been treated with
ingratitude by an Old World monarchy. Among the toasts drunk at the Tammany
celebration of the Tercentennial—toasts played a large part in these early
commemorations—was one that asked: “May the deliverers of America never
experience that ingratitude from their country which Columbus experienced from
his king.” (52)
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Here I am referring to time; Tammany died decades before the American Revolution.
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Though the historical Columbus was almost irrelevant to the nation he represented as a
symbol, his popularity was largely due to how Americans understood him as a historical
figure. The United States was arguably impossible without Columbus, whose voyages
ultimately introduced England to the New World. Not merely mythological, Columbus is
America’s origin myth.
For early Americans, Columbus was as historically ambiguous as the United
States and reflected its still-nebulous national identity. Paradoxically, he managed to lead
the English to colonize America without being English himself, and he was therefore
immune from the hostility lingering in the shadow of the Revolutionary War. While
Columbus certainly wasn’t English, he wasn’t quite European, either. Having been
rebuffed by Portugal and England before appealing to Spain, who then imprisoned him
after his third voyage, the Genoan explorer reflected how white Americans felt82 about
their own national identity. Not only had his talent been unappreciated, it had been
punished by Europe. Americans had been similarly snubbed, and the United States was a
response to colonists’ very nationlessness. Recognizing themselves in Columbus,
Americans welcomed him back to the world he created in his own image. As Larner
suggests, it was his abandonment by Europe that made Columbus a sympathetic hero in
American culture. The details of his voyages were irrelevant in pinning him to the
national origin story, as I demonstrate through his deification in Joel Barlow’s epic poem
The Columbiad.
Participating in perhaps every trope of early American literature, Barlow’s
Columbiad reads almost like an anthology of American nationalism. The Columbiad
features classical European generic techniques intended to subvert those same
82

While Americans may have “felt” sad or angry, I also mean to emphasize that their physical bodies felt
vulnerable, hungry, and tired, as was detailed in the Declaration. In a similar way, Americans did not “feel”
particularly American at all – like Columbus, they felt not European.
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conventions, white men physically and ideologically distancing themselves from Europe,
the figure of the Native American as the “noble savage,” and a fierce loyalty to the
United States despite American life seeming like a whole lot of trouble for very little
reward. Indeed, critics tend to read the epic as a fairly straight-forward exercise in
nationalism.83 In an ambitious quest to fashion Americanness out of little history and next
to no literature, Barlow wrote The Columbiad to inspire his fellow citizens for a number
of reasons, nearly all of which boil down to asserting and reasserting America’s
independence from Europe. As Robert D. Richardson, Jr. puts it, Barlow “aimed,
deliberately, to write a poem that would show that there was American myth adequate to
the American adventure” (43). Barlow himself explains that The Columbiad is “a
patriotic poem; the subject is national and historical” (iii). Like his subject, Barlow’s
purpose is twofold: to establish the United States as a global power with a formidable
national culture, and to naturalize the new nation, which had so recently won its
independence but nonetheless felt compelled to incessantly defend it against Europeans,
who failed to respect American culture, and Native Americans, who refused to politely
vacate their land. Danielle E. Conger parses this duality: “The new nation still had one
enemy on its soil and another on its mind. Barlow was intent on tackling both” (559).84
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Critics tend to focus on Barlow’s intent to inspire his readers and urge them towards national pride.
Robert D. Richardson, Jr. argues that Barlow aimed “to show that America need not look to Europe or to
antiquity for gods, heroes, laws or civilization” (43). Writing about The Vision of Columbus, Alice P.
Kenney makes a similar argument that Barlow sought to “inspire his disheartened countrymen to persist in
their grueling struggle for independence” (48). Danielle E. Conger argues for both but with an eye to
impressing a European audience rather than his fellow Americans. John Griffith describes Barlow as a
historian demonstrating “the secular millennialism of men like Thomas Paine and Philip Freneau, who
believed history was a single upward curve that, through the progressive tendencies of political democracy,
free trade, religious toleration, and scientific discovery, would lead to a temporal paradise, created and
controlled by self-reliant men” (236).
84 According to Conger, many Americans feared the English alongside Native Americans: “As the saying
went, ‘behind every Redcoat is a red devil,’ which referred to the alliances many Native groups made with
the English in an effort to rid Native lands of the intruding colonists” (559).
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Rather than analyzing Barlow’s intent, I use The Columbiad as a case study for
how Columbus’ national ambiguity functions to justify historical violence to ensure a
shared American future, the tenuous goal of which being that shared future itself. At the
same time, the United States’ lack of an origin story implicates Americans in endlessly
defending its own and Columbus’ indefensible histories of slavery and genocide. In this
section, I read Barlow’s work as performing the ideological labor detailed by Anderson
and Wald as necessary to assemble a national identity and delineate its physical borders. I
also analyze Barlow’s work as mythologizing labor itself and laying the groundwork for
mid-nineteenth-century American work ethic, which I discuss in more detail in Chapter
Two as an industrial national mythology. Like Columbus’ voyages seemed, national
belonging, wherein individual Americans sacrifice themselves for imaginary citizens, is
thankless. To sell his readers on an almost universally unpleasant project, Barlow
elevates the figure of Columbus to a deity observing his violent mistakes instead of
committing them first-hand. The story of Columbus, whose brilliance only becomes
apparent in hindsight, encourages Americans to believe that their nation, however cruel,
is divine.
If the United States had managed to cohere into a single national identity by The
Columbiad’s publication in 1807, it certainly had not when Barlow began writing The
Vision of Columbus, the 1787 poem from which he adapted The Columbiad, in the middle
of the Revolutionary War.85 Barlow indignantly resolves these tensions by doubling
down on them instead, as he must “to resolve (or obscure) the contradictions and
representational and political difficulties of an imperial nation” (Wald 114).86 The
85

Kenney dates Barlow’s writing process as beginning in 1779, following his reading of Robertson’s 1777
History of America (48).
86 Wald is writing here about Young America. I would revise her argument to say “resolve and obscure,”
as one seems to be necessary to fulfill the other.
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Columbiad follows in the white American tradition of boasting European civilization as a
justification for imperialism, despite the United States’ having thwarted the British
Empire. At the same time, it claims Native American history – in this case, Aztec and
Incan – to reinforce the nation as a natural shift in power. Though celebrating lost Native
empires contradicts the United States’ racist, genocidal history, the impulse to
appropriate them isn’t entirely illogical; in fact, it follows the patterns identified by critics
like Maddox and Bergland87 quite well. Peculiar for Barlow, though, is his decision to
center his epic poem around Columbus, a figure loathed by his peers, feared by Natives,
imprisoned by Spain, and who, regardless, never made it to North America, let alone
what was to become the United States – or, for that matter, to Aztec or Incan territory.
Columbus has very little if anything to do with the poem’s storyline, so few critics
focus on the role of The Columbiad’s namesake. While the popular understanding of
Columbus as the founder of the New World is sufficient to foreground the plot, the
details of his voyages would likely tarnish his image as a misunderstood genius
navigator. Barlow’s decision to exclude Columbus from the action absolves him of the
cruelties committed by the Spanish, which Barlow blames on later tyrants like Cortés,
Ovando, and Pizarro. By separating Columbus from the Spanish empire, Barlow gives
him near total credit for the positive effects colonialism had on Europe and, later, the
United States. In the absence of any other national identity, Columbus becomes
American, and like Columbus, the United States is also innocent of colonial violence.
Americans were colonized, not colonizers;88 moreover, the Incan and Aztec empires fell
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“When they constructed Indians as ghosts and joyfully acquiesced to their own hauntedness, white
Americans replaced their ancestral specters with American specters. In so doing, they also constructed
themselves as American. Because Native American ghosts could stand in for European ancestral ghosts,
they could work to Americanize anyone who wished to become an American subject. In this, they differed
from the ghosts of everyone else who was oppressed or disfranchised.” (Bergland 19)
88 Bergland argues that they were both: “since its temporal location is the American separation from
Europe at the close of the Revolutionary War, modern subjectivity must be understood as an internalization

39

over a century before American independence. Barlow uses Columbus, as both a national
subject and the nation itself, to represent and reflect his American readership at once.89
Early on, Barlow presents Columbus as a saint and rather needlessly defends him
to his readers. Barlow’s fondness for Columbus is peculiarly personal, as he demonstrates
when explaining the object of his poem’s plot:
The first of these is to sooth and satisfy the desponding mind of Columbus; to
show him that his labors, tho ill rewarded by his contemporaries, had not been
performed in vain; that he had opened the way to the most extensive career of
civilization and public happiness; and that he would one day be recognised as the
author of the greatest benefits to the human race. (viii)
Through his poem, Barlow seeks to address Columbus directly, as though he’s
comforting a child, to encourage him not to give up on “his labors,” or his dreams, which
Barlow neglects to define. Barlow does, however, specify that Columbus’ efforts led to
“civilization and public happiness,” though its beneficiaries are unclear. Columbus
himself was certainly excluded from these rewards, as were the Natives he enslaved for
Spain, which had little stake in American independence.90 Americans seem to be the
civilized and happy answer, though the United States was regularly insisting on the

of the colonial relation. As they establish self-rule, modern subjects colonize themselves, and they also
repress the knowledge of their own subjection to internal colonization” (10).
89 Wald traces this phenomenon through mid-nineteenth-century novels, which “paradoxically reflected
and created a national identity, an ambiguity that also characterized the concept of Manifest Destiny” (109).
She argues that the convergence of nationalism and literature enables a shared imaginary future by
“mak[ing] manifest the design of a national destiny by representing a diverse group of European peoples as
a distinct culture, a culture rooted in a shared vision rather than a shared past” (109, 113). I share her
conclusion about the goals for this type of writing – or, as Wald aptly puts it, “[t]he job of a national
literature” – but I disagree that Americans rejected a shared past as I observe the same contradictions in
popular understandings of national history (113).
90 The Spanish supported the Americans in the war but only as a condition of the Treaty of Aranjuez,
which Spain signed with France on April 12, 1779. Though Spain fought against Great Britain, the Spanish
weren’t particularly invested in the United States. At best, they simply disliked the Americans less than
they did the British.
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legitimacy of its culture to an indifferent England if not pleading with its citizens to
develop a literature to demonstrate the same.91 The Columbiad itself is an example of the
United States’ doubt in its own civilization. Barlow reveals “the real object of the poem”
as pertaining not to his readers, but to future citizens: “it is to inculcate the love of
rational liberty […] and to convince the student in political science, that the theoretical
question of the future advancement of human society, till states as well as individuals
arrive at universal civilization, is held in dispute and still unsettled” (viii, viii-ix). Barlow
manages to do what the historical Columbus could not by addressing the future nation
from the past,92 and by mythologizing Columbus, Barlow discursively and retroactively
Americanizes him. At the same time, he encourages his audience – meaning Columbus
and his fellow citizens – to trust that America will carry out Columbus’ prophecy, or at
least what Barlow believes it to be.
For Barlow and the United States, Columbus fulfills two roles: he’s a celebrity
and a messiah, if not a Jesus figure himself.93 The two are similar in many ways – both
are saviors of sorts, divine on earth, shepherding their people towards paradise,
persecuted by their nations, and tragically alone. Barlow describes Columbus as such,
and the poem begins from his jail cell: “Chains for a crown, a prison for a world / Long
overwhelm’d in woes” (I.14-15). Abandoned by Freedom, Truth, and Queen Isabella,
Columbus languishes until he’s visited by Titans Hesper and Atlas, whom Barlow
introduces as the guardians of America and Africa, respectively.94 The plot contradicts
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See Herman Melville’s 1850 essay “Hawthorne and His Mosses” for an example of this anxiety.
Here, I mean that Columbus couldn’t address a nation that didn’t exist yet.
93 R.W.B. Lewis makes similar arguments in The American Adam (1955), but he doesn’t mention
Columbus except to make a point about Walt Whitman.
94 In Greek mythology Hesperus is the Evening Star, and Atlas holds up the sky.
92
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the history Barlow includes in the introduction,95 and the status of Columbus as explorer,
ghost, or god stays in flux throughout the poem.96 As several critics have noted with
varying levels of delicacy, The Columbiad is not particularly well-written, and the action
is difficult to follow.97 Quite clear, though, is Barlow’s desire to represent Columbus not
only as a martyr, but as a prophet who, from a land Barlow describes as a wretched
paradise, ushers in a new era.
Barlow’s America is sublime, and history and nature are inherently mythological
and supernatural. He describes the West Coast of South America: “[b]road fields of ice
give back the morning ray, / Like walls of suns, or heaven’s perennial day,” while
“[l]ands yet unknown, and streams without a name / Rise into vision and demand their
fame,” offering even greater dreamscapes in North America (I.271-272, I.301-302).
Hesper uses both the landscape and its territorial future to entice Columbus back to sea
for his fourth voyage. Citing the Great Lakes and the Hudson and Allegheny Rivers,
Hesper summons the United States back through history and across the ocean for
Columbus to gaze upon its natural wealth like “when some saint first gains his bright
abode, / Vaults o’er the spheres and views the works of God” (I.304-305). The true magic
of America extends far beyond anything Columbus witnessed on his voyages, which
Hesper proves to be divinely ordained.
Columbus’ visions perform much of the ideological work that nation-building
requires, partly because they’re bereft of both the Spanish and the Natives in Book I. By
95

For example, Queen Isabella dies while Columbus is in prison. Historically, Columbus was imprisoned
in 1500, but Isabella didn’t die until 1504.
96 John Griffith argues that “Columbus does not do anything in Barlow’s poem; he just watches” (239).
Griffith’s assessment is not entirely accurate as the poem refers to Columbus’ previous voyages, but only in
retrospect.
97 “[Barlow] rapidly passed beyond the figure of the discoverer to make America itself the real hero of his
epic, though neither his talents nor the resources of poetic convention available to him permitted him to do
this directly.” (Kenney 48)
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taking Columbus from his jail cell to the New World, Hesper frees him from Spain,
including any financial debt to the kingdom that funded his voyage, and allows Columbus
to be representative of rather than bound to capitalist ideologies that will later be
instrumental for the United States to articulate its sovereignty and develop its industry. In
so doing, Hesper presents a landscape full of untapped natural resources, including
“spreading orange waves a load of gold,” as waiting just for him (I.788). In Book II,
Hesper directs Columbus’ attention to “the swarthy people” of “tribes untamed, who
scorn to fix their home” (II.6, II.15). Since the Natives refuse to locate themselves on any
particular piece of property, Hesper encourages Columbus to seize their land and,
presumably, their gold – but not their bodies. He quickly warns against enslaving the
Natives despite their apparent homelessness98 by emphasizing their shared humanity.99
Columbus did, of course, enslave Natives in the Caribbean – a detail Barlow avoids by
focusing on the Aztec and Incan Empires, which the Spanish destroyed but Columbus
never visited.100
For Barlow, Columbus’ absence is sufficient to exonerate him from many of his
historical cruelties and mistakes, but he specifically warns against slavery. The poem is
anti-slavery throughout, and Atlas, Hesper’s fellow Titan, condemns the transatlantic
slave trade with fury in Book VIII. But Barlow isn’t necessarily abolitionist; he’s
apparently anti-slavery but stops short of implicating the United States. Atlas threatens
plague against nations that “hold inthrall’d the millions of my race” and continue to
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Hesper seems to be warning against paternalism, which often functioned to justify slavery as mutually
beneficial.
99 These rhetorical appeals to humanity fail in practice, as I discuss in Chapter Three.
100 Eric Wertheimer discusses why Barlow turned to the Incans in both The Vision of Columbus and The
Columbiad; see his chapter “Diplomacy: Joel Barlow’s Scripting and Subscripting of Ancient America” in
Imagined Empires, pp. 52-90. Much of Wertheimer’s analysis focuses on Manco Cápac, whom I discuss
later in this section.
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enslave Africans, but he limits his “vengeance that shall shake the world’s deep frame” to
Europe and South America (VIII.264, VIII.265).101 Barlow, then, certainly does not seem
to be referring to slavery in the United States, but I don’t think he’s referring to Native
Americans, either, even though he constantly deploys the figure of the Indian. Conger
argues that “Barlow’s use of Native American histories to establish an ‘American’
tradition also replicated, in the form of conflicting images of the ‘noble savage’ and the
‘red devil,’ tensions inherent in late-eighteenth-century attitudes toward Native
Americans” (559). Building on her assessment, I argue that Barlow warns against
enslaving the Native Americans for three specific reasons: first, to infantilize them as prewhite; second, to prevent the Europeans in America from becoming enslaved themselves;
and third, as Conger suggests, to allow colonists to seamlessly integrate themselves into
America by making Native history their own.102 He accomplishes these goals primarily
by imagining precolonial Natives as future white Americans.103 As Conger writes, Native
Americans “were, in a word, sublime, and Joel Barlow exploited this cultural paradox for
his own ends” (559). Similar to America’s natural resources, Hesper’s Native Americans
can become valuable citizens with Columbus’ guidance.
Ensconced in the wilderness, the Native Americans seem incapable of valuing the
beauty surrounding them to the point that Columbus doubts their humanity, which Hesper
encourages by identifying them as cannibals. Here, Columbus doesn’t have to accuse the
Natives of cannibalism because the reader, sharing in his vision, already has proof.
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Atlas seems to implicate the entire globe by locating his revenge “[w]here Alps and Andes at their bases
meet / In earth’s mid caves to lock their granite feet,” but his target lands in the middle of the Atlantic
Ocean on a map (VIII.271-272).
102 Additionally, Barlow presents precolonial Native Americans in contrast to contemporary African
Americans – likely, as I argue, to dodge implicating Columbus in the transatlantic slave trade.
103 Roediger cites this belief as an example of national “optimism”: “Some theorists even held that skin
color was merely a short-term result of exposure to a given environment and that Blacks would literally
whiten over time, without mixing of the races” (34, 34-35).
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Barlow describes Natives as shadowy men who “seize their prey / Their captives torture,
butcher and devour, / Drink the warm blood and paint their cheeks with gore” (II.28-30).
Not only do they cannibalize their captives’ bodies, but they also adorn their faces with
the table scraps. Though Columbus had already been to America three times before the
visions, Hesper offers Columbus a voyeurism that his body had previously made
impossible. Nonetheless, Native bodies are always seen through the bodies of others;
even when Columbus observes them from a distance, the “painted chiefs” display blood
that isn’t their own (II.19). The face paint functions like a racial marker on their skin that
identifies both the cannibal and the cannibalized as “tribes on tribes” (II.21). The Spanish
are similarly violent later in Book II – Hesper compares Cortés to a vulture “glut[ting] his
rage” and “pick[ing] the dainty food” from his victims’ bodies – but while both may eat,
only Native bodies are eaten (II.315, II.319). Perplexed by how “human frames and
brutal souls combine” in Native bodies, Columbus asks Hesper if they “boast a lineage
with the race of man?” (II.35, II.38). Columbus recalls how his own body fell from grace:
A timorous herd, like harmless roes, they ran,
And call’d us Gods, from whom their tribes began.
But when their fears allay’d, in us they trace
The well-known image of a mortal race,
When Spanish blood their wandering eyes beheld,
A frantic rage their changing bosoms swell’d;
They roused their bands from numerous hills afar,
To feast their souls on ruin, waste and war. (II.41-48)
According to Columbus, the Natives perceived a similar difference upon seeing the
Spanish and concluded their holiness, but these assumptions operate on two distinct
concepts of race. While the Natives question how their lineage overlaps with the Spanish,
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Columbus wonders if the two intersect at all or if, instead, Native Americans were
“[b]orn to subjection” (II.55). Hesper quickly warns Columbus not to assume himself any
different from the Natives, who recognize the Spanish as human only because they’re
edible. Using a mixture of pseudoscience and history, Hesper explains that the “earth and
sea, in climate, soil and sky […] work their wonders on the human frame. / See beauty,
form and color change with place” (II.64-67). Racial features correspond to location, as
do vitality, character, and disease, thus accounting for differences in skin color and facial
features. According to Hesper, the Natives’ “indignant savageness of soul” is a result of
“pale diseases [that] float in every wind, / Deform the figure, and degrade the mind”
(II.50, II.69-70).104 While the European climate, even in Columbus’ jail cell, nourishes
men, America’s “sickening vapors” degrade men and, by extension, their culture (II.82).
Through his rhetoric of white supremacy, Hesper manages to argue racial equality
in support of paternalism and colonialism. His warning seems to suggest that if
Europeans migrate to America, then they too will “vary downward with the years of
time,” but climate and culture reflect each other (II.86). For now, the Natives’ bodies and
especially their skin tone reflect not art or culture, but the wilderness.105 Once Native
Americans split into nations and presumably upon European arrival, “earth By culture
warms the genial skies, / A fairer tint and more majestic grace / Shall flush their features
and exalt the race” (II.120-122). At the same time, Hesper warns that Europeans who
travel to the Americas will develop a “ruddier hue and deeper shade […] and stalk, in
statelier figures, on the plain” (II.127-128). Barlow’s intended audience, whether a
contemporary reader or future citizen, is almost certainly a white American, so his
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Though Barlow may be referring to European imports like smallpox, he seems to be attributing the
“pale diseases” to the climate.
105 “Fixt here for ages, in their swarthy face / Display the wild complexion of the place.” (Barlow II.117118)
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readers’ bodies can prove Hesper’s theory. Whiteness validates individual citizens’
belonging in the space of the nation as well as their ability to cultivate its land, both of
which, according to Hesper, indicate the United States’ cultural sophistication. Without
offering any explanation for Europe’s effect on Native bodies, Hesper warns Columbus
not to assume that race indicates power:
But think not thou, in all the range of man,
That different pairs each different cast began;
Or tribes distinct, by signal marks confest,
Were born to serve or subjugate the rest. (II.135-138)
Hesper contradicts himself several times over in his attempt to articulate the relationships
between nature, culture, and bodies before landing on his feeble gesture towards racial
equality. Regardless of race, structures of power exist between and within cultures, and
Hesper cites the responsibility of the “sage, the chief, the patriot” – Europeans, Natives,
and Americans – to “[s]hield the weak world and meliorate mankind” (II.133, II.134).
Hesper doesn’t necessarily denounce slavery; rather, he cautions Columbus against
assuming slavery is a natural power structure identifiable by racial difference. If
Europeans use race to justify slavery, they’ll become increasingly susceptible to
enslavement as their own skin darkens. Instead, Europeans can replace Native bodies
with their own by imagining themselves as each other. Hesper reinforces racial
interchangeability by referring to Columbus not as “the Hero,” but as “the Chief,” also
implying that while European nations aren’t necessarily superior to Native tribes,
Columbus is the natural master of both (II.193).
America is well-poised for empire, which coincides with a Native history of
westward expansion. Despite traveling over the Atlantic Ocean and back again on four
separate occasions, Columbus fails to understand “[w]hy the wild woods for ever must
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they rove, / Nor arts nor social joys their passions move?” (II.197-198). Columbus’
critique is specific to America, and he compares the Natives to cultures on “other shores,
in every eastern clime” where such “arts have sprung, imperial powers to grace!” (II.201,
II.203). Hesper again points to their common humanity: “By nature form’d to rove, the
humankind, / Of freedom fond, will ramble unconfined, / Till all the region fills” (II.217219). Disunity is a condition of space and time, not evidence of cultural inferiority.
According to Hesper, the apparent lack of a Native culture is due to the primary need to
exercise an untethered freedom over the American continent, or their Manifest Destiny:
But lo, at last the destined course is run,
The realms are peopled and their arts begun.
Where yon mid region elevated lies,
A few famed cities glitter to the skies;
There move, in eastern pomp, the toils of state,
And temples heave, magnificently great. (II.225-238)
Only when the frontier became finite did tribes unite against each other in defense of the
land, and national unity leads to cultural development. Consequently, these cities are
further inland than anything Columbus witnessed on his voyages and more beautiful than
any European capital. “[B]eneath their roofs of gold,” Hesper reveals “imperial Mexic,”
or the Aztec Empire,106 as a sparkling kingdom adorned by a constellation of priceless
gemstones through which light refracts and “the living blazes blend / And shoot their
rainbows where the arches bend” (II.243, II.253, II.279-280). Surrounded by diamonds,
gold, and murals “confident of endless fame,” the city that Barlow describes looks like a
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In the preceding stanza, Hesper describes how “three far splendors […] Rose like a constellation,”
likely referring to México-Tenochtitlán, Texcoco, and Tlacopan, the Triple Alliance that formed the Aztec
Empire (II.241). The three cities may also refer to Patmos and Jerusalem, which he names, and Mexico
City.
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great cathedral domed with stained glass (II.283).107 The city is a literal goldmine, and
Columbus only gets to see it through a vision.
Barlow incorporates empire into America’s destiny, thus arguing colonial
violence as tragic but inevitable, by having Columbus mourn the Aztec Empire despite
aiding in its collapse. Knowing well that the Spanish conquered Mexico almost
immediately after first contact, Barlow depicts Columbus as celebrating the “happy
realm!” rather than salivating over its natural resources and invading it (II.296).
Delighted that the kingdom is “[f]ar in the midland, safe from every foe” (II.297),
Columbus prays for its insulation from Europe:
May no gold-thirsty race thy temples tread,
Insult thy rites, nor heap thy plains with dead;
No Bovadilla seize the tempting spoil,
No dark Ovando, no religious Boyle,
In mimic priesthood grave, or robed in state,
Overwhelm thy glorious in oblivious fate! (II.301-306)
Columbus is certain of America’s future just as long as Spain doesn’t find it. Despite
having set sail in pursuit of a new trade route and then maniacally searching the
Caribbean for gold, Columbus is separate from the “gold-thirsty race.” Indeed, it had
exiled him. While the individuals whom Columbus identifies as threats to America were,
in fact, disastrous, they’re the same men who deposed him: Francisco de Bobadilla, who
sent Columbus to prison, replaced him as Governor of the Indies; Nicolás de Ovando y
Cáceres, who conquered the Incas, succeeded Bobadilla; and Friar Bernardo Boyle,
Barlow explains in a note, “was a fanatical priest who accompanied Ovando, and, under
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Similar perhaps to the León Cathedral, which Columbus certainly would have visited in Spain.
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pretence of christianizing the natives by the sword, gave the sanction of the church to the
most shocking and extensive scenes of slaughter” (355). As Hesper solemnly replies,
“Vain are thy hopes” (II.307). According to Barlow, the three men, not Columbus,
“began that system of cruelty towards the natives which in a few years almost
depopulated that island, and was afterwards pursued by Cortez, Pizarro and others, in all
the first settlement in Spanish America” (355). Equally motivated by “gold and carnage,”
Cortés unleashed his “fiercest fury” for the “happiest tribes,” which Columbus sees only
through a vision of beauty and wealth that necessarily lives in the past (II.327, II.322).
After “drop[ping] the full tear that started in his eye,” Columbus blames himself for the
violence that his voyages enable (II.352).
Barlow already forgives Columbus by overlooking his violence in favor of that
which occurs only after his return to Spain, a relocation that paradoxically asserts him as
not Spanish. Following his expatriation, Columbus clings to America instead, and just in
time to dodge any responsibility for the slaughter in the colonies. While not physically
present for much of the violence depicted in The Columbiad, the historical Columbus is
arguably very much to blame for carnage in the New World, and not only in the ways that
Barlow implies. By his own admission, Columbus participated in much of this brutality
himself and paved the way for more to follow. Neither Bovadilla, Ovando, nor Boyle
would have reached the New World at all, let alone achieved power there, had Columbus
not been so exceedingly cruel to his fellow colonists. Columbus’ tyranny was so brutal
that after replacing him with Bobadilla, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella locked
Columbus in prison, from which Barlow depicts his conversation with Hesper without
offering any explanation for Columbus’ internment. Columbus accused Bobadilla of
incompetence and was therefore directly responsible for his successor Ovando, who was
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appointed by King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella to replace him.108 Barlow’s claims
about Boyle abusing his power are likely true, but Columbus also committed atrocities
“under pretence of christianizing the natives” by enslaving them instead. Columbus’ very
brutality, then, absolves him from it because he faced consequences when others did not.
By having Columbus atone for colonial violence, Barlow uses his guilt to prove
the opposite: not only is Columbus innocent, but he’s also a victim of the Spanish.
Columbus takes responsibility for “[teaching] foreign prows these peopled shores to find”
and “[leading] those tigers forth to fang mankind” (II.357, II.358). Otherwise, the tribes
and surely would have thrived. But his guilt stops here, as does his influence in the
colonies. As Barlow presents it, blaming Columbus is unproductive and illogical. Had he
not landed in the Americas, another explorer would have soon enough. In fact, Hesper
argues that after being so long “to narrow shores confined,” Europe has earned the right
to plunder new land (II.391). Hesper encourages Columbus to look towards “the coming
age” wherein Europeans can “expand / Their arts and lore to every barbarous land,”
benefiting both their own culture and the Natives’, just like Barlow advises his readers to
do (II.395-396). The gift of European “lore” more than makes up for curtailing Native
history. Likewise, Europe can take “buried gold, drawn copious from the mine” in
exchange for “[giving] wings to commerce and the world refin[ing]” (II.397, II.398).
Despite fearing a “gold-thirsty race” to be the downfall of America only seven stanzas
before, Columbus finds solace perhaps not in mining gold, but in globalization, a pattern
that in the nineteenth-century looks like the transatlantic slave trade but which Columbus
can imagine as philanthropy.
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At least according to Bartolomé de Las Casas, who links Ovando’s arrival in Hispaniola to Columbus’
complaints about Bovadilla. See Columbus’ letter to Queen Isabela (69-76) and Las Casas’ account of
Bobadilla’s government (77-82) until Ovando’s arrival (83).
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Columbus fits into a greater mythology, and Barlow compares Columbus to his
precolonial American counterpart to demonstrate conquest as a natural transfer of power.
Shifting his focus from Mexico to Peru, Hesper appoints Columbus as the “Father of this
new world” to replace Manco Cápac, the “father of [the Incan] realm and race”109 (II.377,
II.414). After narrating how Manco Cápac and his wife founded the Incan empire by
“[announcing] their birth divine; a race begun from heaven, the children of their God the
Sun,” Hesper encourages Columbus to replace the Incan “suns of gold” with gold itself
(II.417-418, II.404).110 Manco Cápac’s delicate mix of deceit and mythmaking recalls
how when the Natives first perceived Columbus, they “call’d us Gods, from whom their
tribes began,” on which Barlow elaborates in his introduction: “they viewed the
Spaniards as a superior order of beings descended from the sun; which, in that island and
in most parts of America, was worshipped as a Deity” (xxv). The Incan Empire having
crumbled of its own accord – Barlow blames “a long and destructive civil war” for their
falling “prey to regal dissensions and to the few soldiers of Pizarro,” rather than Pizarro
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The “Immortal Capac” also opens Herman Melville’s 1857 novel The Confidence-Man: “At sunrise on
a first of April, there appeared, suddenly as Manco Capac at the lake Titicaca, a man in cream-colors, at the
waterside in the city of St. Louis” (Barlow II.378; Melville, Confidence-Man 9). A few critics have
suggested that Melville may be alluding directly to Barlow. In the Norton Critical Edition of the novel,
editors Hershel Parker and Mark Niemeyer explain in a footnote that “[m]embers of Melville’s family were
well acquainted with Barlow” (9, note 2). Parker and Niemeyer point out in the same footnote that in his
1849 novel Mardi, “Melville in an obvious allegory treats ‘Manko’ as an earlier avatar of Jesus.” Ernest
Tuveson offers another clue in a 1966 article: “In the June, 1853, issue of Harper’s New Monthly Magazine
there is an unsigned, illustrated article entitled ‘Ancient Peru—Its People and Monuments.’ It recounts the
primary Inca religious myth: how the sun, the great divinity, sent down his children, the fair Manco Capac
and his sister-wife, ‘to rescue Peruvians from civil war and barbarism’” (249). Additionally, Jane Donahue
Eberwein argues in a 1975 article that Barlow’s Columbiad was a more likely inspiration for Melville than
“the most familiar American source of information about the Incan founder,” William H. Prescott’s 1847 A
History of the Conquest of Peru: “Melville’s imagination would surely have savored Barlow’s references in
The Vision to Capac’s ‘flowery fiction’ and in The Columbiad to ‘pious fraud,’ ‘mystic charm,’ and ‘wellform’d fiction,’ which sound like the Confidence-Man’s tricks, despite the difference in purpose” (28).
These critics, however, remain stumped as to Melville’s purpose in referencing Manco Cápac. This
dissertation does not discuss The Confidence-Man, but I do point to Manco Cápac’s presence in Benito
Cereno later in this chapter to support my argument of Captain Delano as Columbus.
110 Barlow supplements his history with a “DISSERTATION ON THE INSTITUTIONS OF MANCO CAPAC,” a
treatise that covers the rise and fall of the Incan Empire. See note 19, pp. 361-373.

52

himself – Columbus is Manco Cápac’s logical successor to lead the New World as the
god of gold (372). As Robert Richardson puts it, “[t]he story of Manco Capac is, for
Barlow, the basic indigenous myth of the New World” (39). The United States’ origin
story has a mythology of its own, which the nation perfects by inheriting the natural
resources the Natives failed to value and monetizing them accordingly.
AMERICAN HORROR STORY: MIMIC EMPIRE111
The national origin story of Columbus is a myth, so portraying him as
mythological is redundant for an audience that already understood and revered him as
such. Though Barlow’s epic poem was well received, it corresponded to the popular
image of Columbus and therefore didn’t make any particularly significant impact on his
legacy. On the other hand, A History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus,
Washington Irving’s historical biography of Columbus, did. First published in 1828, the
biography is far from flattering, and it depicts Columbus as essentially stumbling upon
the New World and promptly destroying it. Despite – or perhaps because of – its harsh
portrayal, Life and Voyages was wildly successful for both Irving and Columbus. In fact,
Larner identifies its publication as the catalyst that catapulted a comparatively obscure
Columbus fever into a “quasi-official cult of Columbus. The first statue to him in North
America was erected on the facade of the Capitol in 1844” (56). Using the example of
Columbus’ false accusations of cannibalism and Irving’s logical inconsistencies, I argue
that Columbus’ ineptitude reinforces his status as mythological despite his mistakes’
historical implications.
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Irving describes the fall of La Navidad as occurring when “ambition arose to complete the destruction
of their mimic empire” (227). This installment of American Horror Story would likely fall between seasons
six (Roanoke) and seven (Cult).
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Even for Irving, Columbus seemed if not mythological, then puzzlingly
ahistorical. Rather than writing out of patriotic duty, Irving was commissioned by
Alexander Everett, the United States Ambassador to Spain, to translate an existing
biography into English. Having narrated the myths of New Amsterdam into A History of
New York, Irving seemed like the perfect candidate to present Columbus “as an historical
personage, rather than as a symbol” (Larner 52). The project also offered him the chance
to work with a thorough archive rather than the scraps he used to historicize New York.
Irving drew from a plethora of materials assembled by academics, archivists, and
historians in Madrid, and he somehow even managed to “[gain] entry to the private
archive of the Duke of Veragua, Columbus’s heir” (McElroy 4). But Columbus seemed
unwilling to remain in the past. Irving found that the archive “presented rather a mass of
rich materials for history, than a history itself,” which was an insufficient genre for
Columbus’ story (Irving Columbus xiii). He sought, then, to construct a coherent
narrative, which he considered “a more satisfactory occupation to myself, and a more
acceptable work to my country, than the translation I had contemplated” (xiv). The threevolume112 biography served its purpose and its country; Life and Voyages quickly became
the authoritative text on Columbus and “was to pass through at least 175 editions and to
serve as a principal source for school text-books and other derivative lives” (Larner 55).
Though it favored storytelling over accuracy, “Columbianists later in the nineteenth
century, and in the twentieth century also, gave Irving’s Columbus high marks”113
(McElroy 10). The biography was ubiquitous, though its most enduring legacies were
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British editions of Life and Voyages were published in four volumes.
While the biography was “a success with the intellectuals” in both New York and Europe, Irving was
accused of plagiarizing Don Martin Fernandez de Navarrete, Columbus’s previous biographer (McElroy 3).
Irving felt compelled to pen an aggressive postscript to his preface defending himself in later editions.
113
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Irving’s Knickerbockeresque fantasy that Europeans believed the Earth was flat114 and
Columbus’ accusations of cannibalism, both of which Irving demonstrates as false. While
the globe figures largely in Life and Voyages, however, cannibals do not.
For Columbus, cannibalism is a practice that necessarily excludes white bodies,
so the absence of scenes of cannibalism from Life and Voyages is unsurprising. Countless
historians115 have argued that Columbus’ accusations of cannibalism are baseless – Irving
himself makes the same analysis116 – and that the purpose of them is to justify slavery,
which is why he hinges them on the ambiguity of bones as evidence. Cannibalism is, in
fact, one of the first reasons Columbus cites for enslaving the Natives in his
correspondence to Queen Isabella, despite it being a better reason not to bring them back
to Spain. Neither Columbus nor Isabella seems particularly concerned by this threat, and
Irving dismisses cannibalism as entirely imaginary. While Columbus’ evidence is flimsy,
at no point in Life and Voyages does it appear as anything but rhetorical.117 At the same
time, the absence of stronger evidence doesn’t mean that the accusations were baseless.
Columbus’ journals, which also record seeing mermaids,118 are hardly a reliable source.
The Spanish never fall victim to cannibalization in Columbus’ journals, nor do they
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“As Irving well knew, and as he clearly states in other parts of the work, it was ‘the cosmography of
Ptolemy to which all scholars yielded implicit faith,’ and for centuries no learned man in Europe had
believed anything else but that the world was round.” (Larner 53-54)
115 Most notably, William Arens’ The Man-Eating Myth, which I discuss in more detail in Chapter Two.
116 “The evidences adduced of their cannibal propensities must be received with large allowances for the
careless and inaccurate observations of seafearing men, and the preconceived belief of the fact, which
existed in the minds of the Spaniards.” (Irving, Columbus 220)
117 Here, I mean that Columbus never worries about getting eaten.
118 Irving takes note of Columbus’ delusions and concludes, as many historians have, that the Admiral
made mermaids out of manatees: “Columbus also mentions in his journal that he saw three mermaids,
which elevated themselves above the surface of the sea, and he observes that he had before seen such on
the coast of Africa. He adds that they were by no means the beautiful beings they had been represented,
although they possessed some traces of the human countenance. It is supposed that these must have been
manati or sea-calves, seen indistinctly at a distance; and that the imagination of Columbus, disposed to give
a wonderful character to everything in this new world, had identified these misshapen animals with the
sirens of ancient story” (161-162).
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disclose partaking in cannibalism as revenge or otherwise – but Columbus most likely
wouldn’t have admitted to eating anyone even if he had. It’s just as unlikely that if
cannibalism occurred, then he would have disclosed whatever colossal mistake led to
it.119
Regardless of their historical accuracy, Columbus’ accusations of cannibalism
distract the reader from the very real violence of slavery and genocide. Irving’s
reluctance to include scenes of violence in Life and Voyages further obscures the
relationships between the accusations, their rhetorical purposes, and their historical
legacies. Though Irving does criticize Columbus’ accusations as false and note their role
in manipulating and enslaving the Natives, he stops short of calling Columbus a liar or,
for that matter, a slave master. Because the early nation built itself and its future on both
slavery and Indian Removal, I argue that Irving focuses on Columbus’ other flaws, like
his poor navigation and leadership skills, in an attempt to subvert American mythologies
that still ultimately proliferates them.120 Later in this chapter, I read Melville’s Benito
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To be totally clear, Columbus never reports any scenes of cannibalism among the Natives or the
Spanish, and neither does Irving. That being said, Natives did warn Columbus of the Caribs’ cannibalism,
but according to Las Casas, “[t]he admiral would not believe their story” (44).
120 Irving’s motives for going easy on Columbus aren’t totally clear. Critics tend to cite Irving’s patriotism,
and William L. Hedges reads Irving’s Columbus as “a full-fledged legendary hero. And [Irving’s] aim in
retelling the story was, apparently, even while introducing new material and trying to be accurate, to make
sure that his hero was not forced to descend out of the realm of myth” (“Irving’s” 134). I disagree on both
counts – Irving’s Columbus is not a hero and only reluctantly a myth – and I argue that Irving was trying to
knock Columbus down from his mythological pedestal, but only as much as he reasonably could and
perhaps not all the way to the ground. Most likely to me, Irving wanted to please Everett, who
commissioned the project, so he limits his critiques to Columbus’ character and not his historical legacy.
Richard V. McLamore makes a similar argument that Irving “was commissioned to represent American
heroism, not to discover postcolonial paradoxes” but still insists that Irving’s Columbus is, in fact, heroic
(“Postcolonial” 34). John D. Hazlett’s analysis is more nuanced, but he attributes the biography’s
“ambivalence about America” to Irving’s own “naiveté about the function of historical writing” and desire
“to meet the demands of literary nationalism” (574, 563, 564). Each of these readings, however, treats the
biography a historical text, not quite a literary one. While the writing of Life and Voyages was a necessarily
nationalist project, Irving at times portrays Columbus quite harshly, especially in his roles most important
to American mythology as a leader and a navigator.
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Cereno as a revision of Life and Voyages that makes the critiques Irving could not by
imagining Columbus’ false accusations of cannibalism as true.
Rather than rehashing the arguments that bones do not mean cannibalism121 and
cannibalism does not justify slavery, I focus in this section on the transition from
cannibal to Carib to captive.122 These shifts occur roughly between the brief quest for
Bohio or Babeque and the destruction of La Navidad, two monumentally important
locations that abruptly disappear and which I later read through Melville’s Babo and San
Dominick, respectively. Irving focuses on these spaces to make his most brutal critiques
of Columbus as a navigator and a leader, two roles in which Columbus flounders
miserably, by leaving glaring inconsistencies throughout his narrative. Like cannibalism,
these spaces are absent from Columbus’ line of vision and Life and Voyages, so I will
look at the spaces between them – specifically, Boriquem, or Puerto Rico. In between
establishing La Navidad and returning to its ruins, Columbus visits Boriquem twice and
accuses its natives of being Caribs. By the time Columbus proves himself wrong, the
“Caribs” are already enslaved.
Life and Voyages should have taken some of the wind out of Columbus’
mythological sail, but even Irving’s critiques uphold the popular image of Columbus as
an American hero. That being said, Irving’s depiction of Columbus hardly describes the
brilliant and benevolent navigator that American history imagines him as. Quick to
characterize many of Columbus’ findings as merely the result of his “deceiving himself
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Geoffrey Sanborn writes that Melville makes this argument in Benito Cereno. See “Walking Shadows:
‘Benito Cereno’ and the Colonial Stage” in The Sign of the Cannibal, pp. 171-200.
122 The Caribs, one of the Native tribes Columbus encounters, were notorious for cannibalizing their
neighbors. Later in this chapter, I discuss how Irving slips between cannibal, Carib, and slave to
rhetorically remove Columbus from scenes of violence. For a detailed analysis on the relationship between
the figure of the cannibal and the Carib, including Columbus’ role in creating both, see Hannah Chapelle
Wojciehowki’s chapter “Of Cannibals and Caraíbas” in her book Group Identity in the Renaissance World,
pp. 76-128. Wojciehowski credits Amerigo Vespucci, not Columbus, with “catapult[ing] the image of the
cannibal into the collective consciousness of Europeans” (87).
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as usual,” Irving reserves judgment on whether Columbus’s errors were due to
malevolence, arrogance, insanity, stupidity, or a combination thereof (Irving, Columbus
145). Irving does attribute much of Columbus’ fame to good timing. His crewmen are fed
up with their captain’s refusal to heed any warning signs, and Columbus is in “imminent
danger of their breaking forth into open rebellion” when Martín Alonso Pinzón, the
captain of the Pinta, shouts, “Land! land! Señor, I claim my reward!”123 (101). Columbus
instantly transforms from vexing boss into divine leader upon reaching the island of
Guanahani,124 and his crewmen, “who had outraged him by their insolence, now
crouched at his feet, begging pardon for all the trouble they had caused him, and
promising the blindest obedience for the future” (110). Irving goes on to portray their
choice to follow Columbus’ convoluted route around the Caribbean as exhausting,
aimless, and dangerous, primarily due to Columbus’ inability to navigate, a weakness
amplified by his own blindness by gold.
Throughout Life and Voyages, Columbus’ sense of direction is misguided at best
and nonexistent at worst. Initially, Columbus has his diplomatic work cut out for him;
after their initial fear of the “strange beings clad in glittering steel” subsides, the Natives
conclude “that the ships had sailed out of the crystal firmament […] and that these
marvelous beings were inhabitants of the skies” (110, 111). But they refuse to reveal
where their gold is buried. The Natives are fascinated by the “toys and trinkets”
Columbus distributes among them, “not, apparently, from any idea of their intrinsic
value, but because everything from the hands of the strangers possessed a supernatural
virtue in their eyes” (112). All they have to offer in exchange are, according to Irving,
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King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella offered a prize to whomever saw land first. Columbus ultimately
claimed it.
124 Spelled by Irving as “Guanahanè” (114).
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parrots. Irving does not explain how Columbus manages to ask the Natives where to find
gold, which does not appear to be a particularly valuable resource. Their simple
directions do not seem to indicate what Columbus concludes: “They answered him by
signs, pointing to the south, where, he understood them, dwelt a king of such wealth that
he was served in vessels of wrought gold” (113). Despite the language barrier, Columbus
ascertains that the Caribs, a neighboring tribe, may be headed the same way. The Caribs
often pass through the island, terrorizing the locals and searching for gold, which the
battle-scarred Natives prove to Columbus on their bodies. According to Irving, “a great
part of this fancied intelligence was self-delusion on the part of Columbus; for he was
under a spell of the imagination, which gave its own shapes and colors to every object”
(113). Irving implies that all parts of the “intelligence” are false: the gold, the
cannibalism, and the way to them. Columbus concerns himself only with the first object,
and unconcerned by the Caribs, he sets off to plunder their goldmines, plucking up Native
interpreters on his way to Cuba, which he thinks is Marco Polo’s Japan.
Irving emphasizes Columbus’ propensity to misread each and every sign as he
follows the ship’s desultory journey to gold. Despite the Natives’ directional pointing,
Columbus is “at a loss which way to direct his course” (115). For Columbus, gold on
Native bodies indicates the same within their land, and he looks for jewelry and baubles
on each new island’s inhabitants instead of sailing due south. Columbus’ conclusions also
contradict the Natives’ warnings; physical wounds are more likely to indicate gold, which
the Natives would probably hide to avoid further injury from the Caribs. But what is the
point of beauty if it’s hidden? So, “Columbus looked in vain for bracelets and anklets of
gold: they had been either fictions of his Indian guides, or his own misinterpretations”
(116). The directions, however, leave little room for error. Columbus hears new
“information of golden islands continually given by the Indians,” but Irving clarifies that
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“to the continual inquiries made by the Spaniards, after the source whence they procured
their gold, the natives uniformly pointed to the south” (118, 120). Columbus eventually
makes his way to Cuba, where the Natives don’t even wear gold nose rings. Assuming
the lack of gold jewelry now indicates its abundance, “Columbus forbade all trading for
anything but gold, that the natives might be tempted to produce the real riches of their
country” (126). Instead, he finds a piece of silver, which he interprets as evidence of gold
beyond.
To complement Columbus’ treasure hunt and its detours throughout the
Caribbean, Irving offers the equally fictional Bohio, or Babeque. Finding Cuba not to be
“abounding in gold, and pearls, and spices,” Columbus changes direction for the “great
island called Bohio, of which the natives gave likewise marvelous accounts” (120). All
descriptions of Bohio, however, are uniformly horrific, and Irving questions whether
Bohio is a location at all. Before leaving Cuba, Columbus brandishes gold and pearls:
“several old Indians spoke of a country where the natives wore ornaments of them round
their necks, arms, and ankles. They repeatedly mentioned the word Bohio, which
Columbus supposed to be the name of the place in question, and that it was some rich
district or island” (128). The Natives of Bohio also, apparently, “had but one eye; others
who had the heads of dogs, and who were cannibals—cutting the throats of their
prisoners and sucking the blood” (128). Whether “bohio” indicates violence or gold, the
description is hardly a “marvelous account.” Irving suspects that one-eyed dog-headed
cannibals are “great extravagances,” while the gold and pearls “were probably
fabrications to please the admiral,” but Columbus sails straight to “Babeque and Bohio,
which he, as usual, supposed to be the proper names of islands or countries” (128, 128,
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130).125 Though likely less important than they were to Columbus, the words remain
meaningful to Irving, who is particularly vexed by Columbus’ “misapprehension” of
them (131). Irving traces “Babeque” and “Bohio”:
The true meaning of these words has been variously explained. It is said that they
were applied by the Indians to the coast of terra firma, called also by them
Caritaba. it is also said that Bohio means a house, and was often used by the
Indians to signify the populousness of an island. Hence it was frequently applied
to Hispaniola, as well as the more general name of Hayti, which means high land,
and occasionally Quisueya (i.e. the whole), on accounts of the extents. (130)126
Hispaniola and Haiti were likely familiar to Irving’s readers – Haiti won independence
about twenty-five years before the first publication of Life and Voyages – but Babeque
and Bohio, which Irving uses interchangeably, remain “a source of perpetual error to
Columbus. Sometimes he supposed Babeque and Bohio to signify the same islands;
sometimes to be different places or islands; and Quisqueya he supposed to mean Quisai
or Quinsai (i.e. the celestial city) mentioned by Marco Polo” (131). Irving’s emphasis on
the words’ rotating definitions characterizes Columbus’ dedication to them as imaginary
if not entirely meaningless. Perhaps anticipating the nonexistence of what Irving calls
“THE SUPPOSED ISLAND OF BABEQUE,” Columbus rounds up several Cubans to bring back
to Spain “for the purpose of teaching them the language, that, in future voyages, they
might serve as interpreters,” before setting sail (132, 131).
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Hernando Colon wrote that “[w]hen the Indians were asked if they had gold or pearls or spices, they
answered by signs that there were great quantities of all three to the east in a land called Bohio – the
present-day Hispaniola, which they also called Babeque” (Columbus 80). J. M. Cohen specifies in a
footnote that Bohio “was actually the Arawak word for their huts, which Columbus misunderstood as the
name of an island” (80).
126 Quisqueya is another word for the island of Hispaniola.
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Irving pairs Columbus’ belief in Bohio’s goldmines with the Natives’ fear of its
cannibals. Though Columbus also seems to believe that cannibals and gold are related, he
never considers that his rush for gold127 might make him a victim of cannibalism. Once
the island of Hispaniola becomes visible, the Natives explicitly warn Columbus of the
cannibals that lie ahead:
The Indians, on beholding it, exclaimed Bohio, the name by which Columbus
understood them to designate some country which abounded in gold. When they
saw him standing in that direction, they showed great signs of terror, imploring
him not to visit it, assuring him, by signs, that the inhabitants were fierce and
cruel, that they had but one eye, and were cannibals. (135-136)
Irving also doubts the rumors – if not entirely false, they certainly seem exaggerated – but
the Natives believe them to be true. While Life and Voyages doesn’t include any evidence
of cannibalism other than the Natives’ terror and their uneaten bodies,128 neither of which
Irving finds reliable, Columbus imagines a golden Bohio solely on the description of
Native bodies as monsters wearing jewelry. The familiarity of Hispaniola, which the
Spanish name after “the more beautiful provinces of Spain,” encourages Columbus to
settle, and Bohio, which Irving never fully distinguishes from Babeque, remains a unique
instance of Columbus’ abandoning a potential goldmine (137). Despite Columbus’
having “further information of the island of Babeque, which was described as lying at no
great distance,” it disappears: “No mention is afterward made of this island, nor does it
appear that he made any further attempt to seek it. No such island exists in the ancient
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As much as I would appreciate the metaphor, the California gold rush didn’t begin until 1848, twenty
years after Life and Voyages’ publication.
128 The Natives on the first island do not indicate that their wounded bodies had been eaten. Columbus later
finds human body parts “roasting before [a] fire,” but Irving clarifies that corpses are “dried at the fire” as a
mourning ritual and are not intended to be eaten (215, 220).
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charts, and it is probably that this was one of the numerous misinterpretations of Indian
words, which led the first discoverers into so many fruitless researches” (143). Irving
doesn’t bring up the words again, either, and Columbus replaces them by locating gold in
Cibao and cannibalism among the Caribs.
The reason for building La Navidad, Columbus’ doomed Hispaniola settlement,
and abandoning Bohio are likely the same: a shipwreck, the culmination of Columbus’
poor navigation and worse leadership skills. Columbus is not physically at the helm of
the ship when it crashes into a sand-bank; in a rare moment of “profound calm,” he had
turned the ship over to a steersman, who immediately handed it off to a ship-boy and
followed Columbus to sleep (146). The trade-off “was in direct violation of an invariable
order of the admiral, that the helm should never be intrusted to the boys,” but he was
hardly the only guilty party (146). Each sailor had followed the captain’s lead and passed
out in bed. Or, as Irving puts it, they “took like advantage of the absence of Columbus”
until, finally, “his boat had deserted him” (146, 147). Here,129 Irving is unwilling to
directly criticize Columbus and focuses on his crew’s misbehavior rather than the poor
leadership that enables their subordination. The shipwreck turns out to be convenient, as
not only do the Natives show “no disposition to take advantage of the misfortune of the
stranger,” but Columbus receives testimony from his own sailors that “considerable
quantities of gold” lie nearby (149). Once again, the Natives merely repeat the earlier
accounts and provide no evidence to support their claims, while Columbus ignores their
similarly consistent warnings of the cannibal Caribs.
Columbus chooses Hispaniola as the site for his fortress for a few reasons, but
primarily because his crew doesn’t feel like accompanying him back to Spain. To
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By “here” I mean as a physical location in Hispaniola, a moment in time, and a place in the text.
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convince Columbus to let them stay, the sailors insist that the land’s a goldmine, which
Columbus immediately believes. They also promise to work hard until he gets back from
Spain, an obviously unreliable offer given that the crew’s inability to work unsupervised
for even one evening resulted in their shipwreck. Hispaniola’s appeal for the crewmen is
its lack of gold, or its removal from the exchange of gold for labor and goods. Simply
put, Hispaniola has free food and “fields, cultivated without labor, furnished the roots and
vegetables which formed a great part of their diet” (152). Once the men can acquire
resources without having to work to afford them, they see “gold glittering around them,
to be had without labor, and every enjoyment to be procured without cost” (153).
Hispaniola is gold, so the crew sees no incentive in returning home. Columbus obliges
them when they ask to stay behind, thus putting his least capable officers in control of the
“germ of a future colony” (153). As for the Natives of Hispaniola, on whose land the
Spanish are now squatting, Columbus offers an empty promise of his own to “leave a part
of his men for the defence of the island from the Caribs,” a task he leaves under the
supervision of “Diego de Arana, a native of Cordova, and notary and alguazil to the
armament, who was to retain all the powers vested in him by the Catholic sovereigns”
(153, 157). Columbus’ belief in cannibals is about as solid as his crew’s interest in gold,
so the promised protection is necessarily imaginary.130 By ensuring it anyway and
returning home, Columbus reinforces his crew’s laziness, and the overjoyed Natives
build the fortress themselves.
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The Spanish do in a way protect the Natives from the Caribs by replacing the threat of cannibalism with
their own cruelty. The men behave so violently that “the natives beheld with astonishment the beings whom
they had worshipped, as descended from the skies, abandoned to the grossest of earthly passions, and
raging against each other with worse than brutal ferocity” (227).
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La Navidad’s collapse is a consequence of Columbus’ abysmal leadership skills,
which become apparent only in his absence.131 When Columbus returns to La Navidad on
his second voyage, the surrounding land is abandoned, and the fortress itself is “a ruin;
the palisadoes were beaten down, and the whole presented the appearance of having been
sacked, burnt, and destroyed” (225). Irving implies that La Navidad looks as though it’s
been attacked to emphasize that it, instead, fell apart from within, and Columbus doesn’t
find any clues to indicate otherwise. He can’t imagine any reason for the destruction
other than its lack of evidence. “Columbus had left orders with Arana and the other
officers to bury all the treasure they might procure, or, in case of sudden danger, to throw
it into the well of a fortress,” and though he eventually unearths the bodies, he can’t find
the gold (226). Even though Columbus never found any significant amount of gold on his
first trip – certainly not enough to fill a treasure chest, or at least not according to
Irving132 – Hispaniola’s buried treasure becomes stolen treasure in the time between the
first voyage and the second. Columbus’ expectations for his crew, whose reluctance to
follow his “orders” stranded them on the island in the first place, even more directly
contradict the evidence from his first voyage. In any case, Columbus doesn’t seem to land
on an explanation or even a hypothesis for the fortress’ collapse, but his treasure hunt and
the lack of any other explanation from Irving each indicate a robbery.
Irving doesn’t blame Columbus for La Navidad’s downfall – he ultimately blames
a Carib who, to be fair, does lead the attack against the fortress133 – but does imply that
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In contrast to his navigational skills, which are consistently bad.
Las Casas insists that Columbus brought “sizable samples of very fine gold” back with him on the
return from his first voyage, but he declines to specify the quantity beyond “an idea” of abundance (37, 36).
133 As I go on to explain, Caonabo, the cacique of Maguana, leads the attack against La Navidad in the
middle of the night. Though Maguana is not Carib territory, Caonabo is a Carib who “had come as an
adventurer to Hispaniola, and by his courage and address, and his warlike exploits, had made himself the
most potent of its caciques. The inhabitants universally stood in awe of him from his Carib origin, and he
was the hero of the island, when the ships of the white men suddenly appeared upon its shores” (Irving,
Columbus 228).
132
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Columbus refuses to implicate himself. Instead of using a footnote, as he does often
throughout Life and Voyages, Irving specifies through his narration that details about the
inter-voyage years come from Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés, the official
“historiographer of the Indies” for Spain (720).134 According to Oviedo, the men
Columbus left behind were “little calculated to follow the precepts of so prudent a
person” (227). The following scene, however, demonstrates the opposite: had Columbus
any prudence at all, he wouldn’t have let the fortress unsupervised. “No sooner had the
admiral departed, than all his counsel and commands died away from their minds,” and
the Spanish, apparently forgetting that they depended “upon their own prudence and good
conduct, and upon the good-will of the natives, for their very existence,” attacked, raped,
and plundered “the golden ornaments and other valuable property of the natives” (227).
Of course, Columbus had, according to Irving, introduced the concept of private property
to the Natives himself.135 Regardless of his presence during the theft, Columbus laid the
groundwork for the Natives to understand it as such.
Columbus’ executive decisions are especially imprudent, particularly his choice
of Arana as La Navidad’s leader, but Irving obscures both their roles through an alternate
timeline to implicate the Caribs. Suffering from “ambition,” the two men Columbus
appointed as lieutenants attempt a coup (227). Unsuccessful, they wander off in search of
the goldmines Columbus had failed to find but are quickly thwarted in “Maguana, ruled
“In the dead of the night, when all were wrapped in sleep, Caonabo and his warriors burst upon the place
with frightful yells, got possession of the fortress before the inmates could put themselves upon their
defence, and surrounded and set fire to the houses in which the rest of the white men were sleeping.”
(Irving, Columbus 228-229)
134 Though he did not make it to the New World until 1513, seven years after Columbus’ death, Oviedo
was, like Irving himself, “an indefatigable writer, laborious in collecting and recording facts” (Irving,
Columbus 720).
135 “There was a remarkable frankness and generosity about these people; they had no idea of traffic, but
gave away everything with spontaneous liberality. Columbus would not permit his people, however, to take
advantage of this free disposition, but ordered that something should always be given in exchange.” (Irving,
Columbus 144-145)
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by the famous Caonabo, called by the Spaniards the Lord of the Golden House. This
renowned chieftan was a Carib by birth and possessed the fierceness and enterprise of his
nation” (228). Caonabo, bitter that the Spanish had invaded his territory, immediately
executes the lieutenants. In providing this detail, Irving separates the Spanish violence
against the Natives from La Navidad’s downfall, which “might not have been very
dangerous had they observed one of the injunctions of Columbus, and kept together in the
fortress, maintaining military vigilance,” anyway (227). Rather than vengeance, the
storming of La Navidad is the result of the Caribs’ “warlike character” (229). Upon
seeing his fortress in ruins, Columbus turns his ire not to the men who had disobeyed him
– pointless, since they’ve been killed – but to the Caribs who administered punishment,
which Irving implies was a coincidence, in Columbus’ absence. Through this convoluted
chain of events, Irving abandons the earlier Spanish violence that initially led the Natives
to retaliate so he can emphasize that retaliation itself as independently violent. In so
doing, Irving reimagines Spanish violence as vengeance of its own even as it recreates
the earlier attack that drove the Natives to retaliate in the first place.
Caribs in the Mornin’, Cannibals in the Evenin’, Captives at Suppertime
The rise and fall of La Navidad corresponds to three imaginings of the Carib.
Before La Navidad’s conception, the cannibal Carib exists only as Native fear, which
Columbus manipulates or ignores depending on his needs, as I analyze in the first half of
this section. The Carib materializes after La Navidad’s construction, and the threat of
cannibalism manifests through Native bodies as objects of terror. When Columbus
understands his territory as Spanish property, he accuses Natives of Caribness as a way of
anticipating their violence, presumably to ensure the fortress’ safety. At the same time, he
imagines Native bodies as threatened by Carib violence, whether as (likely cannibalized)
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corpses or captives. As Carib violence, imagined or otherwise, increasingly resembles
cannibalism, Columbus emphasizes the Natives’ racialized bodies while paradoxically
racializing the Carib as potentially white. In this way, the Carib becomes a threat – unlike
the other Natives, whom Columbus never really fears – that the reader still never doubts
Columbus will beat.
Once Columbus finds the fortress in ruins, the Carib replaces La Navidad as
property, and the Native becomes Carib, cannibal, and captive. Columbus weaponizes the
figure of the cannibal Carib to enslave Native bodies, especially when they share space
with gold. Still a cannibal but no longer threatening, the captive Carib becomes a
resource like gold to send back home and remove from the colony, which Columbus
understands as extending beyond the land where La Navidad used to be. Here, I delineate
how even after exposing Columbus’ false accusations of cannibalism, Irving absolves
Columbus of Native genocide by obscuring the slippage from Carib to cannibal to
captive.
On the way back to Spain from La Navidad at the end of his first voyage,
Columbus accuses the first Native tribe he sees of Caribness. Columbus perceives them
as “quite different from the gentle and pacific people hitherto met with on this island,”
but Irving describes them as looking almost identical to the other tribes136 (162). Their
weaponry, too, seems similar to the other Natives’ bows and arrows, though Irving
explains that these swords are capable “of cleaving through a helmet to the very brains”
(163). The Caribs’ demeanor, however, seems perfectly pleasant, and Irving provides no
136

The “Caribs” are “of a ferocious aspect, and hideously painted. Their hair was long, tied behind, and
decorated with the feathers of parrots and other birds of gaudy plumage” (162). For comparison, the first
Natives Columbus sees are “painted with a variety of colors. With some it was confined merely to a part of
the face, the nose, or around the eyes; with others it extended to the whole body, and gave them a wild and
fantastic appearance. […] Their hair was […] straight and coarse, partly cut short above the ears, but some
locks were left long behind and falling upon their shoulders” (111).
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evidence of violence to attest to the “hardy, undaunted manner of this wild warrior”
(163). Columbus’ accusations of ferocity, then, seem to stem from the Caribs’ capacity
for violence, which Columbus can only perceive after establishing La Navidad as a future
colony. Despite his assurance otherwise – but in line with the Natives’ warning of the
Caribs – their weapons are advanced enough for Columbus to buy some of them,
apparently ending his embargo on non-golden goods when the Caribs “sold [the Spanish]
two of their bows and several of their arrows, and one of them was prevailed upon to go
on board of the admiral’s ship” (163). When Columbus tries to repeat the transaction, this
time “to take as curiosities to Spain,” the Caribs “snatched [their weapons] up, and
returned with cords, as if to bind the Spaniards” (164). The Spanish attack immediately
upon seeing rope, which signifies not combat but bondage:
This was the first contest with the Indians, and the first time that native blood was
shed by the white men in the new world. Columbus was grieved to see all his
exertions to maintain an amicable intercourse vain; he consoled himself with the
idea, however, that if these were Caribs, or frontier Indians of warlike character,
they would be inspired with a dread of the force and weapons of the white men,
and be deterred from molesting the little garrison of Fort Nativity. (164)
Columbus blames the “warlike character” of the “frontier Indians” for dissolving the
peace between the Natives and the Spanish, but the violence is entirely one-sided.
Perhaps because the Caribs do not fight back, Columbus assumes that they won’t and that
the bloodshed will deter violence instead of inciting it like the rope did. Stranger still,
Columbus cites the “weapons of the white men” as an intimidation tactic despite having
just purchased several bows and arrows. The “bold and hardy race” turns out not to be the
Caribs, and Columbus takes four of them aboard to direct him towards “the island of the
Caribs,” which Irving identifies as Puerto Rico (164, 165). Columbus tries to follow their
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direction – first to the northeast, and then the southeast after “his Indian guides changed
their opinion” – before taking advantage of a favorable wind and heading home to Spain
(165). He doesn’t reach the Caribs, but Columbus’ battle forebodes his return to “the little
garrison.”
Columbus’ pursuit of the Caribs on his second voyage has only two logical
explanations: enslavement or murder.137 He keeps south “in hopes of falling in with the
island of the Caribs, of which he had received such vague and wonderful accounts from
the Indians” (211). The Natives’ reports, of course, had been unequivocally terrifying,
and Columbus’ intent on imagining them otherwise recalls his perpetual misreading of
Bohio. Upon landing on Guadaloupe, Columbus uses the absence of bodies – as with
each island before, “the inhabitants of which fled, some even leaving their children
behind in their terror and confusion” – to locate himself on Carib Island (213). Though
Columbus finds familiar utensils “equal to the best of those of Hispaniola” in each
abandoned house, Columbus also finds iron, “the stern-post of a vessel,” and “the sight of
human bones, vestiges, as they supposed, of unnatural repasts; and skulls, apparently
used as vases and other household utensils. These dismal objects convinced them that
they were now in the abodes of the Cannibals, or Caribs” (213, 214). Irving does not
specify if all cannibals are Caribs and vice versa or whether Caribs do, in fact, inhabit the
island, but beginning here, Irving begins to use the words “cannibal” and “Carib”
interchangeably, even as he insists that Columbus’ claims of cannibalism are unfounded.
Irving later explains that the repurposing of limbs is a mourning ritual and a detail
Columbus manipulates to further align cannibalism with Caribness.138 Before providing
137

I say “murder” instead of “gold” for two reasons: Columbus’ ambitions have expanded beyond gold,
and my focus is on the Caribs themselves, not on the gold they may or may not have.
138 “It was a custom among the natives of many of the islands, and of other parts of the New World, to
preserve the remains of their deceased relatives and friends; sometimes the entire body; sometimes only the
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this explanation, however, Irving obscures Columbus’ participation in slavery by
presenting it as liberation from Carib/cannibal captivity.
For Columbus, Caribness is a racial category identifiable by cannibalism but
mostly unrelated to anthropophagy.139 Before returning to Hispaniola, Columbus stops in
Santa Cruz, which is guarded by a boat full of furious Natives, “two of whom were
females” (217).140 Irving briefly describes the battle between the canoe and the ship as
violent and “an instance of Carib courage and ferocity”; two Spanish men are wounded,
and though the Carib casualties are less clear, Irving explains that “they were overcome
and taken” (218). Irving later describes them as “captives in chains, and in the power of
their enemies, they still retained a frowning brow and an air of defiance,” but he does not
reveal who or where their enemies are (218). The captives seem not to have captors at all.
Columbus moves on to Puerto Rico, or Boriquem,141 “the native island of most of the
captives who had fled to the ships for refuge from the Caribs” (219). The captives seem
now to be refugees from the Caribs. But Irving implies that the Natives are Carib – had
they fled each other? Irving parses the difference: the natives of Boriquem are not Caribs
despite being, apparently, cannibals. For Columbus, cannibalism is indicative of
Caribness, not anthropophagy. When the natives of Boriquem resort to cannibalism in

head, or some of the limbs, dried at the fire; sometimes the mere bones. These, when found in the dwelling
of the natives of Hispaniola, against whom no prejudice of the kind existed, were correctly regarded as
relics of the deceased, preserved through affection or reverence; but any remains of the kind found among
the Caribs were looked up with horror as proofs of cannibalism.” (Irving, Columbus 220)
139 I begin using the word “anthropophagy” here because up until this point, “cannibalism” doesn’t seem to
have any other meaning, at least not according to Irving. “Cannibalism” refers to both Caribness and
anthropophagy on Columbus’ first voyage because the Caribs are assumed to be cannibals, but Columbus
doesn’t seem to fear either the cannibals or their cannibalism. Only on Columbus’ return is the accusation
of cannibalism used rhetorically, prefigured at the end of his first voyage by his accusations of Caribness.
140 I specify their gender because the “Carib prisoners” Irving describes after Columbus returns to La
Navidad are also women and likely those described here (231).
141 Irving explains that the island “was called by the natives Boriquem, but [Columbus] gave it the name of
San Juan Bautista; it is the same since known by the name of Porto Rico” (219). I emphasize the name
“Boriquem” because of its similarity to Bohio and Babeque.
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self-defense, Irving calls them “warriors” because they’re only using cannibalism as a
weapon (219). Their violence isn’t an identity, but a behavior that emerges when “in their
contests with their cannibal foes they retorted upon them their own atrocities, devouring
their prisoners in revenge” (219). Anthropophagy, then, is a condition of Carib
cannibalism and therefore easily ignored in others, provided that both the cannibals and
their prey are Native. If cannibalism exists at all, which Irving implies it does not, then it
only occurs between Caribs and Natives.
Columbus’ accusations of cannibalism function to demarcate the Spanish from
their American counterparts, the Caribs, and thus evict the latter from the land.142
According to Irving, the Caribs’ “warlike and unyielding character” was specifically
“different from that of the pusillanimous nations around them, and the wide scope of their
enterprises and wanderings, like those of the nomad tribes of the Old World” (220). The
Caribs are similar to ancient Europeans, whom Irving refers to as “nomad tribes” rather
than “nations” due to their refusal to settle and claim a specific piece of land. (On the
other hand, the Native tribes do qualify as nations, however pusillanimous, for Irving.)
But the Caribs aren’t nomadic, regardless of Columbus’ tendency to relocate their island
throughout the Caribbean. The tribe is an empire expanding its territory. More
specifically, Irving pinpoints their origin to the United States and traces their migration
from “the remote valleys embosomed in the Apalachian mountains” to Brazil (221).143
The “earliest accounts” of the Caribs, according to Irving, are a few hundred miles away
and “represent them with weapons in their hands, continually engaged in wars, winning
142

Columbus and Irving use the accusations of cannibalism in a similar way, but Irving’s purpose is
specific to the United States, as I go on to explain.
143 “To trace the footsteps of this roving tribe throughout its wide migrations from the Apalachian
mountains of the northern continent, along the clusters of islands which stud the Gulf of Mexico and the
Caribbean Sea to the shores of Paria, and so across the vast regions of Guayana and Amazonia to the
remote coast of Brazil, would be one of the most curious researches in aboriginal history, and throw much
light upon the mysterious question of the population of the New World.” (Irving, Columbus 221)
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their way and shifting their abode, until in the course of time they found themselves at the
extremity of Florida” (221). As ancestors of American empire, the Caribs have a
historical claim to the United States as opposed to Columbus, who never made it to the
mainland. Irving, then, overlooks Columbus’ enslavement of the Caribs because it serves
a purpose for national history. In other words, Columbus’ accusations of cannibalism
dispossesses the Caribs of the territory in the American imagination, thus leaving it open
for the United States.
After the fall of La Navidad, Irving presents enslavement as punishment for
cannibalism by juxtaposing Caribness with captivity. At the same time, the threat of
cannibalism is slavery,144 so Irving uses “Carib” interchangeably with “native” to justify
enslaving them both. Non-Carib Natives are the Caribs’ captives, so there’s no longer a
need to differentiate between the two. Irving’s explanation of the fallout surrounding La
Navidad bypasses the capture of the Caribs entirely; the Spanish don’t need to capture the
Natives, who simply become captives. Columbus takes a non-Carib Native to “[behold]
the Carib prisoners. So great was the dread of them among the timid inhabitants of Hayti,
that they contemplated them with fear and shuddering, even though in chains” (231).
Irving, however, depicts no scenes of enslavement to account for the captives. Columbus
still hasn’t met a Carib at all, and he hasn’t taken any prisoners, Carib or otherwise, since
his first voyage. The “timid inhabitants” don’t fear the “Carib prisoners,” then; they fear
the Spanish, and here chains rather than the bodies in them are the source of their terror.
Alongside the Carib captives are, according to Irving, their own captives: nearly a dozen
women from Boriquem “delivered from Carib captivity” (232). But Columbus’ trip to
Boriquem didn’t include any liberation scenes. Rather, the women recall the “captives in
144

Here, I mean that Columbus refers to the non-Carib Natives on Boriquem as captives, presumably
because their fate is to be eaten by the Caribs regardless of whether or not they’ve been captured yet.
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chains,” whom Irving reveals had traded one captor for another: “though rescued from
the hands of the Caribs, she and her companions were in a manner captives on board of
the ship” (232). These women, then, seem to be the “Carib captives” despite not being
Carib at all.
According to Irving, Columbus has several reasons for enslaving the Natives,
none of which is slave labor.145 Columbus first appeals to Isabella’s charity by
characterizing slavery as a civilizing mission and educational opportunity. Enslavement
will conveniently result in work “when the precepts of religion and usages of civilization
had reformed their savage manners and cannibal propensities” and the Natives have been
“rendered eminently serviceable as interpreters” and missionaries (241). Columbus,
however, already began trafficking bodies from the Caribbean to Spain for these reasons
on his first voyage, in addition to ferrying Natives between islands as navigators. So, he
justifies the movement of bodies “to the Catholic soil of Spain” by emphasizing the
colonial territory (241). While civilizing “cannibal pagans” in Spain, the Spanish could
cultivate their land by replacing its Natives with animals, or “live stock, to be furnished
by merchants of the colonies” (241). This proposal requires free livestock; perhaps
considering this flaw, Columbus then proposes Native bodies as taxable products: “A
duty was to be levied on each slave for the benefit of the royal revenue” (241).
Anticipating Isabella’s compassion, Columbus returns to his initial reasoning to explain
how this would benefit everyone, most of all the enslaved: “In this way the colony would
be furnished with all kinds of live stock free of expense; the peaceful islanders would be
freed from warlike and inhuman neighbors; the royal treasury would be greatly enriched;
145

I emphasize labor here not to compare slave labor to wage labor but to obviate comparisons between
chattel slavery and industrial capitalism, a critical mistake I discuss in more detail in Chapter Two. For a
more thorough discussion on the nineteenth-century history of this rhetoric, see “White Slaves, Wage
Slaves and Free White Labor” in Roediger’s Wages of Whiteness, pp. 65-94.
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and a vast number of souls would be snatched from perdition, and carried, as it were, by
main force to heaven” (241-242). According to Columbus, Spanish enslavement offers
freedom to the Natives from their “warlike and inhuman neighbors,” whom they
wouldn’t see again. The justification for their enslavement, however, is their cannibalism,
which presumably wouldn’t exist among the “peaceful islanders”; moreover, they could
neither translate for the colonists nor convert each other from Spain. This excuse, then,
exposes Columbus’ purpose in enslavement: not only to use Native bodies, but also to
remove them.
By the time Columbus writes to Isabella, Irving has already demonstrated that
neither the Caribs nor any other Native tribes are cannibals at all. Here, cannibalism
functions only to amplify the need for conversion, the terms of which happen to
correspond to slavery. While Irving doesn’t accuse Columbus of lying to Isabella, he
suggests that Columbus is manipulating her: “The conversion of infidels, by fair means or
foul, by persuasion or force, was one of the popular tenets of the day; and in
recommending the enslaving of the Caribs, Columbus thought that he was obeying the
dictates of his conscience, when he was in reality listening to the incitements of his
interests” (242). In Columbus’ correspondence to Isabella, the words “cannibal” and
“Carib” apply to all of the Natives except for when, as Irving points out, Columbus wants
to enact particular cruelty on the Caribs. Irving reveals Columbus’ prejudice through “the
merciful heart of Isabella, who ever showed herself the benign protectress of the Indians”
and revises his proposal: “It is but just to add that the sovereigns did not accord with his
ideas, but ordered that the Caribs should be converted like the rest of the islanders” (242).
Columbus’ unrelenting hatred of the Caribs, who had proven themselves not to be
cannibals at all, is illogical based on the narrative presented by Irving. Columbus’ intent,
then, is territorial; by extraditing the Caribs, he can have full access to their land. And
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while implicating Columbus in colonial violence and even Indian Removal, Irving’s
rhetoric serves a similar purpose. Irving criticizes Columbus but not enough to implicate
the nation, and Life and Voyages ultimately upholds national mythology, even if
Columbus falters as its hero.
KING OF THE CANNIBALS146
When Melville was writing twenty-some years later, Columbus fever was vibrant
as ever and showing no signs of subsiding. A new edition147 of Irving’s Life and Voyages
of Christopher Columbus was published in 1848, twenty years after its initial publication
and the same year as Melville’s third novel Mardi. Melville certainly would have read
Irving’s History of New York and his short stories; he even owned and annotated a copy
of Works of Washington Irving (1840).148 The 1840 Works did not include Irving’s
biography of Columbus, but Melville is likely to have encountered it elsewhere, if not in
the many ship libraries he frequented during his own voyages. Reading was a common
pastime at sea, and Melville spent much of his early life traveling on merchant ships and
whalers, as well as serving in the navy. As described by Melville in his 1850 novel
White-Jacket, ship libraries were vast. Hester Blum’s The View from the Masthead (2008)
dives into the role of libraries at sea as a respite from the rigorous manual labor of sailing,
and her expansive archival work includes individual sailors’ libraries and a leaf from an
1839 U.S. Navy Book List. Blum clarifies her book list as “a representative example of
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As I discuss in Chapter Two, Moby-Dick’s Ishmael “own[s] no allegiance but to the King of the
Cannibals; and [is] ready at any moment to rebel against him” (222). Though ostensibly a reference to
Ahab, Ishmael does not totally specify who the King of the Cannibals is. Here, I use the title to refer to
Columbus – whom Ahab happens to resemble in many ways.
147 Its fourth and final edition by Irving.
148 As per Melville's Marginalia Online.
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the kind of library found on naval vessels” in the years Melville was at sea,149 explaining
that “[t]he navy sought to standardize the libraries aboard its ships” (37). Sailors were
eager to trade books with other ships, so this list may very well represent the books
Melville encountered at sea the same year, though he did not enlist in the navy until 1843.
The list Blum provides includes books such as Bibles’ Prayer Book, James Fenimore
Cooper’s History of the Navy of the United States of America and a selection of novels,
and Washington Irving’s Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus.
It is probable that Melville read Life and Voyages and certain that he read Irving,
and I argue that in addition to affixing the mythological Columbus to helm of the San
Dominick, Melville rewrites Irving’s Columbus in Amasa Delano, the captain of the
Bachelor’s Delight. Even if Melville had no direct interaction with Life and Voyages,
Irving’s contribution to the myth of Columbus in the American popular imagination
influenced Melville’s understanding of him. The similarities between the two works,
though, suggest that Melville was writing in direct response to Irving. Through a
comparative analysis between them, I argue that Benito Cereno revises Life and Voyages,
particularly Columbus’ first and second voyages, in these ways: Delano, whose blindness
to signs and inability to read bodies as evidence recalls Irving’s delusional gold-thirsty
Columbus on his first voyage; the body of the San Dominick, which resembles the land
Columbus passes through on his way back to La Navidad on his second voyage; Babo,
who figures as both the cannibal Carib from the first voyage and the captive Carib from
the second; and the figurehead as Aranda, who, similar to Arana at La Navidad, is killed
and then (likely) cannibalized in Columbus’ absence.
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Blum doesn’t emphasize Melville here. As she explains, the list was indicative of “the 1830s and
1840s,” and Melville worked on several ships between 1839 and 1844, including a navy frigate (37).
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Columbus in Benito Cereno is purely mythological – the figurehead never
materializes – but Irving’s Columbus is also absent in Hispaniola, especially during
moments of violence. By further contrasting Benito Cereno and Life and Voyages with
Melville’s historical source text, chapter 18 of Amasa Delano’s 1817 memoir Narrative
of Voyages and Travels, in the Northern and Southern Hemispheres, I argue that Melville
critiques the historical Columbus and his mythological counterpart in ways Irving could
not by removing Columbus’ name from his own history. Through Delano, Melville
rewrites Irving’s Columbus’ vengeful return to La Navidad alongside scenes of slavery.
By depicting the cannibals in Irving’s biography as the slaves on the San Dominick,
Melville also imagines Columbus’ false accusations of cannibalism as true. Rather than
using Delano to warn that Columbus is a bad hero – he is, and Delano is a bad captain –
Melville revises national mythology by imagining Columbus’ accusations of cannibalism
and the slavery they were used to at their origin in Hispaniola on the San Dominick.
Although accusations of cannibalism resulted in La Navidad’s ruin, they also enabled its
construction and ultimately laid the groundwork for the nation. By rewriting the national
origin story at its origin, Melville warns against understanding mythology as historical,
particularly in the nineteenth century amidst rhetoric of American exceptionalism and in
the shadow of the Haitian Revolution.
Melville’s depiction of Delano, which is not quite fair to his historical counterpart
and certainly not flattering, is remarkably similar to how Irving portrays Columbus in
many ways – primarily his ineptitude as a leader and navigator. The historical Delano
was probably a better ship captain than he was a storyteller, but Melville’s character of
the same name is unbelievably naïve, pompous, and confused, immediately trotting
toward the emaciated Cereno “offering to render whatever assistance might be in his
power” (Melville, Benito 40). While the historical Delano was also fooled at first, he
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bears a curious resemblance to the popular myth of Columbus as tortured hero and writes
of Cereno, “I cannot find in my soul that I ever had done any thing to deserve such
misery and ingratitude as I have suffered at different periods, and in general, from the
very persons to whom I have rendered the greatest services” (Delano 122). But Melville
would prefer to tell a different story, and his characterization of Delano is only one of
several creative flourishes, most of which are to Cereno’s ship. The historical Benito
Cereno was captain of the Tryal, which Melville renames the “‘SAN DOMINICK,’ each
letter streakingly corroded with tricklings of copper-spike rust; while, like mourning
weeds, dark festoons of sea-grass slimily swept to and fro over the name, with every
hearse-like roll of the hull” (Melville, Benito 36). Delano’s memoir depicts the Spanish
ship as nondescript though poorly managed, whereas Melville paints the San Dominick as
ghost ship full of bodies and gold.150
Recent critics tend to agree on the general meaning behind Melville’s adaptation
of the Tryal to the San Dominick151 as an allusion to the Haitian Revolution amidst
increasingly frequent slave rebellions in the United States. Babo in particular has been
interpreted as the Haitian insurrectionist Toussaint Louverture,152 though early critics
especially imagine Babo simply as one of “the Negroes” (Matthiessen 508).153 Others
have read Benito Cereno as a direct allegory for slave revolt in the American South,154
150

“Upon a still nigher approach, this appearance was modified, and the true character of the vessel was
plain – a Spanish merchantman of the first class; carrying negro slaves, amongst other valuable freight,
from one colonial port to another.” (Melville, Benito 37)
151 “The threat of black rebellion is historically latent in all contemporary allusions to San Domingo—and
always barely repressed, by extension, in the slaveholding South’s psyche.” (Sundquist 141)
152 Beecher, Jonathan. “Echoes of Toussaint Louverture and the Haitian Revolution in Melville’s ‘Benito
Cereno.’”
153 Matthiessen didn’t think Melville was referencing slavery at all. Like Barlow does for Columbus, he
provides a historical explanation for the slaves’ cruelty: “Although the Negroes were savagely vindictive
and drove a terror of blackness into Cereno’s heart, the fact remains that they were slaves and that evil had
originally been done to them” (508).
154 See “Class Struggles in America” in Rogin’s Subversive Geneaology, 187-220.

79

despite the novella’s preceding the Civil War by half a decade. Whether the San
Dominick represents the ship of (the United) State(s), Haiti, or the global slave trade,
Aranda’s skeleton’s position as the ship’s figurehead and its similarly cryptic caption
“‘Seguid vuestro jefe,’ (follow your leader)” is a clear indication that it’s sailing in the
wrong direction (Melville, Benito 38). I argue that the San Dominick has another source
in Life and Voyages as La Navidad, both as a vehicle for Spain’s imperial project and the
fortress destroyed in the time between Columbus’ first and second voyages.
As a name, “San Dominick” could refer to a few histories. Initially, Santo
Domingo referred to Hispaniola and, more specifically, its Spanish colony established in
1511 as the Royal Audiencia of Santo Domingo. Saint-Domingue, later known as Haiti,
refers to the French colony established on the western portion of Hispaniola in 1659. By
changing the year of Delano’s Narrative from 1805 to 1799, Melville relocates the San
Dominick in the middle of the Haitian Revolution on Saint-Domingue, which began in
1791 and ended with Haiti’s independence in 1804. While many critics have made this
historical connection,155 I argue that by cutting half of “santo” – keeping only the western
portion – into “san,” which when spoken sounds like the French word “saint,” Melville
relocates the story again to 1697, when Spain formally ceded Saint-Domingue to France
in the Treaty of Ryswick. In this way, he references both Santo Domingo and SaintDomingue. By rejecting Domingo and Domingue for Dominick, then, Melville anglicizes
the colony and makes it American, which he reinforces through Columbus and relocates
again back to 1493.156
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Sundquist provides a near-bulletproof argument in To Wake the Nations, pp. 140-143.
Irving dates the end of Columbus’ first voyage and the beginning of his second to 1493, generally at the
start of each chapter.
156
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While I agree that Melville is referencing the Haitian Revolution – the
preponderance of allusions is convincing enough – the ship’s symbolic leader is
Christopher Columbus, not Toussaint Louverture. Few critics have analyzed Melville’s
use of Columbus, one of only two historical figures named in Benito Cereno,157 and
“from who first contact with the New World in Hispaniola—that is, San Domingo, or
Haiti—flowed both untold prosperity and human slavery on an extraordinary scale”
(Sundquist 135-136). Columbus is one of two aesthetic additions to the Tryal; Melville
affixes the crest of Castile and León to the San Dominick’s stern,158 and he invents a
nightmare of a figurehead as a statue of Columbus, which the slaves later replace with the
corpse of Cereno’s partner, Captain Alexandro Aranda. Simultaneously Columbus’
birthplace and deathbed, the San Dominick is already a battleground even before Delano
waltzes onto it. But similar to how Columbus finds strange clues that hint at La
Navidad’s ruin, Delano perceives the body of the ship as violent even from the deck of
the Bachelor’s Delight. The San Dominick announces itself as a site of history and
mythology, and the “the principal relic of faded grandeur was the ample oval of the
shield-like stern-piece, intricately carved with the arms of Castile and Leon, medallioned
about by groups of mythological or symbolical devices; uppermost and central of which
was a dark satyr in a mask, holding his foot on the prostrate neck of a writhing figure,
likewise masked” (Melville, Benito 38). Here, the Spanish coat of arms is flanked by
imperial chaos, though the identities of both figures, like that of the figurehead, are
concealed. Even unmasked, the satyr’s identity is ambiguous. The ship plainly announces
itself as somewhere between America and Spain, but it doesn’t specify if either is its
origin or its destination. Its navigator is also mysterious, and the figurehead above
157
158

The second is Guy Fawkes; see page 68.
Arguably also a reference to Columbus, who died in its capital.
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remains cloaked by “canvas wrapped around that part, either to protect it while
undergoing a re-furbishing, or else decently to hide its decay”159 (38). Trapped between
reconstruction and decomposition, the figurehead’s invisibility obscures the ship’s
trajectory.
My argument builds on that of Eric Sundquist, who summarizes the historical
Columbus’ cruelty in Hispaniola to segue into Melville’s critique of slavery. But
Columbus is not revealed at the novella’s dramatic ending – he’s been replaced with
“death for the figure-head, in a human skeleton; chalky comment on the chalked words
below, ‘Follow your leader’” (Melville, Benito 88). Aranda replaces Columbus on the
San Dominick, much like Arana did at La Navidad. But as in Barlow’s Columbiad,
Columbus himself is absent from Benito Cereno, including as “the ship’s proper figurehead, the image of Christopher Colon, the discoverer of the New World,” which the
reader doesn’t see until the deposition (97). Delano doesn’t see it at all, but the
figurehead’s absence is as meaningful. As Geoffrey Sanborn asks, “If ‘Benito Cereno’ is,
like Pierre and The Confidence-Man, a story about the sources and consequences of
uncertainty, then why does Melville make it pivot around the discovery of Aranda’s
skeleton? What could be more certain, as a sign of savagery, than that murdered, fleshless
man, revealed with such a flourish at the climax of the story?” (174). Sanborn’s answer is
that the skeleton isn’t a sign at all, but a symbol of savagery; in other words, it’s
evidence, not proof.160 I counter that Benito Cereno pivots instead around the absence of
159

Life and Voyages offers another reason for the canvas: “[Columbus] made further inquiries concerning
the region of Mangon, and understood the Indians to say that it was inhabited by people who had tails like
animals, and wore garments to conceal them. He recollected that Sir John Mandeville, in his account of the
remote parts of the East, had recorded a story of the same kind as current among certain naked tribes of
Asia, and told by them in ridicule of the garments of their civilized neighbors, which they could only
conceive useful as concealing some bodily defect” (282).
160 Sundquist suggests that “the display of Aranda’s skeleton” signifies Columbus himself, whose “sacred
bones” were “rumored still in 1830 to have been lodged in the cathedral of Santo Domingo before being
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Columbus, the nation’s symbolic figurehead, at the helm of the Spanish ship. That
symbol is present in Delano, whom the reader finds haphazardly directing the American
ship.
The image of the rotting ship reimagines Columbus’ return to Hispaniola on his
second voyage. Before making his way back to La Navidad, Columbus finds “the sternpost of a vessel” in what he decides is a Carib home, now on Guadeloupe (Irving,
Columbus 214). Thoroughly perplexed as to how the stern-post had “reached these
shores, which appeared never to have been visited by the ships of civilized man,”
Columbus concludes it to be “a fragment of some European ship which had drifted across
the Atlantic” (214). Immediately after, Irving describes the first instance of what
Columbus believes to be “proof of the cannibal propensities of the natives” (215). The
scene repeats itself once Columbus makes it to La Navidad and finds it in ruins. While
searching for clues, again wandering into Native homes, he finds “European articles,
which evidently had not been procured by barter,” including “an anchor of the caravel
which had been wrecked” (226). Like the bones do in Carib homes, the dismembered
ship piece functions as “scattered documents of a disastrous story,” or proof (226).
Columbus heads back to the “ruins of the fortress,” and instead of finding buried treasure,
he unearths bodies, “which were known by their clothing to be Europeans” (226).
Melville repeats the pattern in Benito Cereno, where the decayed ship indicates the
cannibalized bodies on it. But the bodies Delano runs into are most certainly alive.
The situation Delano finds on the San Dominick recalls the leadership failures
made by Columbus on his first voyage in searching for the imaginary island of Bohio or
Babeque and appointing Diego de Arana as his proxy. The names are not perfectly
transferred to Havana upon the Treaty of Basle in 1795” (138). As I go on to argue, I agree and disagree;
the bones represent Columbus but indicate his absence.
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aligned, but I suspect that Melville was reminded of Life and Voyages upon reading
Delano’s Narrative due to their similarities, which he also emphasizes by disembodying
Columbus. Like the historical Delano on the Tryal, Columbus was physically absent from
the violence that took place at La Navidad. Both cannibalism and the figurehead are
absent from Delano’s Narrative, but Aranda owned the Tryal. Aranda’s name is
remarkably similar to Diego de Arana, whom Columbus left in charge of La Navidad,
and the Caribs’ midnight attack kills Arana, not Columbus. The court documents
included by Delano describe how “two negroes went down to the birth of Don
Alexandro, and stabbed him in his bed; that yet half alive and agonizing, they dragged
him on deck and threw him overboard” (Delano 126-127). This account is remarkably
similar to Irving’s description of the Caribs’ attack on La Navidad: “In the dead of the
night, when all were wrapped in sleep, Caonabo and his warriors burst upon the place
with frightful yells, got possession of the fortress before the inmates could put themselves
upon their defence, and surrounded and set fire to the houses in which the rest of the
white men were sleeping.” (Irving, Columbus 228-229). The Carib leader Caonabo finds
his San Dominick counterpart in Babo. Literary critics have debated throughout the past
century161 over why Melville focuses on Babo, who’s only one of several important
figures named in Delano’s Narrative, as the leader of the slave revolt.162 I believe that
161

For precisely 90 years. See following footnote.
Harold H. Scudder, the first critic to publish scholarship linking Benito Cereno to Delano’s Narrative,
highlighted several discrepancies between the texts: “It will also be noted that Babo and not Muri is made
the confidential servant, Melville feeling, perhaps, a sinister suggestiveness in the former name which the
latter lacked” (531). Babo’s name doesn’t seem particularly sinister, but there has since been an endless
pool of hypotheses for Melville’s choice – so many, in fact, that Robert Cochran wrote “Babo’s Name in
‘Benito Cereno’: An Unnecessary Controversy?” in 1976 to address them as a whole. According to
Cochran, the Babo “Controversy” began with Scudder’s article in 1928, which left the question openended: Stanley Williams proposed “baboon” in 1947; Joseph Schiffman insisted the name had no symbolic
meaning 1950; Allen Guttmann countered that it did in 1961; David Galloway suggested Bab-ed-Din in
1967; Kingsley Widmer offered “babu,” the Hindu word for “native” in 1968; and Peter Hays finally
landed on Bembo, Melville’s own character from his 1847 novel Omoo, in 1970. Cochran somewhat
defeats the purpose of his three-page essay by ending it with his own analysis: “Schiffman, although he
162
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upon seeing Babo’s name in the text, Melville read it as a portmanteau of “Bohio” and
“Babeque,” which Columbus assumed were the Natives’ names for Hispaniola.163
Melville describes Babo in the same way that Columbus imagines Bohio or
Babeque: as an island of silent, doglike cannibals that slit men’s throats to drink their
blood before eating their flesh. Though Columbus never sees a cannibal, or at least not a
verifiable one, the Natives describe them as “nations at a distance who had but one eye;
others who had the heads of dogs, and who were cannibals—cutting the throats of their
prisoners and sucking their blood” while “repeatedly mention[ing] the word Bohio”
(Irving Columbus 128). When Delano first sees the San Dominick, Melville describes the
ship “not unlike Lima’s intriguante’s one sinister eye peering across the Plaza from the
Indian loop-hole of her dusk saya-y-manta” (Melville, Benito 36). After prancing on
deck, Delano notices that “[by Cereno’s] side stood a black of small stature, in whose
rude face, as occasionally, like a shepherd’s dog, he mutely turned it up into the
Spaniard’s, sorrow and affection were equally blended” (40). Apparently in possession of
fails to make his point with the force the evidence allows, is absolutely correct. Melville did get the name
from Delano. Moreover, it was not necessary for him to select it from ‘a long list of names,’ as Guttman,
deriding Schiffman, suggests. In fact, he had to do nothing. Babo, it turns out, is the first person identified,
in Delano’s account, as the leader of the revolt” (218).
Cochran’s article was unsuccessful, and critics have since debated between Babo’s critical
bookends, Bembo and baboon. In his 1989 book Conspiracy and Romance, Robert S. Levine pairs Babo
with Bembo as “the depiction of alarmingly vengeful blacks speaks in a nonpatronizing and disarmingly
honest fashion to a white author’s unwillingness to domesticate black rage; it speaks honestly to a white
author’s social and racial anxieties” (215). Ezra F. Tawil seems to argue for “baboon” in a 2006 article.
Building on Sarah Robbins’ 1997 work on gendering slave narratives, Tawil reconsiders Benito Cereno’s
publication history: “it is worth pointing out that in the same issue of Putnam’s Monthly in which the third
installment of ‘Benito Cereno’ was originally published, an article ironically titled ‘About [racial epithet]s’
satirized the disavowal of black humanity, and concluded with the lines: ‘The [racial epithet] is no joke,
and no baboon; he is simply a black-man, and I say: Give him fair play and let us see what he will to’”
(Tawil 40-41). As I explain in the following footnote, I reject all previous claims about Babo’s name.
163 My suggestion of Bohio and Babeque is a more critically-sound explanation for a few reasons. Bembo
is a Maori harpooner, and I find his late-career counterpart in Moby-Dick between Queequeg and Fedallah.
“Baboon” has no evidence whatsoever other than racism, and the article referenced by Tawil didn’t run
until after Melville finished writing Benito Cereno. Bal-ed-Din and “babu” don’t have any evidence, either;
Widmer and Galloway, who refers to his own idea as “speculation,” were offering less racist alternatives to
“baboon,” though both suggestions reek of orientalism (Galloway 244, note 17; Widmer 227).
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both his eyes, Babo’s face at first resembles “the heads of dogs.” and later his body is
reduced to only “head, that hive of subtlety, fixed on a pole in the Plaza, met, unabashed,
the gaze of the whites” (107). In death, Babo loses an eye to resemble how Melville
describes the San Dominick. Babo, then, becomes the ship’s new leader in lieu of
Columbus or Aranda, and he rules like Caonabo: through fear.
As in Life and Voyages, Benito Cereno includes no scenes of anthropophagy to
definitively prove cannibalism; however, Babo comes close in the famous shaving scene.
Melville describes Babo not entirely as “cutting the throats of [his] prisoners and sucking
their blood,” but as tricking Cereno into allowing Babo to publicly take a razor to his
throat:
Here an involuntary expression came over the Spaniard, similar to that just before
on the deck, and whether it was the start he gave, or a sudden gawky roll of the
hull in the calm, or a momentary unsteadiness of the servant’s hand; however it
was, just then the razor drew blood, spots of which stained the creamy lather
under the throat; immediately the black barber drew back his steel, and remaining
in his professional attitude, back to Captain Delano, and face to Don Benito, held
up the trickling razor, saying, with a sort of half humorous sorrow, “See, master,
— you shook so — here’s Babo’s first blood.” (75)
Melville complicates the power dynamic between Babo and Cereno, which has often
been cited for Babo’s usurpation of the razor, seemingly a tool of labor, as a tool of
violence.164 Like Aranda’s skeleton, Cereno’s “cannibalistically prepared” body is a
warning for Delano – who, despite his senselessness, recognizes the blood as “the
barber’s,” not Cereno’s (75). But Delano, of course, misses the point and interprets
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Cereno’s blood as proof of his own safety rather than a threat to it: “this unstrung, sick
man, is it credible that I should have imagined he meant to spill all my blood, who can’t
endure the sight of one little drop of his own?” (75). Irving depicts a similar charade in
Life and Voyages, but the Natives aren’t in on the act.
Cannibalism and slavery are rhetorically interchangeable for Irving’s Columbus,
who offers protection from the cannibal Caribs in exchange for slave labor to construct
La Navidad. Under threat of Carib violence, the Natives “eagerly lent their assistance in
building the fortress, little dreaming that they were assisting to place on their necks the
galling yoke of perpetual and toil-some slavery” (Irving, Columbus 154). Cereno doesn’t
“eagerly” offer his neck to Babo, but he certainly didn’t anticipate that his mastery would
result in a choice between enslavement and cannibalization. Another key difference
between the two scenes is the object of deceit. Although Columbus tricks the Natives into
slavery, Delano doesn’t trick the slaves into cannibalism.165 Rather, Babo tricks Delano,
who has no idea that he’s watching a cannibal prepare his meal, using the evidence of
Cereno’s vulnerable yet breathing body. The shaving scene is also absent from Delano’s
Narrative, but it resembles Delano’s description of Spanish rage after Cereno and his
crew take back the Tryal:
I had to exercise as much authority over the Spanish captain and his crew, as I had
to use over my own men on any other occasion, to prevent them from cutting to
pieces and killing these poor unfortunate beings. I observed one of the Spanish
sailors had found a razor in the pocket of an old jacket of his, which one of the
slaves had on; he opened it, and made a cut upon the negro’s head. He seemed to
aim at his throat, and it bled shockingly. (Delano 120)
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Here, the sailor masquerades as a slave costumed as Spanish, and Delano imagines
himself as the strict father of both. Melville’s decision to incorporate the razor into
Cereno’s impersonation of himself suggests that Babo’s violence, like the Spanish
imaged their own to be, is restorative justice. Neither Columbus nor Irving understands
Caonabo’s attack as such vengeance, but Columbus justifies his enslavement of the
Natives in response to it. Melville corrects Columbus’ response to Carib violence through
Delano, who only understands the masquerade from the deck of the Bachelor’s Delight.
Although “Melville adds a strong hint that Aranda’s skeleton has been
cannibalistically prepared,” the figurehead does not correspond to any instances of
cannibalism in Melville’s earlier works (S. Kaplan 22). In Typee, the explanations for
cannibalism are like those described by Columbus. The Typees have a reputation similar
to the Caribs’ of eating their enemies and prisoners, and like Columbus, protagonist
Tommo concludes cannibalism upon seeing bones. But Melville based Typee on the time
he spent living in the Polynesian islands among suspected cannibals, an experience he
obviously survived uneaten. In Moby-Dick and as I discuss in Chapter Two, Ishmael
spends much of the novel alongside the cannibal Queequeg, though “cannibal” seems to
signify savagery rather than anthropophagy,166 and the two do not broach the subject of
man-eating at all. Moby-Dick is even less cannibalistic than Melville’s source text;167 he
based the novel on the failed expedition of the Essex, the crew of which succumbed to
desperate cannibalism after being taken down by Mocha Dick, a giant white whale, at
sea. But cannibalism is quite absent in Delano’s Narrative. Nonetheless, Benito Cereno
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167 As Hershel Parker notes in his 1996 biography of Melville, Moby-Dick is partially based on first mate
Owen Chase’s 1821 account Narrative of the Most Extraordinary and Distressing Shipwreck of the WhaleShip Essex (196-199). In 2005, Andrew Delbanco added another potential source text to the mix: Jeremiah
N. Reynold’s account “Mocha Dick: Or The White Whale of the Pacific: A Leaf from a Manuscript
Journal,” which ran in an 1839 edition of The Knickerbocker (167-168).
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includes the same evidence for cannibalism as Typee by displaying bones stripped clean.
Unlike the Typees, however, the slaves aboard the ship have no reputation for
cannibalism. Nor do they seem to participate in cannibalism as a mourning ritual or any
other cultural practice, for Aranda’s cannibalization is only suggested and is, regardless, a
clearly unusual and terrifying incident.168 Instead, they’re identifiable by their
enslavement, an institution so naturalized that not even the most obvious evidence to the
contrary can convince Delano of anything else.
Delano’s return to his “household boat” revises Columbus’ second voyage to
Hispaniola, where Irving depicts the consequences of the first voyage as overwhelmingly
apparent, by curtailing Spanish violence (Melville, Benito 85). After Cereno breaks
character and reveals his own captivity to Delano, Babo unveils the similarly deracialized
body of Aranda, which would be unrecognizable if not for Cereno’s wails, “Tis he,
Aranda! my murdered, unburied friend!” (88). Instead of restoring the San Dominick’s
prerevolutionary power to Cereno, Delano guides the ship to Lima alongside his own and
turns to Cereno’s perspective in the deposition. According to Cereno, “the negro Babo
took by succession each Spaniard forward, and ask him whose skeleton that was, and
whether, from its whiteness, he should not think it a white’s” (97). Indeed, the skeleton
was white – the same evidence that leads Columbus to conclude Carib violence.
For Columbus, deracialized bones indicate cannibalism, but white corpses do not;
more vaguely, they prove Carib violence. When Columbus does find “the bodies of a
man and boy” on his way back to La Navidad, neither he nor Irving concludes or even
implies that they’ve been cannibalized (Irving, Columbus 223). The cause of death is
apparent; the man was choked with “a cord of Spanish grass around his neck” and the
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child crucified, “his arms extended and tied by the wrists to a stake in the form of a
cross” (223). Their deaths, then, seem specifically Christian, but Irving emphasizes the
racial ambiguity of the bodies, which “were in such a state of decay that it was
impossible to ascertain whether they were Indians or Europeans” (223). Columbus’ fears
are not of violence per se but that the Spanish lost whatever battle took place. Crucified
Native bodies, on the other hand, are negligible. The next day Columbus confirms his
“[s]inister doubts” upon finding two more bodies nearby, “one of which, having a beard,
was evidently the corpse of a white man” (223). For Columbus, the white body also
indicates the aggressor as Native. The corpses “had the ferocity of some of the
inhabitants of these islands” and were likely victims of the Caribs (223). The cause of
death for these men, then, would appear to be cannibalism, but Irving avoids the
implication that the Spanish had been eaten by neglecting to identify the aggressor at all.
By pairing the threat of slave revolt with accusations of cannibalism in Columbus’
absence, Melville demonstrates the consequences of modeling a nation on his mythology.
Columbus’ claims come true after all, and on the San Dominick, they function in reverse:
slavery justifies cannibalism.
Sanborn argues that replacing Columbus with the cannibalized captain is a direct
appeal to Melville’s contemporary audience not to make the same mistakes as Columbus
in Hispaniola:
By juxtaposing the skeleton of the slaveholder with the figurehead of Columbus
on a ship named the San Dominick, [Melville] offers the legions of readers who
were familiar with the history of Columbus’s voyages an indirect but emphatic
warning: If you conclude on the basis of bones that a group of people are
cannibals, you will be repeating Columbus’s monumentally self-interested
mistake. (184)
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Sanborn’s reading highlights Columbus’s accusations of cannibalism as functioning “to
justify [the Spanish’s] own enormous and unexampled cruelties” (179).169 I argue that for
Melville, the figurehead issues a response to the cult of Columbus that Irving’s biography
emboldened, and their mistake is the insistence on following Columbus as a national
leader – not blindly, but well-aware of his self-delusion. By reimagining the fall of La
Navidad on the San Dominick, Melville warns his readers to reexamine the United States’
national origin as historical, not mythological, if they hope to survive as a nation.
At Benito Cereno’s conclusion, Delano manages to return home to pen his
memoirs, and the United States moves forward, unscathed and uneaten. Coincidentally,
Babo, Cereno, and Aranda share their final resting place with Manco Cápac, who had so
fascinated Barlow. Though Melville tweaked the ending of Delano’s account – Babo was
killed on the ship, and Cereno’s fate is unspecified – Lima was a detail he chose to keep.
Delano is the only character to leave Lima alive, and by sparing him, Melville resists the
impulse to imagine the future. As Columbus proved to Irving, Delano is surprisingly
ahistorical and somehow immune to the violence he witnessed at sea. He encourages the
shell-shocked Cereno to mimic the landscape: “the past is passed; why moralize upon it?
Forget it. See, yon bright sun has forgotten it all, and the blue sea, and the blue sky; these
have turned over new leaves” (Melville, Benito 106). Delano’s buffoonery seems to have
come to an end, along with many Americans’ obsession with Columbus. As Americans
made their way to the Pacific Ocean, new gods like Benjamin Franklin and George
Washington took his place, and Larner points to “that moment in 1853 when the settlers
of the northern part of the territory of Oregon asked Congress that their lands should be
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unreliable indicator of anything through Babo, “that hive of subtlety.”
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known as ‘the territory of Columbia.’ To which, came back the reply: ‘Why not, rather,
Washington?’ Unanswerable” (56). The ethnic ambiguity that had initially made
Columbus popular among early nineteenth-century Americans – it had certainly made
room for bigotry against the Spanish – dampened his appeal in the mid-nineteenth
century. Scandinavian Americans argued that the Norse preceded Columbus’ voyages by
several centuries, and when white minorities – chiefly, Roman Catholics and Italian
immigrants – began using Columbus to assert their own national belonging, his
popularity declined.
As I demonstrate in this chapter, Columbus functions in the American popular
imagination as the United States’ national navigator by erasing the historical figure from
scenes of colonial violence to justify, among other things, his false accusations of
cannibalism that upheld colonialism and ultimately led to the United States. As seen in
even early imaginings of Columbus’ voyages in Barlow’s Columbiad, his ascension from
historical to mythological depends on erasing his physical body from the space of the
nation. This absence serves two purposes in the American imagination: first, to articulate
the United States’ nebulous identity as historical and white Americans’ presence on the
land as natural; and second, to rationalize and then erase colonial violence by
understanding national mythologies as history itself. While Columbus’ false accusations
of cannibalism foreground the circumstances that enabled the United States to emerge as
a nation, the accusations also structure the nation itself. Melville reimagines national
mythology as implicated in these violent histories to warn against erasing historical
violence to structure national identity. As I argue in the following chapter, cannibalism
persists as a cultural and historical framework for national identity, which emerges in the
factory alongside industrial capitalism in the nineteenth century as a violent and
sometimes fatal work ethic.
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Chapter 2: Dismembering and (Dis)Embodying Labor
In his 1979 study The Man-Eating Myth, anthropologist W. Arens summarizes
Columbus’ interactions between “two distinct culture groups,” the Caribs and the
neighboring Arawaks, and concludes that “[t]he word for man-eater is now cannibal and
not ‘arawakibal,’ because Columbus first encountered the latter, who were eager to fill
him in on the gossip about their enemies to the south” (45). Though the practice of
anthropophagy certainly precedes the figure of the cannibal,170 historians tend to agree
with Arens and credit Columbus’ particular blend of gullibility and racism with the
formation of cannibalism as a discourse.171 Likewise, cannibalism certainly underlies the
colonization of America, and the false claims thereof to justify reorganizing and
removing bodies from view extended well into the nineteenth century. In this chapter, I
trace the strange and absent bodies that accompany accusations of cannibalism through
scenes of industrial labor, wherein writers similarly disembody and dismember laboring
bodies. At the same time, writers imagine workers as cannibals, and sometimes as even
eating themselves. More broadly, laboring bodies appear as mechanical, supernatural, and
sometimes both – but rarely do they seem human.
Though implicated less directly, white Americans were not immune to the effects
of cannibalism as a founding national rhetoric. This chapter uses cannibalism as a
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Arens focuses on proving – or, rather, disproving – cannibalism as a cultural practice of anthropophagy,
which he insists, as his book tittle implies, is entirely imaginary. Historians have since proven cannibalism,
thus invalidating Arens’ hypothesis (see Peggy Reeves Sanday’s Divine Hunger). But Arens’ distinction
between cannibalism and anthropophagy is well-taken and perhaps best exemplified in Gananath
Obeyesekere’s Cannibal Talk (2005), which I find to be a particularly useful revision of Arens.
Obeyesekere notes that “[t]he discourse that Arens highlights is familiar to us now as ‘Orientalism,’” which
he calls “savagism” (1). Though Obeyesekere mostly agrees that cannibalism is rhetorical as “cannibal
talk,” he also argues that the history of cannibalism requires the deadly act to remain silent.
171 For a thorough overview of this history, see Frank Lestringant’s Cannibals (1997), which traces the
figure of the cannibal from Columbus to the nineteenth century.
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framework for detailing how, in imagining their bodies to work as and alongside
machinery, Americans understand labor as an embodied haunting. Between efforts to
self-produce national identity in the marketplace and a rapidly-industrializing workplace,
labor emerged as a dominating way to differentiate between bodies and visualize class
stratification among white Americans. Class does not necessarily correspond to the body
in the way that race or gender does, but increasingly violent workplace conditions often
left their marks on the body in other ways, like illness, hunger, and injury.
Critics have for centuries used cannibalism as a metaphor to analyze particularly
unappetizing aspects of culture, perhaps most notably in Michel de Montaigne’s essay
“Of Cannibals.”172 In or around 1580, Montaigne wrote that “each man calls barbarism
whatever is not his own practice,” arguing that cannibalism is no more “savage” than
state violence in Europe (154). In fact, it’s less so, and Montaigne argues that Europeans
“surpass [cannibals] in every kind of barbarity” (156). Herman Melville, who owned a
copy of Montaigne’s essay,173 drew similar parallels between cannibals and missionaries
in his first novel Typee.174 But cannibalism in American history isn’t only a metaphor;
it’s a lie in service of a greater project that ultimately erases bodies until there’s nothing
left to allegorize. As I trace in Chapter One, American writers imagined Native
Americans as cannibals as a way of historicizing national mythology. To mythologize
that same history, they often erased white American bodies from scenes of violence. This
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More recently in a 2017 article, New Yorker writer Jia Tolentino compares our current culture of
productivity to cannibalism. Using the example of ride-sharing and freelancing apps like Lyft and Fiverr,
Tolentino critiques a postmodern and what I would consider a posthuman work ethic that encourages
millennials to forgo food and sleep in pursuit of the hustle, their paper, or similarly appropriative slang that
glosses over the violence of capitalism, like starvation and exhaustion. Tolentino characterizes this rhetoric
as “jargon through which the essentially cannibalistic nature of the gig economy is dressed up as an
aesthetic.” Though I began forming my argument several years before Tolentino’s article, my analyses also
root themselves in this neoliberal nightmare and its corresponding “innovations.”
173 According to Leon Howard’s 1951 biography of Melville (115).
174 See Gorman Beauchamp’s article “Montaigne, Melville, and the Cannibals” for a longer discussion on
how each writer deploys the figure of the cannibal.
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chapter focuses on how those disembodied white Americans write their own laboring
bodies as interchangeably and sometimes simultaneously supernatural and mechanical. In
so doing, both industrial capitalism and the literature that emerges alongside it depict
workers as witches, monsters, and cannibals. But working-class Americans weren’t truly
believed to be cannibals, at least not in the same way Columbus portrayed Caribs to be.
Not quite eaters, workers are food – or, perhaps more aptly, groceries. In this chapter, I
analyze through two canonical novels, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven
Gables and Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, both published in 1851, how mid-nineteenthcentury American writers portray laboring bodies as not always eaten but necessarily
consumed at the site of production and though the exchange of money to argue the nation
as cannibalizing itself through industrial capitalism.
In offering cannibalism as a way to conceive of American industrial capitalism,
this chapter presents a new way of looking at the violence of cannibalism as it was
understood by working Americans and how it was felt within their bodies. To be clear, I
am less interested in American capitalism as “the economy,” and more focused on how
Americans considered their labor and their bodies in relation to an increasingly industrial
national identity. Additionally, my focus on how Americans imagine the real threat of
workplace violence as absences within their own bodies answers a question Columbus
overlooked: who is being eaten? As I continue to emphasize in Chapter Three, concerns
with labor and money tend to meet each other through food, and this chapter
demonstrates how Americans understood labor as an absence within their bodies always
related and often in response to hunger.
Cannibalism is a particularly useful metaphor because its accusations are often
rhetorical, and their evidence is almost always imaginary – as they must be, for what
reliable evidence can cannibalism feasibly leave behind? Cannibalism necessarily
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destroys its evidence by eating the victim.175 The implausibility of an archive of
cannibalism has plagued anthropologists for decades, and Arens notes “perhaps not
coincidentally, anthropology and the notion of anthropophagy made their literary
appearance at the same time in the cradle of western civilization” (10). As Arens argues
that imperialism and colonialism in the Americas structure our understanding of
cannibalism, I make the opposite point: cannibalism dictates domestic power structures in
the United States. Jeff Berglund argues in Cannibal Fictions (2006) that accusations of
cannibalism are often indicative of “attitudes about race and about the practices of
empire-building,” as well as both representations and critiques of “imperialist policies
and the ideologies of race, gender, sexuality, and class that support them” (3). For
Columbus, they function to enslave, and both slavery and cannibalism are, in a way, a
theft of bodies. The cannibalized victim’s body is not his or her own; it belongs to the
cannibal, whose body ultimately encompasses both.
While the threat of cannibalism upholds slavery and genocide of racialized
bodies, it also upholds industrial capitalism by undoing the boundaries between laboring
bodies. In the mid-nineteenth century, the nation itself cannibalizes the working class,
whether through dismembering laborers in the factory or purchasing their labor in the
marketplace. The distinction between this industrial ideology of cannibalism and
Columbus’ false accusations is that here, the mythology encourages Americans to
cannibalize themselves and each other. On an individual level, cannibalism both
physically and epistemologically “threatens to make the unfamiliar familiar. It erases
difference through the collapse of boundaries,” which in turn forces the potential meal to
cling to his or her sense of self ever more fiercely (9). In response to the threat of
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cannibalism, an accusation asserts one’s own boundaries while denouncing the cannibal’s
lack thereof. Wealthy Americans make similarly moralistic accusations against the poor,
as I argue in this chapter through The House of the Seven Gables. I trace the
dehumanization of the working class through Hawthorne’s depictions of laboring bodies
as cannibalistic and mechanical in a way that, even for the aristocratic Pyncheons,
reduces their bodies to the labor they perform.
I begin this chapter by analyzing how Hawthorne depicts labor as haunting
wealthy Americans alongside the workers they consider to be, if not inhuman, then
certainly monstrous as cannibals and witches. This chapter offers a response to readers
and critics who have traditionally been disappointed in Hawthorne’s happy ending.176 As
I argue, the Pyncheon inheritance is a reward for a life of labor, or hard work, like a
paycheck; in the context of my first chapter, Hepzibah and Clifford’s strange bodies
demonstrate them as working-class. As he is wont to do, Hawthorne rewrites the history
of the Salem Witch Trials to imagine poverty as a working-class witch’s curse.
Hawthorne writes labor as industrial cannibalism – and the working class its mechanical
monsters – when he imagines Hepzibah alongside the food she sells to customers, who in
The House of the Seven Gables are always monstrous and sometimes cannibals. Though
Clifford is near-universally terrifying to the locals who frequent Hepzibah’s shop, she
fears for her own life when she goes to work. At the same time, she wants to become
disembodied herself. I read Hepzibah’s fear of work alongside her and Clifford’s
monstrous bodies to argue that Hawthorne presents the supernatural – first witchcraft and
then ghostliness – as a way of escaping industrial capitalism.
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This tendency pops up in several discussions of the novel. Walter Benn Michaels’ article “Romance and
Real Estate” provides a good overview of the contention, which argues the happy ending as a generic
convention, but the issue is more than just the tone. As Gretchen Murphy argues, the novel produces and
reproduces hegemony in myriad ways (see Hemispheric Imaginings, pp. 83-96).
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In the second half of this chapter, I show how Melville more broadly reveals
capitalism as subsuming laboring bodies and consuming its weakest appendages to
sustain itself. My study links the long line of Marxist critiques of Moby-Dick that have
tried and failed to conceptualize capitalism on the Pequod, which does not resemble the
national workforce as a whole, with more recent studies that focus on maritime labor, like
Margaret Cohen’s The Novel and the Sea (2010). The laborer is fully aware of his fate
and, while also a consumer, cannibalizes his or her own body. Melville often imagines
the occupational hazards of manual labor as violence on his characters’ bodies; most
famously, Moby Dick tears off and presumably eats Captain Ahab’s leg, but Ishmael
emphasizes the oil labor produces as imbued with human blood. Dismemberment,
coupled with the ever-present threat of cannibalism throughout Melville’s novels, asserts
labor as the commodity itself: specifically, through whale oil and food, which also
happens to be Hepzibah’s primary product. I focus on the commodification of the body
through the try-works, where the laboring body, which Melville imagines as a future
corpse, is eaten alongside the goods it produces. To argue cannibalism’s corresponding
dismemberment, I read how laborers dismember themselves as part of an industrial body.
While its machinery threatens dismemberment, the factory promises national belonging.
Of course, shop-keeping and whaling are two wildly different occupations, but
they bear some similarities. Characters are driven to their respective occupations as a
result of their poverty, but neither is necessarily wage labor; Hepzibah makes her money
by the sale, not the hour, and Ishmael gets a cut of the Pequod’s profits. Nevertheless,
Hawthorne and Melville describe each workplace as similar to the factory – Melville with
more success, as the whaleship is a factory – and Hepzibah and Ishmael both imagine
themselves as the conduit between production and consumption. Additionally, they both
live at work. I focus on each text’s primary setting as representations of the laborers who
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live in and around them to demonstrate how Americans imagined industry as already
within their own bodies, even as labor threatens cannibalization, disembodiment, and
dismemberment. To reconcile Hepzibah’s relatively risk-free work with the Pyncheon’s
wealth, Hawthorne imagines the shop as a bewitched factory that cuts through Clifford’s
body. While Hepzibah thinks of her own body like a machine, she perceives her
customers as mill workers and furnaces. Melville makes the opposite move by comparing
the body of the Pequod to a human body cannibalizing its own products, whales, to
sustain its labor.
“HERE COMES MISS HEPZIBAH PYNCHEON!”: HAWTHORNE AND HIS BOSSES
In The House of the Seven Gables, Hawthorne fails to distinguish between labor
and poverty, and critics remain torn on whether Hepzibah’s labor qualifies her as
working-class. Shelley Streeby, for one, argues that “Hawthorne tries to refine and
domesticate the working-class bodies that he figures as a threat to women and, by
extension, to a feminized middle-class American self” (“Haunted” 450-451). Streeby
presents the monstrous Maules as her example of the dangerous laborer, but she
overlooks that fact that the primary workers present during the novel’s action are women.
Though Hepzibah and Phoebe avoid body-breaking labor, Holgrave’s profession as
daguerreotypist is never described as a job, and neither is his gardening.177 Hepzibah’s
participation in the workforce, though, does not rewrite her as a laborer in the same way
that the Maules are working-class. Nina Baym explains that Hepzibah’s aristocracy
makes her “a figure of mingled parody and pathos. An elderly spinster with aristocratic
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“Although only twenty-one, Holgrave had been (among other things) a schoolmaster, a salesman, and a
dentist,” which was a typically haphazard career path for nineteenth-century twenty-somethings:
“Hawthorne exaggerates, of course, but not much. Several recent historians have noted the high degree of
geographic mobility in the 1840s and ‘50s, mostly among young men who, for economic reasons,
frequently changed locations and jobs” (Michaels 372).
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pretensions, she is dragged, willy-nilly, into the modern age when she opens a cent-shop”
(“Heroine” 608). Hepzibah’s laboring body provides comic relief throughout the novel,
but Baym concludes that her work is a result of her conflict with Cousin Jaffrey, not a
condition of her poverty. David Anthony suggests that Hawthorne imagines social class
in general as “a racial issue” and the exchange of money “much like racial markings, with
the un-washable ‘stain’ of Ned Higgins’s working-class money separating Hepzibah from
the ‘white and delicate’ sphere of aristocratic racial purity” (“Class” 446). Anthony’s
argument hinges, though, on the lack of black bodies in the novel, not on Hepzibah’s own
labor.178 Most convincingly to me, Gillian Brown maintains that Hepzibah may be
working-class but only “from the aristocrat’s point of view” (82). As Brown argues, even
low-impact forms of labor were “horror stories” to nervous American aristocrats, a
demographic Streeby describes as “a kind of oxymoron, the genteel Pyncheons seem to
be a dying breed” (Brown, Domestic 82; Streeby, “Haunted” 461). That being said,
Cousin Jaffrey seems to be doing just fine, and Hepzibah could exercise her class
privileges through him and avoid work altogether.
For Hawthorne and for Salem, Hepzibah becomes working-class when she begins
working. Though her labor largely depends on Clifford’s not working, Hepzibah’s body
is vulnerable, and she only opens up shop when her poverty forces her to choose between
showing herself or starving Clifford.179 Hepzibah seems to understand herself as both
aristocratic and poor, so her class distinction for herself and within the community rests
on her body, not her heritage or her net worth, which are at odds.180 But Hepzibah doesn’t
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Roediger warns against this tendency as “meaningless” when “the ‘race problem’ is reduced to one of
class” (8). I’m also unwilling to consider race as a metaphor for class, which is never argued in reverse.
179 As Hepzibah repeats throughout the novel, she’d happily choose her own starvation and/or death if she
didn’t have to take care of Clifford.
180 They’re also both invisible and depend on the community’s knowledge of Hepzibah and the Pyncheons’
history. To be fair, the townspeople seem pretty well-informed.
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do much of anything other than open the shop and take her customers’ abuse. The shop,
then, is clearly of more symbolic importance for Hepzibah than is immediately apparent.
Because the work is unpleasant and poorly paid, as opposed to Cousin Jaffrey’s
job as a judge, shop-keeping allows Hawthorne to imagine Hepzibah as working-class
without having to destroy her body as a worker does in a factory. The shop has little to no
effect on Hepzibah’s body other than to thrust her into the world alongside her blue-collar
customers, and her wealth doesn’t seem to move in either direction. In the company of
her working-class customers, Hepzibah imagines her work as industrial labor, and the
space of the shop starts to resemble a factory once it opens for business. Despite the town
gossip about Hepzibah’s aristocratic pretensions, they recognize her laboring body as
working-class and, much to Hepzibah’s outrage, treat her as such.181 When she inherits
the family fortune, then, her former customers imagine her wealth as the result of hard
work and not of the class structures that continue to oppress them. To foreground my
analysis of the shop as industrializing Hepzibah’s body, I provide in the following section
a brief overview of how the novel uses the history of the Salem Witch Trials to imagine
capitalism as a curse of cannibalism that, when Hepzibah finally goes to work, becomes a
curse of working-class poverty.
The Witch and the Craftsman
Hawthorne imagines the origin of Hepzibah’s labor, and American industrial
capitalism broadly, as a working-class curse in the Salem Witch Trials. Though the
narrator doesn’t specify that the historic House of the Seven Gables is located in
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This shift presumably happens after Hepzibah opens shop. The locals have seen her body before,
evident by her legendary scowl, and their poor treatment of Hepzibah persists even in her absence in
“Alice’s Posies.”
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Salem,182 the accusations against Maule coincide quite well with the Salem Witch Trials.
Many183 critics184 have focused on Hawthorne’s personal connection to the Trials through
Judge Hathorn, his great-great-great-grandfather, who bears a strong resemblance to
Colonel Pyncheon. Because witchcraft does not figure too prominently in the story,
though – Colonel Pyncheon’s doctors are split between various diagnoses,185 critics tend
to deduce that Alice dies of heartache,186 and Clifford’s ghostliness is a side-effect of his
nerves187 – the similarities are often overlooked. The action, however, certainly mirrors
the Trials even after Maule’s death that, alongside so many other victims, is
unremarkable in “the frenzy of that hideous epoch” (Hawthorne, House 7). Witchcraft is
an infection that overcomes the witch’s body and contaminates the community, as it did
from Betty Parris and, more famously, Abigail Williams, whom Hawthorne later
imagines through Alice’s spontaneous laughing, dancing,188 and domestic labor.189
182

Hawthorne often visited the house while working at the Custom House in Salem to see his cousin
Susanna Ingersoll, whose father purchased it in 1782. Built in 1668, the Turner-Ingersoll Mansion is now a
tourist attraction. See www.7gables.org.
183 Walter Benn Michaels even links Maule’s curse to Judge Hathorne via Rebecca Nurse. See “Romance
and Real Estate,” pp. 367-368.
184 “It is no wonder that he gives Hepzibah a Puritan progenitor who was involved in the witchcraft trials
like his own ancestor John Hathorne, and who appears in his portrait much as William Hathorne is
described in ‘The Custom-House,’ clutching a Bible and a sword.” (Gilmore 176)
185 “Certain it is, however, that there was a great consultation and dispute of doctors over the dead body.
One,—John Swinnerton by name,—who appears to have been a man of eminence, upheld it, if we have
rightly understood his terms of art, to be a case of apoplexy. His professional brethren, each for himself,
adopted various hypotheses, more or less plausible, but all dressed out in a perplexing mystery of phrase,
which, if it do not show a bewilderment of mind in these erudite physicians, certainly causes it in the
unlearned peruser of their opinions. The coroner's jury sat upon the corpse, and, like sensible men, returned
an unassailable verdict of ‘Sudden Death!’” (Hawthorne, House 13-14)
186 This may be another allusion to the trials, as Nina Baym seems to imply: “Alice, as in all cases of
demonic ‘possession,’ is less victimized by an external agency than she is controlled by internal, but
invisible forces—invisible because denied. In this case it is her own sexual nature, whose responsiveness is
evident to Maule, that she refuses to recognize” (“Hawthorne’s” 588).
187 Even after Cousin Jaffrey’s death, Hepzibah attributes Clifford’s emotions to madness, not
enchantment.
188 Many critics read Alice’s enchantment as a kind of rape. I am not entertaining the idea of rape as a
metaphor, regardless of whether or not Hawthorne intended it to be so.
189 Brown reads Alice’s work as “mesmeric subjugation”: “The ultimate alien act she performs is a labor
for a laborer: she is summoned to wait upon Maule’s bride, a laborer’s daughter” (Domestic 82)
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Maule’s body functions as the first sign of a witch infestation in Salem. Thus, Colonel
Pyncheon is unsatisfied with merely evicting or imprisoning Maule and must destroy his
body entirely “to purge the land from witchcraft” (7).
The accusation of witchcraft, like cannibalism, is rhetorical, and for Hawthorne it
allows the accuser to condemn himself. The narrator fails to specify the details of the
accusations against Maule, but they don’t seem to be of any particular importance in
proving Maule as a witch. As Columbus’ accusations of cannibalism made the Caribs so,
Colonel Pyncheon speaks Maule’s witchcraft into existence, and only at his own
execution does Maule cast his first curse. Though Maule doesn’t necessarily confess, his
curse operates in an almost opposite way to the Salem Witch Trials, during which
accusations and confessions alike often functioned to absolve oneself of guilt.190 Maule
delivers a prophesy of forced cannibalism – Colonel Pyncheon’s destiny is to drink
blood, just as witches were rumored to do:191
At the moment of execution—with the halter about his neck, and while Colonel
Pyncheon sat on horseback, grimly gazing at the scene—Maule had addressed
him from the scaffold, and uttered a prophecy, of which history, as well as
fireside tradition, has preserved the very words.—“God,” said the dying man,
pointing his finger with a ghastly look at the undismayed countenance of his
enemy, “God will give him blood to drink!” (7)
Maule’s curse is, in a way, a blood oath, and it recalls the first confession by Tituba in the
190

Michaels argues that Colonel Pyncheon’s accusation is ahistorical because accusers were
“characteristically worse off socially and economically than the accused” (368). I take issue with Michaels’
critique for two reasons: first, the wealthy Putnam family led many of the accusations; second, accused
witches often levied their own accusations to exonerate themselves.
191 According to Breslaw, Tituba admitted to riding to Boston on a “sticke” to meet Sarah Osborne and
Sarah Good, but she did not specify what their nighttime activities entailed (127). Broomstick riding was an
“almost universal quality of witch belief,” and the “object of all such nocturnal trips was to attend secret
meetings and to take part in cannibalistic rituals” (126, 127).
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historical trials. According to Elaine G. Breslaw, blood served both practical and
symbolic purposes for Tituba, who testified that she signed a deal with the Devil “written
in her blood—a symbol associated with many forms of witchcraft that both renewed fears
of Indian cannibalism and reminded them of the blood-sucking witches of medieval
legends” (126). Maule undoes the distinction between the witch and his victim by cursing
Colonel Pyncheon to drink blood – hand-delivered not by a supernatural monster, but by
his Puritan god – thus condemning him as a witch himself. Colonel Pyncheon does not,
of course, leave the scaffold to go join a coven, so Maule curses him to perform his own
spell against himself by drinking blood, embodying a witch externally by performing the
ritual and internally through his throat and stomach. Once Colonel Pyncheon breaks
bewitched ground, nature withholds its resources, starting with the water supply:
“Whether its sources were disturbed by the depth of the new cellar, or whatever subtler
cause might lurk at the bottom, it is certain that the water of Maule’s Well, as it continued
to be called, grew hard and brackish” (Hawthorne, House 8-9). The water becomes salty,
like blood. Despite the “intestinal mischief” that makes the property surely unlivable, he
insists on staying put and refuses to answer the overwhelmingly sensible question, “why
should Colonel Pyncheon prefer a site that had already been accurst?” (9, 8).
The Maules are hardly the first to be dispossessed of the land, but for Hawthorne,
witchcraft is a specifically white, working-class haunting. Maule can’t quite be accused
of ghostliness. A ghostliness accusation wouldn’t necessarily oust Maule; eviction
requires the presence of a body, and ghosts are notoriously incorporeal. Witchcraft, on
the other hand, can apply to living, breathing, white bodies – which also function as proof
for Colonel Pyncheon. After Maule’s execution and armed with “commonsense,” Colonel
Pyncheon remains unconvinced of magic and especially Maule’s ghost, despite his
enthusiasm in condemning the living man as a witch. If he does believe in the curse, he
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keeps his fear to himself, for “the Puritan soldier and magistrate was not a man to be
turned aside from his well-considered scheme, either by dread of the wizard’s ghost, or
by flimsy sentimentalities of any kind, however specious” (8). Though many of the
accusations in the Salem Witch Trials famously rested on “spectral evidence,” only living
witches could deploy their spirits. Thus, he finds it neither dangerous nor offensive to
hire a team of workmen led by Thomas Maule, “no other than the son of the very man
from whose dead gripe the property of the soil had been wrested,” to build his to-be
ancestral seven-gabled house over a witch’s “unquiet grave” (9, 8).
The Pyncheons purchase their own haunting by hiring the Maules to work for
them. Colonel Pyncheon enlists Thomas to build the House of the Seven Gables for any
number of reasons – the narrator provides several192 – but he certainly won’t do the work
himself. Thomas’ employment asserts the Pyncheons as the gatekeepers to the Maules’
livelihood, which Colonel Pyncheon embeds in his home. Though seemingly at crosspurposes with his intention to “obliterate [Maule’s] place and memory from among men,”
the job also draws a distinction between those who use their bodies for labor and those
who do not (7).193 The Maule family’s future is at the mercy of the Pyncheon family’s
patronage, so by inviting the Maules back to their former property to make their living,
Colonel Pyncheon forces the family to linger – like ghosts. Thomas’ labor in particular
transforms the curse into a haunting when he hides the Maine land deed in the walls. The
fabled deed’s absence extends the cannibal curse throughout the bloodline as Pyncheon
after Pyncheon chokes on his own blood in frustration.
192

The historical Thomas Maule, a seventeenth-century Salem architect, is almost certainly an inspiration.
See “Thomas Maule” in The House of the Seven Gables, edited by Robert S. Levine, Norton, 2006, pp.
230-231.
193 Though the title “Colonel” implies military service, “[t]he title is often honorary, and conferred upon
distinguished officers or princes of royal blood.” “Colonel” was not used in context of the United States
military until 1802, and, regardless, seventeenth-century Massachusetts experienced no major conflicts. See
OED, “colonel, n.1.”

105

When Colonel Pyncheon’s housewarming party guests discover him dead in his
study, “a voice spoke loudly among the guests, the tones of which were like those of old
Matthew Maule, the executed wizard:—‘God hath given him blood to drink!’” (13). The
voice is like Maule’s, but the narrator doesn’t recognize it as Maule’s, and none of the
guests see Maule’s ghost or hear him like an echo or a whisper. Maule seems to be a
disembodied voice, but from where? Emanating from the property itself, the ghost seems
built into the house’s foundation,194 and the curse manifests through Colonel Pyncheon’s
own body. Indeed, he does seem to have had a tall glass of blood. The blood has dribbled
out of his mouth, through his beard and onto his shirt, but the narrator does not specify
whose blood Colonel Pyncheon is expected to have drunk. If taken figuratively, Colonel
Pyncheon drinks Maule’s blood when he consumes Maule’s land, further evident in the
well water’s “brackish” disobedience. If Maule’s curse is to be taken literally, though,
Colonel Pyncheon drinks the only blood present at the scene of the murder – his own – in
an act of self-cannibalism. By drinking human blood, whether Maule’s or his own,
Colonel Pyncheon’s becomes a cannibal and, like his accused, a witch.
Spectral Evidence
The difference between the witch and the bewitched crumbles after Colonel
Pyncheon’s death, and Hawthorne uses similar vocabulary to describe both families. The
narrator describes Maule as a “martyr” – a term he otherwise reserves for Clifford195 and
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Bergland deftly proposes Maule as a stand-in for the Indian ghost: “Colonel Pyncheon comes to mind,
building his seven-gabled house over Maule’s ‘unquiet grave,’ while he bases his dreams of glory on an
Indian deed” (60). Since the deed is only in the house because Thomas put it there, I read this as labor’s
haunting.
195 The narrator argues that Clifford “should have nothing to do […] with the martyrdom which, in an
infinite variety of shapes, awaits those who have the heart, and will, and conscience, to fight a battle with
the world,” but nonetheless is, or imagines himself to be, one (78). According to the narrator, Clifford
either martyrs himself or is martyred by Judge Pyncheon.
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Alice Pyncheon,196 both of whom later haunt the house (7). Other than in the ghost
gathering in “Governor Pyncheon,” Maule’s ghost doesn’t appear at all. Instead, the
Pyncheons themselves are overwhelmingly ghostly. Hepzibah’s face is almost
immediately described as a “ghostly sphere” and is “as pale as a ghost at cock-crow” the
moment she first hears her shop bell (27, 32). Phoebe imagines both Hepzibah and
Clifford as ghostly,197 and the narrator describes Clifford’s body as “a substantial
emptiness, a material ghost” (76). Phoebe herself possesses a “kind of natural magic” and
“homely witchcraft” powers, and Clifford ultimately laments to Hepzibah, “We are
ghosts! We have no right among human beings—no right anywhere but in this old house,
which has a curse on it, and which therefore we are doomed to haunt!” (53, 53, 121). And
until Cousin Jaffrey’s death, the only alleged ghost spotted in the house is not a Maule at
all, but the Pyncheon who originally opened shop:
It used to be affirmed, that the dead shop-keeper, in a white wig, a faded velvet
coat, an apron at his waist, and his ruffles carefully turned back from his wrists,
might be seen through the chinks of the shutters, any night of the year, ransacking
his till, or poring over the dingy pages of his day-book. From the look of
unutterable woe upon his face, it appeared to be his doom to spend eternity in a
vain effort to make his accounts balance. (23)
While describing the original shopkeeper as a “spurious interloper,” the narrator suggests
that he’s a class traitor, not a trespasser on the property or in the family, and his choice to
196

According to the narrator, Gervayse Pyncheon, Alice’s father, “had martyred his poor child to an
inordinate desire for measuring his land by miles, instead of acres” and by inviting Maule’s grandson to the
property (Hawthorne House 149). Here, the narrator blames Gervayse’s greed, not Maule’s witchcraft, for
Alice’s death.
197 “‘Dear Cousin Hepzibah, pray don’t look so!’ said Phoebe, trembling; for her cousin’s emotion, and
this mysteriously reluctant step, made her feel as if a ghost were coming into the room” (Hawthorne, House
75). Phoebe’s fear is arguably of Clifford’s ghostly body, but which she does not see until the next
paragraph.
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open a shop reveals the Pyncheons as working-class, like the Maules (23). The ghost’s
punishment for classlessness198 isn’t poverty but labor, which indicates his inability to
properly hide his finances. He can’t manage his money or, more importantly, his image.
Otherwise, the “petty huckster” would have merely “[sought] office from the king or the
royal governor, or urg[ed] his hereditary claim to Eastern lands” and organized his
income appropriately (23). And not only is he poor, but the “fellow (gentleman as he
styled himself)” is miserly: “with his own hands, all beruffled as they were, he used to
give change for a shilling, and would turn a half-penny twice over, to make sure that it
was a good one” (23). The Pyncheons’ moment of financial panic passes, but the
shopkeeper’s ghost forever tinkers in the basement to remind the Pyncheons and their
neighbors that their wealth won’t always protect them, and if they don’t see the ghost
hidden behind the shudders, then they certainly see the “shop-door [cut] through the side
of his ancestral residence” (23). The shop itself is a physical marker of Maule’s curse,
which Hepzibah and Clifford inherit.
Hepzibah is cursed even before she opens shop, and her body is inherently
monstrous before the reader sees her at all. Though she isn’t necessarily a monster,
Hepzibah is a cartoonish example of the old maid, which the narrator exaggerates to
portray her body as sexually obsolete and vaguely cannibalistic. Her ugliness is so
profound that it excludes her from sex and the other Pyncheons. The narrator describes
Hepzibah’s portrait of Clifford as exceedingly sensual, “with its full, tender lips, and
beautiful eyes, that seem to indicate not so much capacity of thought, as gentle and
voluptuous emotion” (25). The narrator does not reveal the identity of the “certain
miniature,” whom the reader later learns is a thirty-years-younger Clifford, but specifies
198

Regardless of whatever class distinction one may assign the shopkeeper, the issue seems to be that he
isn’t “classy.”
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that Hepzibah absolutely did not have sex with him or, for that matter, it (25). The
obstacle between Hepzibah and Clifford isn’t incest; rather, Hepzibah’s body is
insurmountable. Hepzibah bears no resemblance to her sibling and “never had a lover—
poor thing, how could she?—nor ever knew, by her own experience, what love
technically means” (25). Instead of loving men, Hepzibah is capable only of eating them,
and Clifford’s portrait is “the only substance for her heart to feed upon” (25). The
narrator doesn’t describe Hepzibah or her heart like a cannibal, but she feeds on her own
“undying faith and trust, her fresh remembrance, and continual devotedness” to Clifford
(25). But Clifford is hardly a good meal, and he doesn’t appear in the first third of the
novel at all. In the interim, Hepzibah’s own body serves for him and his body as she sets
up her shop to feed his stomach – and, apparently, her heart.
When the narrator finally unveils Hepzibah, her body is both a tomb and the
decaying corpse inside it. She embodies death: “here, at last,—with another pitiful sigh,
like a gust of chill, damp wind out of a long-closed vault, the door of which has
accidentally been set ajar—here comes Miss Hepzibah Pyncheon!” (25). The house, too,
seems like a “dusky, time-darkened” mausoleum, out of which Hepzibah’s silhouette
blindly claws her way “like a near-sighted person, as in truth she is” (25). Describing
Hepzibah’s invariably deficient body, the narrator reinforces her sexlessness – not to
assert her as masculine or androgynous instead, but to emphasize her body as useless like
the house and thus well-equipped for its furniture, which had been “so ingeniously
contrived for the discomfort of the human person, that they were irksome even to sight,
and conveyed the ugliest possible idea of the state of society to which they could have
been adapted,” save for the “antique elbow-chair” in which Colonel Pyncheon died (26).
Both Hepzibah’s body and home are remnants of the Pyncheons’ demented Puritan past,
which fortunately ends with her celibacy. The house is “grotesquely illuminated” with
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ancient art: a map of the frontier gone “most fantastically awry,” and a majestic portrait
of Colonel Pyncheon as a Puritan king (26). Hepzibah’s face, finally revealed, is no less
deformed than her body or, apparently, her mind, and “a strange contortion of the brow”
masks Hepzibah’s “reverence” for Colonel Pyncheon’s portrait (26). Having spent the
previous chapter detailing Colonel Pyncheon’s horrifying history, the narrator explains
that Hepzibah’s blind devotion is a side-effect of her sexlessness: “only a far-descended
and time-stricken virgin could be susceptible” (26). Hepzibah’s attraction to her male
relatives and the scowl that conveniently obscures it are both consequences of her
incompetent body’s attempt to “concentrate her powers of vision” and see (26).
Hepzibah’s only redeeming quality is her heart’s exemption from the monstrosity
of the rest of her body. Leaving little room for sympathy, the narrator feebly offers that
“her heart never frowned. It was naturally tender, sensitive, and full of little tremors and
palpitations; all of which weaknesses it retained, while her visage was growing so
perversely stern, and even fierce” (27). Though previously describing Hepzibah’s heart as
cannibalizing Clifford’s face, the narrator concedes that her heart is relatively normal as a
functioning human organ, vulnerable though it may be. “All this time, however, we are
loitering faint-heartedly on the threshold of our story,” to which neither Hepzibah nor the
house are central, apparently (27). The narrator indicates that Hepzibah’s shop is the
protagonist and turns, then, to its body “in the basement story of the gable fronting on the
street,” wherein the “unworthy ancestor, nearly a century ago, had fitted up a shop”
(27).199
Monstrous or not, Hepzibah’s body works quite literally like a charm to exorcise
the ghost from the shop. Neither the shopkeeper nor his ghost greets Hepzibah, and the
199

Even here, the shop is a part of the house, but the house is not a part of the shop. In Chapter Three,
analyze how the local negotiates a similar contradiction between the body and the nation.
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narrator sidesteps the ghost entirely by reimagining the shopkeeper’s death as simply
closing for business when “the old gentleman retired from trade, and fell asleep under his
coffin-lid” (27). No longer a ghost, the ancestor is now a corpse, but his labor continues
to haunt the space through Hepzibah. As the narrator extends the title “gentleman” to the
“fellow,” Hepzibah offers him rest and takes over to “make his accounts balance.” He
can’t endlessly recount the registers if they’re empty, and Hepzibah presumably cleans
out “the half-open till, where there still lingered a base sixpence, worth neither more nor
less than the hereditary pride which had here been put to shame” (27). Though the
narrator identifies the register as the site of the family’s humiliation, the source of the
Pyncheons’ pride remains unclear between their money, class, or the convergence of the
two in the historic house itself. Their wealth, for one, seems unlikely; its depreciation
between the grand opening and the reopening remains unclear, but Pyncheon pride
wasn’t particularly valuable to begin with.
Eat the Rich
For Hepzibah, opening the shop is akin to standing on the scaffold as a witch.
Critics often compare Hepzibah to Hester, likely because they’re both women, but the
narrator makes it abundantly clear that Hepzibah’s femininity is lacking at best. Hepzibah
is more immediately similar to Maule, who casts his curse from the gallows. The narrator
clearly identifies Hepzibah as the inheritor of Maule’s curse when lamenting that the
comedy of her laboring body makes her an unfortunate addition to “our history of
retribution for the sin of long ago” (32). Of course, the curse runs in the family, and
Cousin Jaffrey mirrors Colonel Pyncheon by dying in the parlor. But Hepzibah doesn’t
drink any blood – instead, the town drinks hers. She feels as if she is offering herself up
for public consumption by opening her shop, which the narrator regularly reinforces by
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aligning her body with her shop’s success. In addition to displaying her body and her
infamous frown before her hostile neighbors, “[s]he must own her own food, or starve!”
(29). She maintains her body only by maintaining her shop, which seems to stock almost
exclusively the goods she needs for survival. Michael T. Gilmore relates the shop to the
novel’s preface, wherein Hawthorne offers his work as a “dish offered to the Public,” to
argue that he “draws an implicit parallel between his writing and the commodities she
hopes to sell. Her stock consists primarily of items of food like apples, Indian meal, and
gingerbread men, and in the preface he speaks of his book as an object to be eaten”
(Hawthorne, House 3; Gilmore 177). Gilmore goes on to contrast Hawthorne’s treatment
of Hepzibah in the novel with Hawthorne’s own anxiety over his income, but having to
work in exchange for sustenance is hardly unique.
I argue that in addition to Hawthorne's imagining of his own intellectual labor as a
meal, his emphasis on food – an otherwise unremarkable product to be sold in a corner
store – and Hepzibah’s cannibal customer imply a transubstantiation in which the
laboring body becomes cannibalized alongside its products. The laboring body creates its
own sustenance, thus feeding on itself in order to feed itself. Hawthorne resolves this
self-cannibalism by splitting the laboring body between Hepzibah and Clifford. Hepzibah
doesn’t seem entirely human regardless of her shop, but as the narrator emphasizes
Hepzibah’s body as visibly decaying, she doesn’t seem to experience any physical pain,
like hunger or fatigue, which exists in Clifford’s ghost. Her working-class customers, on
the other hand, are consistently hungry and monstrous, whether as cannibals, machines,
or witches, as in the case of Maule.
Hepzibah’s laboring body sheds whatever humanity it had before she began when
she starts working. Her transformation occurs in the space between the house and the
shop, where she “pause[s] on the threshold” before “suddenly project[ing] herself into the
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shop” (28, 29). When Hepzibah “—in a sort of frenzy, we might almost say—” emerges,
the “elderly maiden” becomes a “ladylike, old figure” instead (29, 28, 29). Her aging,
pseudo-feminine body is ill-equipped for the job, and her “deeply tragic character” is
incompatible with the position’s “ludicrous pettiness,” but her presence is strange, not
funny (29). Her body is “so gaunt and dismal” that when she takes a product in her hand
– in this case, a toy – the narrator is more surprised that she isn’t a witch when the “toy
did not vanish in her grasp” (29). Hepzibah becomes a witch by way of cannibalism; her
work “a miserably absurd idea, that she should go on perplexing her stiff and sombre
intellect with the question how to tempt little boys into her premises!” (29).200 She seems
to deserve starvation even as she struggles to feed herself, especially after the narrator
implies that her diet consists of children. Moreover, she’s bad at her job, and her products
crumble in her hands. After destroying a window display and dropping a cup of marbles,
the narrator turns to the “ludicrous view of her position” to mean her posture as well as
her work (29). Hepzibah’s “rigid and rusty frame” lowers itself to the ground “in quest of
the absconding marbles” like a rusty wheelbarrow so hysterical that “we must needs turn
aside and laugh at her!” (29). The scene is comical but, for the narrator, her humiliation is
also a form of punishment.
Whether supernatural or mechanical, Hepzibah’s laboring body masks its feelings
of hunger or pain even as the narrator pokes fun at them. The slapstick humor lies in her
tumble “from her pedestal of imaginary rank. Poverty, treading closely at her heels for a
lifetime, has come up with her at last” (29). Her poverty is necessarily embodied, and the
comedy occurs at the moment of public humiliation “when the patrician lady is to be
transformed into the plebian woman” (29). Hepzibah’s feelings like fear and
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Likely an allusion to “Hansel and Gretel.”
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embarrassment are particularly funny in the space of the shop which, as Brown notes, is
“removed from the actual bodily endangerment of mill of factory machinery” (Domestic
83). Still, Hepzibah imagines her work as dangerous and looks out the window “as
cautiously as if she conceived some bloody-minded villain to be watching behind the
elm-tree, with intent to take her life” (Hawthorne, House 31). Yet Hepzibah doesn’t seem
to fear death; she wails to Holgrave that “I wish I were dead, and in the old family-tomb,
with all my forefathers! With my father, and my mother, and my sister! Yes;—and with
my brother, who had far better find me there than here!” (34). Hepzibah’s fear isn’t of
death, work, or even of Clifford finding her “here”;201 rather, Hepzibah is afraid that
Clifford will see her body at work. Hepzibah’s labor reminds her of her body, which
she’d prefer not to have. Indeed, she wouldn’t mind it at all if she could “minister to the
wants of the community unseen, like a disembodied divinity or enchantress, holding forth
her bargains to the reverential and awe-stricken purchaser in an invisible hand” (31). Her
“flattering dream” for the town to imagine her as a goddess bearing reasonably-priced
snacks, like a good witch, depends on avoiding the “world’s astonished gaze” (31).
in the Attic202
Hepzibah supposedly works for Clifford, but he only haunts the first third of the
novel. The narrator describes Clifford as a guest even though he lives in the house and
has for several chapters, but Clifford is never referred to as a “houseguest.” It remains
201

The two “used to play hide-and-seek in [the shop’s] forsaken precincts” as children, so the space isn’t
inherently frightening (27).
202 I mean this title as an allusion to Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic (1979),
but I abandon “madwoman” to emphasize not that Clifford isn’t a woman – Hawthorne consistently
describes him as androgynous and sometimes feminine – but that he doesn’t have a body, gendered or
otherwise, beyond his embodiment of feeling. By “feeling,” I refer to hunger and pain, both of which he
experiences in lieu of Hepzibah. If I include “madness” here as a feeling, which in this chapter I do not, it is
to refer to how Clifford is understood by the townspeople as the “monster” described in Gilbert and
Gubar’s work, which he experiences as feelings of shame when he discovers the shop.
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unclear, then, whether Clifford is a guest in the house or, more broadly, in the world.203
Clifford is constantly described as on the “threshold”204 between one room of the house –
generally the parlor, where Colonel Pyncheon died – and another, though Hawthorne
otherwise uses the word to distinguish between the house and the world outside for
Phoebe and Cousin Jaffrey, or between the house and the shop for Hepzibah. Another
character also appears as a guest on the threshold: Death,205 and Phoebe even asks, “has
[Clifford] not been a long while dead?” (56).
Clifford’s presence is always an absence of some sort, but he retains his body,
tenuous though it may be, as a legacy of Maule’s curse that makes Clifford ghostly, even
when he’s not working. When Clifford finally materializes, he looks like death, if not on
the brink thereof, at best like a lingering ghost, and at worst a reanimated corpse.
Something else seems to be in control of his body, and he resembles a broken train when
he tries to descend the staircase and stops moving “without purpose, but rather from a
forgetfulness of the purpose which had set him in motion, or as if the person’s feet came
involuntarily to a stand-still because the motive-power was too feeble to sustain his
progress” (75). Clifford certainly looks like a ghost, especially when Hepzibah’s actual
guest Phoebe notices his crippled spirit:
At the first glance, Phoebe saw an elderly personage, in an old-fashioned dressing
gown of faded damask, and wearing his gray or almost white hair of an unusual
length. It quite overshadowed his forehead, except when he thrust it back, and
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“Guest” may also be a play on the word “ghost.”
After a series of purposeless pauses, Clifford “made a long pause at the threshold of the parlor”;
Hepzibah and Clifford together “stept across the threshold” until “[a]t the threshold, they felt his pitiless
gripe upon them,” and Clifford runs back inside; after Cousin Jaffrey’s death, “on the threshold of the
parlor, emerging from within, appeared Clifford himself!” to point at the corpse while “st[anding] on the
threshold, partly turning back” (75, 121, 121, 176, 176).
205 “Thus early had that one guest,—the only guest who is certain, at one time or another, to find his way
into every human dwelling,—thus early had Death stept across the threshold of the House of the Seven
Gables!” (Hawthorne, House 13)
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stared vaguely about the room. After a very brief inspection of his face, it was
easy to conceive that his footstep must necessarily be such an one as that which—
slowly, and with as indefinite an aim as a child’s first journey across a floor—had
just brought him hitherward. Yet there were no tokens that his physical strength
might not have sufficed for a free and determined gait. It was the spirit of the man
that could not walk. The expression of his countenance—while, notwithstanding,
it had the light of reason in it—seemed to waver, and glimmer, and nearly to die
away, and feebly to recover itself again. It was like a flame which we see
twinkling among half-extinguished embers; we gaze at it, more intently than if it
were a positive blaze, gushing vividly upward,—more intently, but with a certain
impatience, as if it ought either to kindle itself into satisfactory splendor, or be at
once extinguished. (75)
Clifford is again described as wavering between living and dead, elderly and childlike,
capable and feeble. His body continues to represent the “half-extinguished” spirit within,
and similar to Hepzibah’s scowl, Clifford’s face is unreliable for gauging his “light of
reason.” While Clifford’s body emerges relatively unscathed from his decades-long
tenure in prison, “it was the spirit of the man that could not walk.” As a spiritual
embodiment, Clifford’s body is necessarily ghostly.
Despite his ghostliness, Clifford is hungry – ravenous, even – and almost
materializes at mealtimes to consume the food Hepzibah’s labor ostensibly affords him.
Clifford in the kitchen wavers between presence and absence and “fade[s] away out of his
place; or, in other words, his mind and consciousness [take] their departure, leaving his
wasted, gray, and melancholy figure—a substantial emptiness, a material ghost—to
occupy his seat at the table” (76). His hunger is far more tangible than his hungry body –
even his face bares “a look of appetite” instead of any more “intellectual” expression –
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and Clifford “ate food with what might almost be termed voracity; and seemed to forget
himself, Hepzibah, and everything around him” (78, 77-78, 78). Clifford’s body can
contain food but not his hunger, which Phoebe feels in her own body when watching him
eat becomes “painful and made Phoebe droop her eyes” (78). Yet food doesn’t seem to
have any effect on Clifford’s materiality.206
Clifford feels the shop as physical pain within his body before discovering that
Hepzibah has started working in it. Upon hearing the shop bell, Clifford cries, “Good
Heavens, Hepzibah! what horrible disturbance have we now in the house? […] I have
never heard such a hateful clamor! Why do you permit it? In the name of all dissonance,
what can it be?” (81). The ringing bell’s purpose is obviously to announce the arrival of a
customer, and Clifford has likely heard it before and almost certainly experienced a more
“hateful clamor” than its tinkling.207 “Striking most disagreeably on Clifford’s auditory
organs and the characteristic sensibility of his nerves,” the bell also seems to physically
pain Clifford’s body (81). Though the space of the shop has always existed in the house,
its present use for labor intrudes into Clifford’s home, and he feels the pain between his
ears. The shop bell is a physical manifestation of “Shame! Disgrace!” and “strikes”208
Clifford like a clock, or the back of a hand, as a weapon (82). Even though the shop
already existed within the house and the family history included its occasional brushes
206

Coffee, on the other hand, “acted on him like a charmed draught, and caused the opaque substance of
his animal being to grow transparent, or, at least, translucent; so that a spiritual gleam was transmitted
through it, with a clearer lustre than hitherto” (78).
207 In “The Arched Window,” Clifford enjoys a similar “clamor”: “The baker's cart, with the harsh music
of its bells, had a pleasant effect on Clifford, because, as few things else did, it jingled the very dissonance
of yore” (115). He later basks in a scissor-grinder’s “ugly, little, venomous serpent of a noise, as ever did
petty violence to human ears. But Clifford listened with rapturous delight” (115).
208 The OED provides over a hundred definitions for “strike.” “To deal a blow, to smite with the hand
(occasionally another limb), a weapon or tool” seems like the most likely definition, but another contender
is to “mark, stigmatize” (“strike, v.V, v.11.b”). Hepzibah and Clifford both feel like the shop marks them as
poor. Additionally, “strike” may refer to a labor strike, though strikes were more common later in the
nineteenth century. Trachtenberg refers to the strike as “a working-class event within public life” and
identifies moments in the last 25 years of the 1800s as “peak” strike years (89).
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with poverty, Hepzibah asks Clifford if “I have brought an irretrievable disgrace on the
old house, by opening a little shop in the front gable? Our great-great-grandfather did the
same, when there was far less need! Are you ashamed of me?” (82). But Clifford has
already reached his capacity for disgrace: “What shame can befall me now?” (82).
Neither Hepzibah nor Clifford seem particularly ashamed of their poverty; rather,
Hepzibah wants to hide her laboring body, and Clifford wants to hide his presence
entirely. Hepzibah doesn’t feel at all like she disgraced the family – after all, she opens
the shop to spite Cousin Jaffrey – but Clifford does. The bell announces Clifford’s own
body, which he would prefer to hide away in the house. Otherwise, Hepzibah “might
have been content to starve” (82). Even though Clifford doesn’t work in the shop, its
existence depends on his own fragile body’s hunger, and he’d prefer to remain invisible
and undetectable.
The Working-Class Witch
Like wages that keep the working-class poor, the shop doesn’t make any financial
sense because its purpose in the novel is to publicly humiliate Hepzibah and her body, not
to make a profit. In most cases, Hepzibah refuses to accept money from her customers
even when she does make a sale. But regardless of Hepzibah’s strange aversion to
payment, the townspeople also consider her shop to be futile as a financial endeavor. She
overhears a conversation “betwixt two laboring men, as their rough voices denoted them
to be” (36). Noting the presence of “another shop, just round the corner,” the men cite
Hepzibah’s scowl as portending her shop’s failure alongside the downfall of “all other
kinds of trade, handicraft, and bodily labor” (36). Hawthorne reduces all three to the
men’s wallets; none provide sufficient wages, and “I know it, to my cost! My wife kept a
cent-shop three months, and lost five dollars on her outlay” (36). After hearing the men
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lament her “poor business,” Hepzibah imagines their “augury of ill-success” within the
shop when the “shop-bell, right over her head, tinkled as if it were bewitched” (37).
Though Hepzibah is obviously embarrassed of working, and she later fears that her scowl
will scare off customers, she has another reason to resent her body: if she didn’t have one,
she wouldn’t need to work to afford the goods she sells. Hepzibah’s laboring body is
vulnerable. Hepzibah hears the laborers’ prediction of poverty like a curse condemning
her to more poverty and, in turn, more work – in this way, they curse her to become
laborers like they are. For the rest of this section, I show how Hawthorne imagines
industrial labor as haunting her body in two ways: as a cannibal through the products she
sells and a factory through the customers who buy them.
For Hawthorne, food functions as commodity, not nutrition. Hepzibah’s second
customer – really, her first, since she refuses to take payment from Holgrave209 – appears
as a tiny cannibal. The little boy, later revealed as Ned Higgins, buys perhaps the only
good Hepzibah sells that mimics how many early Americans and likely the Pyncheons
feel about wage labor:
The child—staring with round eyes at this instance of liberality, wholly
unprecedented in his large experience of cent-shops—took the man of
gingerbread, and quitted the premises. No sooner had he reached the sidewalk
(little cannibal that he was!) than Jim Crow’s head was in his mouth. As he had
not been careful to shut the door, Hepzibah was at the pains of closing it after
him, with a pettish ejaculation or two about the troublesomeness of young people,
and particularly of small boys. She had just placed another representative of the
renowned Jim Crow at the window, when again the shop-bell tinkled
209

When Holgrave tries to pay her for some biscuits, Hepzibah responds that she’s required by her family
honor to give it away for free: “A Pyncheon must not, at all events under her forefathers’ roof, receive
money for a morsel of bread from her only friend!” (35).
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clamorously; and again the door being thrust open, with its characteristic jerk and
jar, disclosed the same sturdy little urchin who, precisely two minutes ago, had
made his exit. The crumbs and discoloration of the cannibal feast, as yet hardly
consummated, were exceedingly visible about his mouth! (38)
The “little cannibal” buys a “representative of the renowned Jim Crow,” a figure who in
1851 was still being bought and sold as slave labor. As Ned buys the cookie so that he
can consume the gingerbread slave to nourish himself, he collapses the distinction
between capitalism and cannibalism by using the former to achieve the latter. The
cannibal decapitation is likely coincidental – children tend to find dismembering
gingerbread men and animal cookies alike as a form of high humor – but Ned waits until
he’s eaten each Jim Crow cookie before moving on to an elephant, two camels, and,
finally, a train.210 Ned gets his first cookie for free and isn’t initially intimidating as a
cannibal. But when Hepzibah charges him for a second one, his payment threatens to
make her a thing to be consumed herself.211 At the same time, the transaction makes her
like her customer: not as a cannibal, but as working-class.
Hepzibah imagines profit as wages, and when she makes her first sale, she holds
the copper coin as though it’s a lump of coal. The money marks her body as poor, and
permanently so: “The sordid stain of that copper-coin could never be washed away from
her palm” (39). Though Hepzibah’s work doesn’t require her to operate machinery any
more complicated than her cash register, her wages mangle her hands as manual labor
might. Hepzibah adjusts her work uniform accordingly by “drawing on a pair of silk
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Specifically, “two dromedaries and a locomotive” (60).
In his article “Class, Culture, and the Trouble with White Skin in Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven
Gables,” Anthony argues a similar point about how the Jim Crow cookie especially threaten to racialize
Hepzibah, but Hepzibah also refuses to take payment for bread from Holgrave and flour from a poor
woman.
211
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gloves, reckoned over the sordid accumulation of copper-coin, not without silver
intermixed, that had jingled into the till” (60). As Brown observes, “[t]he soiling effect of
money is also the theme of stories about Hepzibah’s shopkeeping ancestor” (Domestic
83). While I agree that the transaction reflects an “intensification of corporeality,” the
“petty huckster” doesn’t wear gloves on his hands, “all beruffled as they were,” and
seems not to experience its soiling effect by contact through his skin (Brown, Domestic
83; Hawthorne, House 23).212 While Hepzibah certainly resembles her ancestor as a
“hucksteress of a cent-shop,” she only becomes dirty when she touches the coin
(Hawthorne, House 30). To intensify Brown’s “intensification of corporeality,” I argue
that beginning with her first sale, Hepzibah imagines herself as part of the working-class
through her body as a laborer and the shop as a factory.
As Hepzibah’s movement from the house to the shop triggers her transformation
from human to monster to machine, the bell turns the shop into a factory. When
Hepzibah’s alone in the shop, she imagines that she’s simply in the house, where she had
spent “too much alone,—too long in the Pyncheon House,—until her very brain was
impregnated with the dry-rot of its timbers” (44).213 Once she opens for business, though,
her brain fills with “inflammable gas” when a drunk customer “in a blue cotton frock,
much soiled,” presumably on his way home after a day at work, stinks up the shop “with
the hot odor of strong drink” (40). During business hours, the space of the shop resembles
a break room as its customers file in and out, and the drunk customer resembles a coal
mine himself as his stench “not only exhaled in the torrid atmosphere of his breath, but
oozing out of his entire system” (40). Like a timeclock signaling a shift change, the bell
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He does overdress for the job, but in velvet, not silk, and with “an apron at his waist, and his ruffles
carefully turned back from his wrists” (23).
213 Hepzibah’s only hope of becoming “impregnated” is, apparently, by labor and mold.
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announces the intrusion of industry into her house. Richard F. Fleck specifically aligns
the shop bell’s call to work with American industry and technology, and its ringing snaps
Hepzibah “from her musings into an aristocratic past to the unlady-like present
circumstance of having to manage a shop” (273). Her aristocratic past, however, has the
same effect when Uncle Venner, visiting the shop on its opening day, reminds her of the
lost Maine territory and “kindle[s] a strange festal glory in the poor, bare, melancholy
chambers of her brain, as if that inner world were suddenly lighted up with gas”
(Hawthorne, House 49). Hepzibah imagines herself at work in the factory, and again
when Uncle Venner fantasizes about Hepzibah fleeing the workforce, which is, after all,
the mythical prize at the end of a life’s hard work. The shop, then, seems not to signify
electricity as Fleck argues, but to replicate the toxic, smoky space of the factory. But
Hepzibah isn’t operating the machinery; she is the machinery working alongside the
laboring men.
When Hepzibah and Clifford flee, leaving the shop unattended, the townspeople
view her absence as laziness and deceit.214 In other words, her moments spent at rest – or
at least those assumed to be rest – are immoral. Uncle Venner “never knew Miss
Hepzibah so forgetful before” and assumes she’s asleep, Mrs. Gubbins concludes the
same, and Ned laments that she simply “won’t open the door” (202, 205). Instead of
turning the shop into a factory like usual, Hepzibah’s hungry customers begin to resemble
machines themselves as they hound her outside the house. Mrs. Gubbins teeters towards
the shop like a furnace “glow[ing] with fire-heat; and, it being a pretty warm morning,
she bubbled and hissed, as it were, as if all a-fry with chimney-warmth, and summerwarmth, and the warmth of her own corpulent velocity” (203). The shop’s closure seems
214

Her behavior seems similar to a no-call no-show, but I use “laziness” instead to prefigure my discussion
of laziness in Chapter Three. I’ve also been unable to trace the origins of the term “no-call no-show.”
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to tease that Hepzibah can take a morning off but they cannot when Mrs. Gubbins pulls
on the door “with so angry a jar that the bell tinkled angrily back at her” (203). As
opposed to the old shopkeeper, Hepzibah is a “spurious interloper” among the working
class, and Mrs. Gubbins even accuses Hepzibah of lying: “Think of her pretending to set
up a cent-shop, and then lying abed till noon! These are what she calls gentlefolk’s airs, I
suppose!” (203). For Mrs. Gubbins, leisure is laziness, or at least it is among the poor. If
Hepzibah opened the shop for money but doesn’t labor in it, then she must be lying about
her work and her poverty – and, apparently, in bed. Hepzibah’s shop does, as it turns out,
put her at risk when Mrs. Gubbins threatens to “break the door down!” to get her pork:
“lady or not, Old Maid Pyncheon shall get up and serve me with it!” (203). Ned nearly
breaks a window in pursuit of “an elephant!” when “his little pot of passion quickly
boil[s] over […] blubbering and sputtering with wrath” (204, 205). The laborers who
earlier prophesied Hepzibah’s bankruptcy shut down Ned’s malfunctioning engine of a
body and imagine his and Mrs. Gubbins’ demands for Hepzibah’s service instead as
proof “that her devilish scowl would frighten away customers” (205). Despite their being
evidence to the contrary, Hepzibah’s imagined vacation and regular customers both lead
the laborers to the same conclusion: “[p]oor business!” (205).
When Hepzibah inherits the family fortune and leaves for good, her customers
imagine her absence in the shop as proof of her good work ethic and cease to consider her
body at all. Even though the laborers accuse Hepzibah and Clifford of murdering Cousin
Jaffrey for his money only two chapters earlier, they conclude that Hepzibah’s wealth is a
result of her “[p]retty good business!” (225). Hepzibah opening the shop, fleeing town,
and allegedly murdering Cousin Jaffrey all rest on the same piece of evidence that “there
was something devilish in that woman’s scowl!” (209). But now, her laboring body
doesn’t figure at all, and instead, everyone looks at her wealth. Ned, no longer upset that
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Hepzibah shut off his flow of gingerbread, isn’t hungry at all but is “drawn to the spot by
so unusual a spectacle as the barouche and pair of gray horses” (224). He finally favors
looking at horses instead of eating horse cookies, and when Hepzibah provides Ned, “her
earliest and staunchest customer, with silver enough to people the Domdaniel cavern of
his interior with as various a procession of quadrupeds as passed into the ark,”
Hawthorne revises the path from labor to wages to food (224-225). Hepzibah doesn’t
give Ned cookies; she gives him enough money to buy off his hunger so that the cannibal
can become a customer.
“A QUIVER OF ‘EM”: MOBY-DICK’S IMPERIAL LIMBS
The Jim Crow cookie in House of the Seven Gables is kind of like an appetizer for
Melville’s critique of industrial capitalism. The first commodity circulating for sale in
Moby-Dick is, quite literally, the human body. Specifically, Queequeg sells shrunken
heads. Queequeg, Melville’s first self-identified cannibal character, is not introduced as a
cannibal, but as a laborer – when the landlord at the Spouter Inn asks Ishmael if he is
willing to share a bed, he asks, “you haint no objections to sharing a harpooner's blanket,
have ye?” (Melville, Moby-Dick 28). Queequeg the laborer is also Queequeg the
capitalist who “went out a peddling, you see, and I don't see what on airth keeps him so
late, unless, may be, he can't sell his head” (31). Though Ishmael does refer to the
enterprise as a “cannibal business,” he’s primarily worried that Queequeg’s late return
might interrupt his sleep schedule (32). Ishmael isn’t particularly bothered by Queequeg’s
business or his revolting product; the decapitated heads are trinkets, not food. Moreover,
“head peddling was a white man's business, so much so that it had become established as
a conventional sign of the ‘savageness’ of the white market for exotic curiosities”
(Sanborn Sign 130-131). In other words, the commodification of the body is a
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specifically capitalist industry – as it must be if it has a price tag.
Moby-Dick is highly critical of industrial capitalism, and Ishmael often addresses
his readers directly to renounce capitalism himself or plead that they do the same. Critics
have cited Melville’s often violent depictions of manual labor on the Pequod as
metaphors for capitalism, imperialism, and chattel slavery, the last of which Ishmael
himself compares to labor by remarking “Who aint a slave?” in the first chapter (21).215
Of course, Ishmael isn’t the character to experience such a revelation on slavery – the
most immediate answer to his query is Ishmael himself, followed by his white captains.
Ishmael may think of himself as a slave, but he certainly isn’t enslaved. For a nineteenthcentury readership, as Melville himself points out in his 1849 novel Redburn,216 slavery
was likely the best example Americans had to articulate their humiliation following a day
of work at a job they ostensibly chose to do. Rather than use Ishmael to argue if Melville
was or was not abolitionist, my use of labor here focuses on how Ishmael imagines
215

This line has been particularly popular for critics to analyze slave labor and wage labor, generally to
argue that the two are if not identical then similar or comparable for Melville. In his 2003 article “‘Who
ain’t a slave?’: Moby Dick and the Ideology of Free Labor,” Ian McGuire writes that “[f]or Ishmael, wage
slavery […] is, like slavery in general, simply a universal condition” (290). McGuire ultimately concludes
that Ishmael’s views are a way for Melville to theorize race in relation to labor in the post-Jacksonian
republic, and that his query is an “embrace of a particular economic paradigm (which Ahab rejects) which
accepts as definitive human beings’ ability to alienate themselves via wage labor and their consequent
tendency, linked to this alienation, to be, in the broadest sense, both cannibals and slaves” (303). These
allegorical chains (slavery to wage labor to free labor to cannibalism) tend to dominate discussions of labor
in Moby-Dick as a “human condition.” More recently, and in my opinion more gracefully, Greg Grandin
quotes Ishmael’s quip to historicize slavery in his 2013 article “‘Who Ain’t a Slave?’ Historical Fact and
Fiction of ‘Benito Cereno.’” Grandin points out that “[t]here’s joy in the question, as well as in the implied
answer—no one—an acceptance of the fact that humans, by sheer dint of being human, are bound to one
another.” Grandin pushes back on the question to argue that “Melville’s tale describes the deep structures
of a racism that were born in chattel slavery but that didn’t die with it” and reemerge in ideologies of free
labor as individualism. My analysis takes a similar approach with the rhetoric of cannibalism, but I avoid
discussions of slavery in Moby-Dick to preclude the comparison between slave labor and wage labor or the
tendency to consider them both merely side-effects of capitalism.
216 Redburn laments to himself after “a vile commission to clean out the chicken coops”: “Miserable dog’s
life is this of the sea! command like a slave, and set to work like an ass! vulgar and brutal men lording it
over me, as if I were an African in Alabama” (Melville, Redburn 78). For a nuanced critical discussion on
how Americans understood wage labor and sailing in particular as slavery, see Jeannine Marie
DeLombard’s 2014 essay, aptly titled “White-Jacket: Telling Who Is – and Aint – a Slave.”
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industrial capitalism as a national self-cannibalization. I focus on how Melville uses the
corpse of the whale to figure the laboring body as cannibalized by capitalism. Melville
imagines human bodies as dismembered by their work in a way similar to how whales are
chopped up, cooked, and sold for their oil, which I trace through scenes of eating and
cooking and then through the try-works process of extracting oil from whale carcasses.
I’m not a businesscannibal. I’m a business, cannibal.217
I structure my analysis of American industrial capitalism as cannibalizing itself
through the laboring body, but this section begins with a discussion of the cannibal body.
Melville imagines the cannibal as a laborer and a capitalist, all of whom consume the
human body,218 though Queequeg the harpooner and his “cannibal business.” Business
being the operative word, so to speak, Queequeg only looks like a cannibal but is actually
a budding businessman in his time between harpooning. Since cannibals embody
capitalism and industry, Ishmael reimagines cannibalism in the Pequod, which he
describes as looking like a human body but also a whale body as a “cannibal of a craft”
(70). Whale oil replaces Queequeg’s shrunken heads as commodities on the Pequod,
whose own head resembles a decapitated cannibal. Because the ship commodifies whale
bodies, the Pequod’s whaling business makes it look like a cannibal without necessarily
being one.
Capitalism is always racial for Ishmael, who understands the “cannibal business”
as a financial endeavor and expects Queequeg to be white. Ishmael can’t quite identify
217

See Jay-Z’s verse on Kanye West’s “Diamonds from Sierra Leone (Remix),” Late Registration, RockA-Fella Records, 2005.
218 I say “consume” instead of “commodify” because cannibals eat bodies but don’t sell them. Ishmael later
imagines capitalism as dismembering cannibals at a meat market, the sight of which “take[s] a tooth out of
the cannibal’s jaw” (242). Laborers consume the whale body by commodifying it (and, in the case of
Stubb, eating it), and Ishmael accuses shoppers of consuming the laboring body when they buy whale
products.
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Queequeg’s race – his face is “of a dark, purplish, yellow color, here and there stuck over
with blackish looking squares” – but immediately assesses him to be a “terrible
bedfellow” and, later, a cannibal (33). Even if Queequeg is a man-eater, though, Ishmael
isn’t afraid of being eaten. As Arens reminds us, cannibalism doesn’t necessarily indicate
anthropophagy. Here, it refers to skin color, which first indicates to Ishmael that his
roommate “must be some abominable savage or other shipped aboard of a whaleman in
the South Seas” (34). More horrifying is the possibility that the “head-peddling purple
rascal” may be selling “the heads of his own brothers. He might take a fancy to mine—
heavens! look at that tomahawk!” (35). Cannibals don’t eat each other’s bodies,219 but
they may sell each other’s heads. When Queequeg hops into bed, then, Ishmael seems
just as afraid of “tomahawk between his teeth” that might turn Ishmael into Queequeg,
whose “bald purplish head now looked for all the world like a mildewed skull” (35, 34).
Queequeg threatens to turn Ishmael into a knickknack. Only after Queequeg blows out
the light so Ishmael can’t see him does Ishmael call his roommate a “wild cannibal”
(35).220

219

Ishmael knows that cannibals don’t eat each other, which he demonstrates in “The Whale as a Dish”
when comparing a “civilized and enlightened gourmand” gorging him or herself on foie gras to “the Fejee
that salted down a lean missionary in his cellar against a coming famine” (242). Ishmael limits the
cannibal’s diet to white intruders – in this case, missionaries – and moments of hunger and vengeance.
220 This moment has proven itself a mystery for many critics. Sanborn identifies Ishmael’s accusation as
the moment his and Queequeg’s bodies touch: “only when Queequeg has begun to grope him does he call
him a ‘wild cannibal,’ and only after Queequeg has pantomimically promised not to ‘touch a leg of ye’
does he get back into bed” (138). But Queequeg isn’t even in bed when Ishmael calls him a cannibal, and
they don’t touch until the next sentence: “this wild cannibal, tomahawk between his teeth, sprang into bed
with me. I sang out, I could not help it now; and giving a sudden grunt of astonishment he began feeling
me” (Melville, Moby-Dick 35). Moreover, Queequeg doesn’t “grope” Ishmael but instead seems to be
trying to hush him. Sanborn’s confusion, which to me reads as homophobic, is likely influenced by Caleb
Crain’s essay “Lovers of Human Flesh: Homosexuality and Cannibalism in Melville’s Novels,” which
Sanborn cites earlier in the same paragraph. Crain also jumps the gun by pinning “cannibal’ to the moment
Ishmael and Queequeg’s bodies are seen together: “It is not until the landlord comes in to adjudicate that
Ishmael at last identifies Queequeg as a cannibal” (45). The landlord, however, doesn’t show up until
Ishmael calls for him, and he insists that “I thought ye know’d it;—didn’t I tell ye, he was a peddlin’ heads
around town?” (Melville, Moby-Dick 36).
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According to Ishmael, whaling makes human bodies look cannibalistic even if
they aren’t by putting them in such close proximity to real cannibals like Queequeg. At
first, Ishmael even suspects that Queequeg’s harpooning obscures his inherent whiteness
in this very way. Upon seeing Queequeg’s tattoos, Ishmael “remember[s] a story of a
white man—a whaleman too—who, falling among the cannibals, had been tattooed by
them. I concluded that this harpooneer, in the course of his distant voyages, must have
met with a similar adventure” (34). Queequeg in a way did “fall among the cannibals,”
but after Ishmael determines that Queequeg’s skin isn’t white regardless, he assesses
Queequeg’s skull shape as “George Washington cannibalistically developed” (55). In this
case, Queequeg “looked like a man who had never cringed and never had had a creditor,”
which makes him look like an American (55). Ishmael doesn’t refer to himself as a
cannibal, but his body outs him as a whaler, which is cannibal-adjacent, when he tattoos
himself with the dimensions of the sperm whale’s skeleton.221 Ishmael’s tattoo serves as
proof that he’s a good laborer: “Your true whale-hunter is as much a savage as an
Iroquois. I myself am a savage, owning no allegiance but to the King of the Cannibals;
and ready at any moment to rebel against him” (222). Here, Ishmael isn’t “among the
cannibals,” sailors, or savages, but is “a savage” himself who, despite proclaiming loyalty
to Ahab,222 the “King of the Cannibals,” is always ready to take his place as captain.
Once Queequeg makes it to the Pequod, he disappears like Columbus on the San
Dominick and instead comes to represent labor as the harpooner on a whaling ship – just
221

“The skeleton dimensions I shall now proceed to set down are copied verbatim from my right arm,
where I had them tattooed; as in my wild wanderings at that period, there was no other secure way of
preserving such valuable statistics. But as I was crowded for space, and wished the other parts of my body
to remain a blank page for a poem I was then composing—at least, what untattooed parts might remain—I
did not trouble myself with the odd inches; nor, indeed, should inches at all enter into a congenial
admeasurement of the whale.” (Melville, Moby-Dick 347)
222 When introducing Ahab, Captain Peleg remarks that “Ahab of old, thou knowest, was a crowned king!”
(Melville, Moby-Dick 78).
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like he was before Ishmael saw him. Geoffrey Sanborn writes that Queequeg pops back
up throughout the novel as an “allegorical market for savagery, virtually indistinguishable
from the other harpooners,” and determines that Queequeg’s presence in the first few
chapters of Moby-Dick prepares the reader for Ahab (125). As Sanborn goes on to trace
threads of Queequeg throughout the rest of the novel, he fails to acknowledge that
Ishmael, too, “fades rather suddenly into the margins of the text” (134). Ishmael narrates
the novel but doesn’t do too much on the Pequod; instead, he observes. Both Ishmael and
Queequeg’s bodies become tools of labor when they sign up for service on the Pequod.
The ship and the narrative both, in a word, eat Ishmael and Queequeg right up, alongside
the other individuals on board, whom Ishmael mostly deemphasizes in favor of the ship
as a whole. I argue that neither Queequeg nor Ishmael really disappears at all. Instead,
they become disembodied as dismembered pieces of the Pequod, and Queequeg’s
transition from capitalist to cannibal to laborer reflects the Pequod’s body as an industrial
body.
Similar to how Americans mythologize Columbus by not looking at his body at
all, Ishmael introduces the Pequod as a mythological empire by imagining it as human
instead of looking at it as a ship.223 Both imaginings depend on seeing an American body
where there isn’t one – Columbus isn’t American, and the ship isn’t a human.
Nonetheless, the Pequod is metonymic for the nation – its history unifies it, and its
mythology propels it into the future. Ishmael introduces the ship as legendary: “Pequod,
you will no doubt remember, was the name of a celebrated tribe of Massachusetts
Indians; now extinct as the ancient Medes” (Melville, Moby-Dick 69). Melville’s readers
likely did not remember the Pequot tribe, and Wai-chee Dimock takes note of Ishmael’s

223

Conversely, Columbus is an imperial mythology.
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verbiage: “The crucial words here are ‘now extinct’—and it is crucial, too, that the word
should be ‘extinct,’ rather than ‘exterminated.’ ‘Extermination’ betrays the work of an
exterminator; ‘extinction,’ on the other hand, suggests a natural process, as if time alone
were responsible for this fated course of events” (115). Though the Medes were
conquered by the Persians in 550 B.C.E., the Pequots are not extinct.224 Neither, for that
matter, are the other cultures to which Ishmael alludes, regardless of their histories – save
for, perhaps, the Tartars, whom Ishmael assigns to the helmsmen, not the ship itself.
Dimock sticks with Melville’s use of Native genocide to argue that Ahab portends the
same doom for the United States, but I question each of the cultures namedropped by
Ishmael as folded into the Pequod’s fate. Ishmael continues to compare the Pequod to
empires and the land, cities, and people conquered by them without making any
particular distinction between the two; they all comprise the body of the ship and its
assemblage of appendages.
The Pequod is a whaling empire, “a thing of trophies. A cannibal of a craft,
tricking herself forth in the chased bones of her enemies” (Melville, Moby-Dick 70). The
ship looks to be not American but nonetheless very much is; the Pequod is of French
complexion (and Egyptian and Siberian by association),225 German spine (by way of
Japan),226 English Catholic skin,227 Icelandic character,228 and adorned with Ethiopian
224

In their edition of Moby-Dick, Parker and Hayford write, “The Pequots were not extinct, but had nearly
been annihilated in 1637” (69, note 4, emphasis mine). The Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Nation and the
Eastern Pequot Tribal Nation are federally-recognized Native American tribes in present-day Connecticut.
225 “Long seasoned and weather-stained in the typhoons and calms of all four oceans, her old hull’s
complexion was darkened like a French grenadier’s, who has alike fought in Egypt and Siberia.” (Melville,
Moby-Dick 69)
226 “Her masts—cut somewhere on the coast of Japan, where her original ones were lost overboard in a
gale—her masts stood stiffly up like the spines of the three old kings of Cologne.” (Melville, Moby-Dick
69)
Earlier in the same paragraph, Melville specifies that the Pequod is not like the “mountainous Japanese
junks,” meaning an “Asian high-topped ship” according to Parker and Hayford’s annotation (69, note 5).
227 “Her ancient decks were worn and wrinkled, like the pilgrim-worshipped flag-stone in Canterbury
Cathedral where Becket bled.” (Melville, Moby-Dick 69)
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jewelry.229 Its enemies aren’t fallen kingdoms or soldiers, though, and Ishmael does not
imply that the ship’s hull fought alongside, for example, Napoleon in Egypt, even though
it looks like it did. The Pequod’s enemies are whales. Its upper deck is “garnished like
one continuous jaw, with the long sharp teeth of the sperm whale,” chewing through itself
and “over sheaves of sea-ivory” (70). With the teeth and bones of sperm whales and right
whales, the Pequod looks like a whale and to be eating whales at the same time. The
dismembered whale bodies make the Pequod look like a cannibal whale, similar to how
Queequeg’s collection of decapitated human bodies makes him look like a cannibal. But
Queequeg commodifies the human head to make a profit, not to make a meal, and he sells
them. Then again, Queequeg is a cannibal, and the Pequod is not. Instead, the Pequod
makes itself a cannibal by incorporating the whale teeth into its own body, just as a real
cannibal might by eating human flesh. In this way, both Queequeg and the Pequod
consume bodies as a business investment; the teeth are, after all, “inserted there for pins,
to fasten [the Pequod’s] old hempen thews and tendons to” (70). Like Queequeg does
“goin’ out of the door with four heads strung on a string, for all the airth like a string of
inions” in New Bedford,230 the Pequod looks to be cannibalizing whales, but only in
pursuit of commodifying more whales with the goal of selling their oil back home (32).
In this way, the Pequod‘s whaling voyages seem to feed the ship like food, and it picks
and chooses at pieces of whale corpses and human empires to sustain itself.
The shape of a whaleship typically resembles a whale’s body far more than a
human’s, but the men at the helm of the Pequod use whale carcasses to make the ship
228

“this old Peleg, during the term of his chief-mateship, had built upon her original grotesqueness, and
inlaid it, all over, with a quaintness both of material and device, unmatched by anything except it be
Thorkill-Hake’s carved buckler or bedstead.” (Melville, Moby-Dick 70)
229 “She was appareled like any barbaric Ethiopian emperor, his neck heavy with pendants of polished
ivory.” (Melville, Moby-Dick 70)
230 Peter Coffin’s simile begs the question: where’s the rest of the body? Did Queequeg eat it?
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seem humanesque. The Pequod’s body also has a particularly unique detail: a Native
American head. The imperial features on the rest of the ship – skin, beard, and spine –
map seamlessly onto its hull, bows, and masts, but the head on the quarterdeck is
overwhelmingly strange. Ishmael can’t imagine it as part of the Pequod’s body and
assumes it’s only a temporary office while the ship is docked, as was typical for the
quarterdeck in harbor. Nonetheless, the structure is odd. Ishmael doesn’t explain why he
thinks it’s temporary, but it certainly doesn’t seem sturdy enough to withstand the sea.
Then again, everything on the ship seems temporary, or at least out-of-date, and like the
Pequod’s body, its head is made of whale bone:
Now when I looked about the quarter-deck, for some one having authority, in
order to propose myself as a candidate for the voyage, at first I saw nobody; but I
could not well overlook a strange sort of tent, or rather wigwam, pitched a little
behind the main-mast. It seemed only a temporary erection used in port. It was of
a conical shape, some ten feet high; consisting of the long, huge slabs of limber
black bone taken from the middle and highest part of the jaws of the right-whale.
Planted with their broad ends on the deck, a circle of these slabs laced together,
mutually sloped towards each other, and at the apex united in a tufted point,
where the loose hairy fibres waved to and fro like the top-knot on some old
Pottowottamie Sachem’s head. A triangular opening faced towards the bows of
the ship, so that the insider commanded a complete view forward. (70)
The Pequod’s ceremonial head on the quarterdeck, a space usually reserved for the
captain, resembles a tipi as well as the decapitated head of the Native chief that would
occupy it. The tipi-head requires the captain to feed himself to the Pequod and walk
through its front door like a mouth in order to command the ship. As the captain enacts
his own cannibalization to assume his position at the head and in the head, and Ishmael
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offers himself up as food when he wanders in to join the crew. The Pequod looks to be
eating laborers like a real cannibal might. The ship resembles a cannibal more and more
in preparation for its voyage as the crew members take their places on the ship. But
Ishmael finds Captain Peleg – not Captain Ahab, but an appropriate introduction to his
peg leg – inside the tent. Made as the human body but of the whale, the ship cannibalizes
both to fuel itself as a factory, or an industrial body. Yet the laborers seem to somehow
survive their cannibalization if they don’t entirely evade it.
Industrial Decapitation
Ishmael gives very few reasons to go on the whaling voyage, and the Pequod in
particular is utterly horrifying to behold. Though Queequeg’s tattooed body is also
initially disturbing to Ishmael, the “cannibal of a craft” does not quite figure as a human
cannibal; it’s a human-whale monster, sewn together by whale bones, white flesh, and
adorned with Japanese sails, Ethiopian ivory, and Native American hair. Moreover, the
pay is terrible, as Ishmael demonstrates when he tries to negotiate his salary with Peleg.
But working on the Pequod offers another benefit: Americanness. Though labor on the
Pequod doesn’t grant citizenship, its crew members, regardless of their nationality,
become American by participating in the whaling voyage.
While the Pequod cannibalizes bodies, the nation Americanizes them. Though not
all of the men are American, fewer than half “of the many thousand men before the mast
employed in the American whale fishery, are Americans born, though pretty nearly all
the officers are” (107). Ishmael explains that this unity extends across disciplines,
including “the American whale fishery as with the American army and military and
merchant navies, and the engineering forces employed in the construction of the
American Canals and Railroads” (107). Ishmael doesn’t specify what constitutes
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“Americans born,” which implies place of birth but connotes citizenship. As an empire
itself, the Pequod combines the two at its hub in New Bedford. Ishmael introduces each
of the mates as native American whalers: Starbuck is “a native of Nantucket, and a
Quaker by descent,” Stubb is “a native of Cape Cod,” and Flask is “a native of Tisbury,
in Martha’s Vineyard” (101, 104, 105). As for the rest of the crew, about half are
American-born,231 but Ishmael doesn’t specify where men like Tashtego, the “old Gayhead Indian,” Pip, and Fleece, who are American-born but not citizens, fall (109). But
instead of displaying its materials like the Pequod does on the ship’s exterior, American
industry hides the laborers that work for it inside its body as organs and tissue: “the
native American liberally provides the brains, the rest of the world as generously
supplying the muscles,” (107).232 American industry doesn’t only occur through laboring
bodies; industry has a body of its own composed of laborers’ more productive limbs and
organs. This structure maps well onto the Pequod, where the officers figure inside the
head on the quarterdeck, while the meticulously multicultural laborers are reflected in the
ship’s body as nations and whalebones. Like the industrial body in miniature, the Pequod
is comprised of interlocking laborers, and it collects bodies to build the nation like a
national limb itself.
Though absent from the ship’s ceremonial head, Ahab seems to function alone as
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This seems to be true for the Pequod. The only main characters who Ishmael specifies are not
“Americans born” are: Queequeg, from Kovoko (59), likely New Zealand (32); Daggoo, from Africa (106);
and Fedallah, from Asia, perhaps the Philippines (181, 191), and possibly of Persian descent (261). In
“Midnight, Forecastle,” Ishmael lists sailors from Holland (146), France (146), Iceland (147), Malta (147),
Sicily (147), Portugal (147, 149), China (148), Ireland (148, 151), India (148), Tahiti (149), England (149),
Spain (150), and Santiago (150). Ishmael repeats that the Pequod has thirty crew members in “The Musket”
(387), “The Life-Buoy” (395), and “The Chase—Second Day” (415). Based on my count, at least eighteen
of the Pequod’s crew, including the harpooners, are foreign born, or just about half. but Ishmael refers to
over forty crew members throughout the novel.
232 For Melville, “native American” and “Americans born” mean the same thing – neither of which seem to
include Native Americans.
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the Pequod’s brain,233 regardless of the other captains. His own body resists
interpretation; Peleg can’t quite pin down Ahab, whom he explains is “sort of sick, and
yet he don’t look so. In fact, he ain’t sick; but no, he isn’t well either” (78). His health is
as confounding as his mortality as “a grand, godly, god-like man,” who is equal parts
civilized and savage and, therefore, “above the common; Ahab's been in colleges, as well
as 'mong the cannibals” (78). Ahab is sick and well, divine and mortal, capitalist and
cannibal. Ishmael often reduces Ahab’s body to his leg, which is similarly ambiguous as
present and absent, whale and human, dead and alive. Ahab’s role as the captain of the
Pequod is quite clear, but the relationship between his body and his ship overdetermined.
Critics tend to read Ahab as the Pequod’s cannibal-in-chief, and Melville provides
a multitude of evidence to support the claim; Ahab even refers to himself as “cannibal old
me” almost immediately before sailing into the mouth of Moby Dick (406). Dimock
argues that Ahab’s cannibalism is one of many traits that suggest “the cultural genesis of
Ahab and Indians as analogous ‘characters,’” but her reading also depends on the
Pequod’s body (136). Ahab is arguably more cannibalized than cannibalistic himself – he
certainly doesn’t eat anybody in Moby-Dick – but at no point does Melville refer to
Ahab’s leg as cannibalized or to Moby Dick as a cannibal. According to Peleg, Ahab
“lost his leg […] by that accursed whale,” and a sailor reports that “a parmacetti took [his
leg] off,” but neither explains how or why (78, 87). Later, the Gay-Head Indian describes
Ahab’s body as a ship “dismasted off Japan […] like his dismasted craft,” and Starbuck
identifies Moby Dick as the thief “that took off they leg” (109, 139). Melville identifies
who took Ahab’s leg and where, but not how or why. Between the “accursed whale” and
the “dismasted craft,” Ahab’s amputation seems to be a workplace injury.
233

In “The Whale as a Dish,” Ishmael describes the body of the whale as fairly unappetizing but makes an
exception: “In the case of a small Sperm Whale the brains are accounted a fine dish” (241).
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As much as critics argue that Ahab is a cannibal, they allege he’s not a capitalist.
Marxist critics234 often cite Ahab’s monomania as disqualifying him from capitalism
because he doesn’t pursue Moby Dick as a commodity. This analysis hinges on
capitalism not being monomaniacal. At the same time, it depends on understanding Ahab
as a laborer rather than a capitalist sending a boat full of unwilling men to their deaths.
While Ahab is not bourgeois, he is the captain. Even while misreading capitalism as a
purely economic system rather than a power structure, this reading ignores several key
details about the sperm whale and Moby Dick in particular. To many readers’ frustration,
Ishmael meticulously details the sperm whale’s anatomy, including the sea of spermaceti
in its head. Since Moby Dick is legendarily gigantic, his body presumably contains a sea
of oil, and Ishmael repeatedly emphasizes his gargantuan forehead in the three “Chase”
chapters. Other Marxist readings misunderstand industry. In his analysis of Moby Dick as
capital, Cesare Casarino describes Ahab as “the obsolete remnant of an archaic,
nonsynchronic, premodern, and perhaps even precapitalist desire to refuse to engage in
exchange” (87). He goes on to argue that Ahab’s pursuit of Moby Dick threatens “to stop
and abolish circulation tout court” by destroying the whale instead of commodifying and
selling it (101). This theoretical reading ignores the Pequod as a factory and assumes that
Ahab wouldn’t still collect and manufacture Moby Dick’s spermaceti after killing him.
Ahab himself addresses Moby Dick’s potential for capital:
Nor was Ahab unmindful of another thing. […] I will not strip these men, thought
Ahab, of all hopes of cash—aye, cash. They may scorn cash now; but let some
months go by, and no perspective promise of it to them, and then this same
quiescent cash all at once mutinying in them, this same cash would soon cashier
234

Here, I’m most specifically referring to Cesare Casarino’s Modernity at Sea (2002), though this critical
tendency pops up quite regularly.
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Ahab. (Melville, Moby-Dick 178)
Ahab, then, is quite aware of his role as the crewmen’s boss. But paychecks aside,
Ahab’s quest to “dismember his dismemberer” is very much an exchange, regardless of
its market value. Critical readings of the doubloon often understand Ahab as removing
capital from the ship, but this reading misunderstands the point of American industrial
capitalism, which is certainly not to empower its working class.
The Whale as a Fish235
American capitalism is invisible on the Pequod, which imagines itself as an
empire and not as an industry. Ishmael emphasizes his poverty in “Loomings” and
narrates his wage negotiations when he signs up for the voyage, but he doesn’t really
discuss money again. Even while raging against capitalism, Ishmael never translates the
whale’s assumed worth into dollars, and the Pequod doesn’t seem to cannibalize whales
in pursuit of money, even if Moby Dick represents money to his crew. When Ahab seeks
revenge for his lost leg, he hastily identifies Moby Dick as his immediate adversary
rather than the forces that ushered him into the mouth of the whale in the first place.
Ishmael provides few details as to whatever drew Ahab to whaling, but the reader can
infer that his impetus was similar to his crew’s: money. Melville rewrites class and labor
by making the Pequod industrial, which Ishmael explains is also an American body. Then
again, the Pequod also resembles a cannibal and a whale. In this section, I will show how
nation commodifies individual bodies through their nutritional value as money.
The Pequod cannibalizes whale bodies as future profit, and Ishmael presents the
bodies of the whales based on their estimated worth in oil. My analysis builds on Samuel
235

This heading is in reference to Chapter 65, but Ishmael does determine, after some deliberating, that
whales are fish. He clarifies, though, that whales have “lungs and warm blood; whereas, all other fish are
lungless and cold blooded” (117).
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Otter’s work in Melville’s Anatomies (1999), wherein Otter points out that what may
seem like a “strange […] move from human to whale anatomy, it is a move that Melville
makes repeatedly in Moby-Dick” and which I argue functions to dissect the laboring body
alongside that of its raw material (132). Otter compares Ishmael’s descriptions of whale
bodies to phrenology, but I will analyze them here as embodying their exchange value as
future commodities. Ishmael's lengthy descriptions of the whale illustrate how employers
may commodify laborers’ bodies; as opposed to the factory, though, the whale that
produces the most capital for the ship is valued most highly, whereas the manual laborer
is entirely disposable. He separates whales into three categories: “As the type of the
FOLIO I present the Sperm Whale; of the OCTAVO, the Grampus, of the DUODECIMO, the
Porpoise” (Melville, Moby-Dick 118). Whales are placed in a taxonomy presumably
based on size, as the forms of the Folio, Octavo, and Duodecimo employed by Ishmael
represent three sizes of books, but the whales’ value corresponds to their market value,
which tends to correspond to their size in that the bigger the whale, the more oil it has.
The whales in the Folio are led by the sperm whale, lauded for being the “largest,” “most
formidable,” and “most majestic” of the whales (118). Most importantly for Ishmael,
though, the sperm whale is introduced first due to its being “by far the most valuable in
commerce; he being the only creature from which that valuable substance, spermaceti, is
obtained” (118). The sperm whale is venerated not for the size of its body – Ishmael does
not even bother to specify its dimensions – but for the amount of money it can make
when sold as a commodity. Thus, when the right whale is introduced second, so is its
exchange value in its “oil specially known as ‘whale oil,’ an inferior article in commerce”
(118).
Ishmael’s taxonomy of whales considers the whale’s earning potential alongside
the danger of hunting them, the former holding considerably more weight than the latter.
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In the Octavo, the whales must be smaller in size and smaller in value. Only the first
three of the five whales included in the Octavo are given dimensions, and Ishmael again
invokes the relationship between capitalism and cannibalism when he introduces the
killer whale. The killer whale is barbarous, “very savage—a sort of Feegee fish,” and is
included in the Octavo rather than the Folio because it is a hindrance rather than a boon
to capitalism: “He sometimes takes the great Folio whales by the lip, and hangs there like
a leech, till the mighty brute is worried to death. The Killer is never hunted. I never heard
what sort of oil he has” (123). Though likely no less of a hassle than the sperm whale,
which is exceedingly difficult to capture, the killer whale cannot be transformed into a
commodity, so it and knowledge of it are useless to Ishmael. Least important, then, are
the Duodecimo whales, which are not whales at all, but rather dolphins and seals,
virtually devoid of oil. By organizing the whale bodies based on their exchange value,
Ishmael also classifies the labor on the ship, all of which leads to the extraction of oil.
The commodifiable sperm whale that Ishmael himself can consume, rather than the
cannibalistic killer whale, reigns supreme. On the ship, then, harpooners rank supreme
among the laborers because they most immediately enable the transformation of whale to
oil to dollars. Coincidentally, all the harpooners are cannibals.
Though the Pequod is home to several cannibals, cannibalism on the ship refers to
wasting money. Ishmael discusses cannibalism as man-eating only once after Stubb
captures the first sperm whale of the voyage and eats the carcass afterwards for dinner –
but the burning of whale oil, not the eating of whale flesh, makes Stubb’s dinner into
what Otter calls a “cannibal feast” (141). Ishmael recognizes that to “feed upon the
creature that feeds his lamp, and, like Stubb, eat him by his own light” is a potential
conflict of interest (Melville, Moby-Dick 240). Melville’s readers likely did not consider
whales as food if even edible – Ishmael explains that historically, whale meat was a
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delicacy – or as light in their lamp oil. Indeed, “landsmen seem to regard the eating of
[whales] with abhorrence,” and Ishmael considers that perhaps whale meat fails to garner
the same respect as it did in, for example, sixteenth-century Europe, because of “the
consideration before mentioned: i.e. that a man should eat a newly murdered thing of the
sea, and eat it too by its own light” (242). Comparing whales to oxen, Ishmael argues that
the carnivore is more cannibalistic than the cannibal. He describes a meat market as
erasing the most prominent, pointed feature of the cannibal’s body:236
Does not that sight take a tooth out of the cannibal’s jaw? Cannibals? who is not a
cannibal? I tell you it will be more tolerable for the Fejee that salted down a lean
missionary in his cellar against a coming famine; it will be more tolerable for that
provident Fejee, I say, in the day of judgment, than for thee, civilized and
enlightened gourmand, who nailest geese to the ground and feastest on their
bloated livers in thy paté-de-foie-gras. (242)
It’s unlikely that either Ishmael or Melville had a bone to pick, so to speak, with meateating. Ishmael’s emphasis is on how human meat, bird meat, and whale meat all look the
same. The only difference Ishmael really points out is that the geese are probably richer
in taste. The whalers, then, are certainly cannibalistic as they harpoon their way across
the ocean, since the production process looks like dismembered bodies. The harpooners,
however, are actual cannibals, and Ishmael’s critique seems to apply to his readers on
land.
The cannibalism Ishmael describes as lighting Stubb’s dinner is the same
technology that makes the American whaling industry so successful. Ishmael spends
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Earlier, Ishmael plays the threat of cannibal teeth for laughs: “Alas! Dough-Boy! hard fares the white
waiter who waits upon cannibals” (131). Ishmael turns to the worried waiter, whose “whole life was one
continual lip-quiver,” when the harpooners violently gnaw on their dinners (130). As Queequeg and
Tashtego compare each other’s pointed teeth, Ishmael notes how the “trembling Dough-Boy almost looked
to see whether any marks of teeth lurked in his own lean arms” (130).
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several chapters detailing the peculiarities of whaleships, but the try-works is of
particular importance. At the start of “The Try-Works,” Ishmael explains that the refinery
machine system is exclusive to American whaling ships: “Besides her hoisted boats, an
American whaler is outwardly distinguished by her try-works. She presents the curious
anomaly of the most solid masonry joining with oak and hemp in constituting the
completed ship. It is as if from the open field a brick-kiln were transported to her planks”
(325). As usual, Ishmael stretches the truth a bit. The try-works were not exclusive to
American whaling ships; however, American whalers were the first to install the tryworks on the ship instead of ferrying the raw blubber back to shore to be processed on
land.237 By constructing the try-works on the deck, American whaleships could schedule
longer voyages and employ more whalers, thus working the men longer and harder for a
greater profit. By the mid-nineteenth century, most whaleships had adopted the American
design. Nonetheless, the try-works, which Ishmael describes as a kind of kitchen-factory,
are what distinguishes the battle-scared Pequod as an American whaleship.
The whale orchestrates its own destruction and prepares itself as a meal in the tryworks, which Ishmael presents as a kitchen with silver pots, a brick oven, and a cook
manning the furnace. The cook recedes quickly after “fir[ing] the works” and lighting the
wood, which in turn is replaced by the whale: “after being tried out, the crisp, shriveled
blubber, now called scraps or fritters, still contains considerable of its unctuous
properties. These fritters feed the flames” (326). The whale cooks itself by burning its
own fried fat, and in becoming a commodity, the whale becomes a cannibal. Ishmael
imagines the whale like a cannibal chef, “a plethoric burning martyr, or a self-consuming
misanthrope, once ignited, the whale supplies his own fuel and burns by his own body.
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See the New Bedford Whaling Museum’s “Overview of American Whaling” for a comprehensive
history on the try-works.
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Would that he consumed his own smoke! for his smoke is horrible to inhale, and inhale it
you must, and not only that, but you must live in it for the time” (326). Though selfconsuming, the whale can’t breathe his own smoky breath as a corpse. The laborers live
in both the whale and the ship at once, which Ishmael describes as a train into a coalmine:
“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” (327). For Ishmael, the try-works process makes the
laborers cannibalistic, but he doesn’t specify what or who the laborers eat. The carcass
becomes the air and overtakes the space of the ship as part of its self-consumption.
While the sperm whale’s self-cannibalization threatens to cook (and possibly eat
up) the laborers operating the try-works, it also transforms them into the slowly
commodifying corpses themselves. The two seem interchangeable in the shadow of the
flames from Ishmael’s perspective as he stands “[w]rapped, for that interval, in darkness
myself, I but the better saw the redness, the madness, the ghastliness of others” (327).
Otter focuses on an earlier scene in “Stubb Kills a Whale” to argue that the “hydraulics”
of whale hunting as a “crimson operation [that] literally reflects on the sailors, as their
faces are stained by the color of blood and they become ‘red men,’ white savages,” but
here Ishmael perceives the laborers as backlit by fire (Otter 140, 141). Their labor is only
perceptible by the absence of their bodies, and the shadow before the flame seems
monstrous. “Ghastliness” is uncanny;238 it evokes ghostliness through the body, which
ghosts necessarily do not have. Rather, a ghost has left its dead body, so the “ghastliness
of others” suggests the laborers are reanimated corpses. The only corpse aboard,
however, is the whale’s, but the try-works threaten to add more fuel to the fire, so to
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“Ghastliness” is related to corpses and ghosts. The OED specifies that “ghastly” primarily refers to “the
kind of horror evoked by the sight of death or carnage,” but its second definition refers to ghosts: “Like a
spectre, or a dead body; death-like, pale, wan” (“ghastly, adj.1.a, adj.2.a”).
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speak, by using the whale to light the deck instead of saving the whale oil to be sold on
land. Ishmael doesn’t blame the try-works themselves for the violence, nor does he blame
the whale. Instead, he focuses on the consumers who buy whale oil and fund whaling
voyages as ultimately making the laboring body monstrous.
By portraying the manufacturing process next to the commodity it produces,
Ishmael implies that burning whale oil is akin to buying human bodies – or at least their
laboring limbs. Ishmael begs his readers not to trust anything they see by whale light:
“believe not the artificial fire, when its redness makes all things look ghastly. To-morrow,
in the natural sun, the skies will be bright; those who glared like devils in the forking
flames, the morn will show in far other, at least gentler, relief; the glorious, golden, glad
sun, the only true lamp—all others but liars!” (328). By using the word “lamp” to
describe the sun, Melville implicates his readers, perhaps reading the novel by
candlelight, who may consider the light in their homes as natural rather than
manufactured on whaleships. The glow of the floating factory fire distorts what it
illuminates, similar to oil-lit lamps that hide the laborers who manufactured them.
Ishmael’s warning recalls his earlier plea to, “[f]or God's sake, be economical with your
lamps and candles! not a gallon you burn, but at least one drop of man's blood was spilled
for it” (172). Here, Ishmael begins the dismemberment of the laboring body by reducing
it to drops of blood. Cannibalism happens not only in the factory, but also in the store.
The comparison recalls Queequeg’s trade of heads, which Sanborn reminds us was a
“white man’s business.” By lighting whale oil in lamps, especially from a whale caught
by a cannibal, readers are consuming the body they purchase in an act of cannibalism.
“Timber!”: Ahab’s Last Stand
Ishmael takes a pretty tortuous route to allege industrial capitalism is cannibalism
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through whale oil as human blood when Ahab’s whalebone peg leg encapsulates the
entire metaphor at once. (The cannibal harpooners are another easy target – though they
don’t eat anyone on the ship, their affinity for whale hunting suggests a linkage between
the two.) But Ahab isn’t quite a cannibal; he seems to have glitched and turned the
machine of his body against himself in pursuit of Moby Dick. Cannibalizing his own
hands, Ahab gnaws on himself in the throes of his monomania, “burying himself in the
hollow of a tree, […] sucking his own paws; so, in his inclement, howling old age,
Ahab's soul, shut up in the caved trunk of his body, there fed upon the sullen paws of its
gloom!” (131). Ishmael describes Ahab not as a man, but as a wolf and a tree, even
describing Ahab’s body as nonhuman by highlighting his “trunk” and “paws.” Though he
chews on his own body, Ahab himself confirms that “it was Moby Dick that dismasted
me; Moby Dick that brought me to this dead stump I stand on now. […] Aye, aye! it was
that accursed white whale that razed me; made a poor pegging lubber of me for ever and
a day!” (139). Ahab himself attributes his amputation to fate: “The prophecy was that I
should be dismembered; and—Aye! I lost this leg. I now prophesy that I will dismember
my dismemberer” (143). The prophecy was not, of course, that Ahab should be
dismembered, but as Ishmael explains, that dogs should drink his blood.239 But Moby
Dick doesn’t drink Ahab’s blood, nor does Ahab “chase that while whale […] till he
spouts black blood and rolls fin out” (139). Instead, Ahab “sleeps with clenched hands;
and wakes with his own bloody nails in his palms” (169). The only way Ahab interacts
with his own body is as a corpse; Ahab “bur[ies] himself” in “the caved trunk of his
body” like a coffin, he “fe[eds] upon” his hands as food, he stands on the “dead stump”
of his remaining leg, and he claws at himself until he can cup his blood in his hands.
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“When that wicked king was slain, the dogs, did they not lick his blood?” (Melville, Moby-Dick 78)
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In the three “Chase” chapters, Melville portrays capitalism as commodifying
laboring bodies in the same way that the try-works manufacture whales into “artificial
fire.” But even cannibalism, for Melville, isn’t man-eating – when Ishmael alleges
cannibalism, it’s from burning whale oil. As the Pequod does when Ishmael first sees it,
Moby Dick looks like a cannibal among the whaleboats but refuses to consume them,
though he certainly has no intent of selling them as products. Here, I show that the
Pequod ultimately cannibalizes itself in its pursuit of Moby Dick, first by feeding him
whaleboats, and later by dismembering the whaleboats and the laborers into wood, arms,
and legs. Moby Dick recognizes the Pequod by the natural materials that compose it, and
when he does contribute to the Pequod’s destruction, it’s to preclude his own
commodification, not to eat or sell them himself. I focus, then, on Ahab, who understands
the Pequod as his own body and the death of Fedallah as an amputation. As a laborer,
Ahab is always already dismembered, and as captain, he’s disembodied. When the
Pequod finally sinks, Queequeg’s understanding of himself as an individual body within
American industrial capitalism saves Ishmael from it. In other words, only by
disembodying the cannibal can Ishmael save his own body as a dismembered piece of the
ship.
Ahab reenacts his own dismemberment through the body of the Pequod by
driving his whaleboat directly into Moby Dick’s mouth. By feeding Moby Dick and
instead of eating the whale himself, Ahab encourages Moby Dick to cannibalize him.
When Moby Dick’s “glittering mouth yawn[s] beneath the boat like an open-doored
marble tomb,” Ahab “whirl[s] the craft” into it (410). After Ahab, “by reason of this
timely spinning round the boat upon its axis,” inadvertently hitches his boat to the
whale’s tooth, Moby Dick seems harassed, not hungry. Even Ishmael fails to come up
with any particularly vicious metaphor as Moby Dick tries to dislodge the boat from his
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mouth by “sh[aking] the slight cedar as a mildly cruel cat her mouse” (410). In “one final
effort to push the boat out of the bite,” Ahab handfeeds the whaleboat to Moby Dick, who
dismembers it in place of Ahab himself (410). “But only slipping further into the whale’s
mouth,” Ahab loses his grip on Moby Dick’s tooth and falls “flat-faced upon the sea”
(410). Though Moby Dick dismembers the whaleboat by biting it in half, he refuses to eat
either it or Ahab, whom he rejects entirely.240
The laborers imagine themselves first as a single laboring body within the Pequod
but then as individually dismembered pieces of the ship itself when they see Moby
Dick.241 Ishmael first describes the laborers like planks of wood united as and within the
Pequod’s industrial body but distinct from it:
They were one man, not thirty. For as the one ship that held them all; though it
was put together of all contrasting things—oak, and maple, and pine wood; iron,
and pitch, and hemp—yet all these ran into each other in the one concrete hull,
which shot on its way, both balanced and directed by the long central keel; even
so, all the individualities of the crew, this man’s valor, that man’s fear; guilt and
guiltiness, all varieties were welded into oneness, and were all directed to that
fatal goal which Ahab their one lord and keel did point to. (415)
Here, the Pequod doesn’t look like a human body; it’s a collection of raw materials that
looks and works like a ship. The laborers don’t come together as a human body, either,
and they seem more like wood than flesh. As part of the Pequod, their bodies look like
trees that have been cut down, chopped up, and manufactured. The Pequod seems to
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Ahab’s whaleboat also resembles how Ishmael describes the cannibalistic killer whale as “tak[ing] the
great Folio whales by the lip, and hang[ing] there like a leech, till the mighty brute is worried to death” in
“Cetology” (123).
241 As a mate, Stubb feels like his own boat: “The ship and I are two brave fellows!—Ha, ha! Some one
take me up, and launch me, spine-wise, on the sea,—for by live-oaks! my spine's a keel’” (414).
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come back to life by looking for Moby Dick and navigating the ship towards “that fatal
goal” from the mastheads: “The rigging lived. The mast-heads, like the tops of tall palms,
were outspreadingly tufted with arms and legs” (415). By following Ahab, “their one lord
and keel,” the laborers make themselves dismembered legs for Ahab to use as his own.
Instead of dismembering himself again like the laborers, Ahab can reunite his body as the
wood becomes a tree. Labor grows both the men and the wood as trees on the deck, but
Ishmael doesn’t describe the ship as a forest. The mastheads only look like living trees
waving in the wind but aren’t necessarily so, even though the rigging that supports them
is alive. The industry lives, but the wood is still dead. Conversely, the laborers, who
presumably are alive, dismember themselves on the masthead so their still-moving limbs
can look like tree leaves and reanimate the corpse of the ship. Whether docked or at sea,
the laborers always dismember themselves on the ship, here as either wood planks or tree
leaves, and on land as American workers, in exchange for national belonging.
The Pequod no longer seems like the “cannibal of a craft” it was in New Bedford.
But it isn’t quite a meal, either; Moby Dick only looks as though he’s preparing to eat the
laborers when they lower their boats to chase him. Though he looks like a cannibal when
“rushing among the boats with open jaws,” Moby Dick pursues the goal, as Ishmael
identifies it, of “annihilating each separate plank of which those boats were made” (416).
Ishmael understands the boats as American and industrial but not human; they behave
like trained soldiers and “skillfully [maneuver], incessantly, wheeling like trained
chargers in the field” yet remain wooden and “elud[e] him; though, at times, but by a
plank’s breadth,” not a hair’s breadth (416).
Moby Dick performs the same trick on the boats that the laborers do on whale
bodies at the try-works; he has the men prepare themselves as a meal. He splits the
Pequod up into pieces like blubber, fritters, and oil, first by having Stubb and Starbuck’s
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boats smash into each other instead of destroying them himself. Ishmael describes the
broken pieces of boats like seasoning in the try-works pots: “the odorous cedar chips of
the wrecks danced round and round, like the grated nutmeg in a swiftly stirred bowl of
punch” (416). Their destruction even smells as the burning whale’s body did, though the
whaleboats’ odor seems significantly more pleasant than the whale’s. But the boats don’t
consume themselves, and the whale doesn’t consume them either. Moby Dick resists
commodification by destroying the factory that manufactures him, and he rejects
cannibalism by refusing to eat the laborers, even while they simmer in a pot.
Moby Dick doesn’t need to attack the laborers’ bodies if he makes their labor
impossible. Thus, he doesn’t consume the raw materials, though after smashing Ahab’s
boat, Moby Dick does seem vexed that he can’t destroy the remains entirely: “whenever a
stray oar, bit of plank, the least chip or crumb of the boats touched his skin, his tail
swiftly drew back, and came sideways smiting the sea” (417). Even though the try-works
are still safe and sound on the Pequod, the laborers have no way of getting the whale
aboard to extract his oil without harpoons and whaleboats. Moby Dick sends battered
bodies back to the Pequod but renders the tools entirely useless: “Some sprained
shoulders, wrists, and ankles; livid contusions; wrenched harpoons and lances;
inextricable intricacies of rope; shattered oars and planks; all these were there; but no
fatal or even serious ill seemed to have befallen any one” (417). Except, of course, for
Ahab, whose leg “snap[s] off, leaving but one short sharp splinter” (417).
Ahab imagines his body through the Pequod, so when his dismembered limb
becomes dismembered itself, he can replace it with a laborer or a harpoon. But even if the
“ivory leg” were part of his skeleton, Ahab doesn’t understand himself as embodying his
body (417). Ahab insists that all of his bones are broken “and all splintered to pieces,
Stubb!—d'ye see it.—But even with a broken bone, old Ahab is untouched; and I account
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no living bone of mine one jot more me, than this dead one that's lost” (417). Ahab
distinguishes between pieces of his body as dead or alive, but he doesn’t specify whether
the “dead one that’s lost” refers to the peg leg or the limb it replaced. Either way, all of
his bones are prostheses for “his own proper and inaccessible being” (417). Ahab only
thinks of himself through the Pequod on which he’s “the unconcquerable captain” but his
body a “craven mate!” (418). Ahab’s body as a laborer is always already dismembered,
and especially so as the head of the ship.
As the laborers are all part of Ahab’s body, he suffers Fedallah’s absence as a
dismemberment and notices only after he loses his leg that “the Parsee was not there”
(418). For Ishmael, who understands himself as only part of the Pequod, Ahab’s
dismemberment forces him to distinguish between his own body and the others on the
ship. When Ahab’s dismembered body and his dead limb look at each other through
Fedallah’s corpse, “his sable raiment frayed to shreds, his distended eyes turned full upon
old Ahab,” Ishmael fails to differentiate between the two (423). “The harpoon dropped
from his hand,” but Ishmael specifies neither whose harpoon nor whose hand, and
Ishmael does not identify to whom Ahab mutters, “Befooled, befooled!” (423). But
whether Ahab is talking to Fedallah’s corpse or the crew, he’s always also talking to
himself. The laborers “are not other men, but my arms and my legs,” no different from
his own dismembered body (423).
The laborers don’t get eaten by the whale or by each other – they get eaten by the
ship and sucked underwater by its vortex. Their bodies, which for the Pequod are already
like dismembered limbs, save Ishmael from sinking with the boat when they die and, by
virtue of their rank, necessitate his promotion from “simple sailor” to bowsman (19).
Ishmael attributes his survival to luck and divine intervention, but Queequeg’s body also
saves Ishmael. Though Ishmael manages not to sink underwater with the rest of the crew,
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Queequeg’s imagining of his own dead body, which he recognizes as his own, not
Ahab’s, keeps Ishmael from being eaten by “the universal cannibalism of the sea” – in
this case, sharks (222). As Ishmael floats alone in the sea after the Pequod has sunk,
Queequeg’s casket “shot lengthwise from the sea, fell over, and floated by my side”
(427). By imagining himself as a laborer in Nantucket, Queequeg allows Ishmael to
return there.
To exchange labor for the opportunity to consume products that necessitate
destroying the laboring body creates Americans as disembodied limbs valued only in
relation to how they can bolster the nation, until they no longer can. In Moby-Dick,
Queequeg’s death saves Ishmael from the self-consuming capitalism that has destroyed
the “cannibal of a craft” and the cannibal body. Melville posits cannibalism and
capitalism as mirrors of each other, both of which perceive the body as fuel. Just as
Hawthorne imagines labor as food to feed his own body, Melville imagines it on a
national scale through industry. In the following chapter, I show how Melville’s
localization of the laboring body within the Pequod corresponds to how Americans think
of themselves as occupying the nation back on land. This violence also occurs within the
body, but in a slower, more subtle way through poverty, hunger, and supernatural
haunting.
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Chapter 3: “Industrious Magic” and Local Haunting
By the time the Rachel finds Ishmael clinging to Queequeg’s casket, the reader,
perhaps exhausted from “The Chase” and weary from the 132 chapters that precede it,
may overlook that salvation was meant not only for Queequeg, but also for Fedallah, both
of whom Ishmael replaces. Ishmael doesn’t name either character in the epilogue; indeed,
they don’t appear in the epilogue. Ishmael disembodies both harpooners entirely by
occupying “the vacant post” after “the Parsee’s disappearance” and floating until “the
coffin life-buoy shot lengthwise from the sea” (Melville, Moby-Dick 427). Melville
already replaced Queequeg within his coffin – is his corpse, perhaps, inside it? – and
readers may identify him as Ishmael’s savior. But Fedallah hovers between
disembodiment and death throughout the novel, so his absence is almost indistinguishable
from his presence. Like he does in the text, Fedallah haunts the criticism, too. Few
studies mention Fedallah at all – and when they do, it is generally to figure him as evil,
not ghostly. And yet, when Ishmael occupies the space where Fedallah’s body used to be,
he finds salvation and returns to “your insular city of the Manhattoes,” where the reader
meets him in “Loomings” (18). This dissertation, “quick to perceive a horror,” also
returns in this chapter to New York, which Ishmael somehow locates within his own
body as “a damp, drizzly November in my soul” (22, 18). It seems, in fact, to haunt him
in a way not unlike Fedallah’s ghostly presence on the Pequod.
The witches, ghosts, and cannibals many characters resemble pose not only the
threat of falling victim to these monsters, but also the possibility that we are already
haunted by them. As I discuss in Chapter One through the figure of Christopher
Columbus, national origin stories often depend on erasing scenes of colonial violence,
which, while absent in the mythology, haunt the nation’s history through the bodies that
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survive it. As I argue in Chapter Two, labor often functions to locate national identity
within the body while also dehumanizing that body as a product itself. Bodies matter to
the nation only in as much as it can feed on their labor. In this chapter, I argue that when
labor fails to destroy American bodies, the historical and ideological converge to
implicate them in the nation’s violence through the supernatural. In presenting
Americans’ experiences of their bodies as unreliable, then, writers can reanimate violent
histories to enforce or imagine national belonging. The historical violence that was erased
to enforce nation-building reemerges in local spaces through the forms of colonial ghosts,
like Henry Hudson in New York, and national ideologies, like capitalism on Wall Street.
This chapter offers an alternative epistemology for locating national history
within local ghost stories. Because historical violences are often absent in the American
imagination, they tie themselves to the places where they occurred. Similar to how I trace
Columbus’ legacy back to Hispaniola, I locate national histories to demonstrate how
haunting passes through time. I argue that writers embed the supernatural in their writing
by obscuring the relationship between bodies to local spaces and historical moments in
ways that mimic the national mythologies through which Americans understand
themselves in the nation. The threat of supernatural violence reminds Americans of their
fragility as a nation and within the nation, and they often imagine this haunting as
jeopardizing their national belonging rather than as evidence of it. In the absence of
oppression, Americans must forever imagine their bodies as under siege by the space of
the nation itself, whether by ghosts in the wilderness, natural mountains and rivers, or
city streets. America and Americanness, then, are fraught with ambivalence as both a
physical space and a national identity, resolved only by recognizing the nation as not
quite real, but unreliable, haunted, and ultimately incompatible with the national identity
that American mythologies enforce.
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The short stories in Washington Irving’s Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon Gent.
(1819-1820) provide some of the earliest examples of devious landscape in the United
States, as well as some of the most overt inclusions of monsters and magic. In this
chapter, I first analyze how “Rip Van Winkle” and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow”
temper the capitalist frontier dreams of early nationhood with supernatural threats and
hidden monsters that lurk in the woods, waiting to take advantage of white settlers. I pair
these hauntings with colonial history that, having been mythologized, reemerges as
ghostly. Despite their location in the New World, each monster or ghost shares a national
trait of being un-American, like Columbus. The time travelers242 in “Rip Van Winkle”
are Dutch, the Horseman in “Sleepy Hollow” is German, and all of these characters work
in direct opposition to American independence and its national project of industrial
capitalism. I then analyze Herman Melville’s 1853 short story “Bartleby, the Scrivener,”
which depicts American industrial capitalism – not only in the factory, but also in the
office – as an invisible and omnipresent parasite that gnaws its victims out of existence.
In contrast to Irving’s ghosts but like his victims, Bartleby is American. Though Melville
does not necessarily ascribe any supernatural characteristics to him, Bartleby’s refusal to
acknowledge his body makes his presence a ghostly, living haunting, and the narrator
describes him as such. To localize Bartleby, I offer the history of Wall Street that created
work ethic as national through capitalism and its own historical victims in the slums of
1850s New York.
By portraying horror as embedded within the space of the nation, Irving and
Melville’s short stories pinpoint where and when the local turns national mythology into
ghost stories and labor into a job. I focus on towns and neighborhoods as both physical
242

Here, I mean Henry Hudson and his crew, though Rip also time-travels (and at times thinks of himself
as Dutch).
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and ideological spaces – in other words, geographical locations and social communities –
to analyze how Americans fill the gaps between their bodies and the nation, whether by
working for local belonging or buying it. In addition to feelings of hunger, fatigue, and,
in Rip Van Winkle’s case, drunkenness, these moments of tentative national belonging
tend to correspond to terror – and often unrelated to the hauntings on the sidelines. As I
trace supernatural bodies, I emphasize local history to demonstrate how national
mythologies become ghost stories by threatening to disembody Americans and turn them
into ghosts themselves. These local ghost stories reveal how histories of violence – often
those that mythology seeks to erase – haunt national identity. And conveniently for
Irving, Knickerbocker wrote both.
POSTCOLONIAL AMERICA AND THE SPELL BOOK OF DIEDRICH KNICKERBOCKER, GENT.
Although Washington Irving became one of the United States’ official mythmakers with the publication of Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus, he first had to
build his career in Europe after writing in America failed to pay his bills. His
Americanness is otherwise ambiguous at best, and his earlier works tend to reflect the
national anxiety felt in the shadow of the Revolutionary War. Written several decades
earlier than most canonical American literature, Irving’s works, when set in the United
States, uniquely portray the contrast between life before and after the American
Revolution.243 While Irving declined to fictionalize specific battles in the Sketch Book,
the war often figures as an important benchmark for the characters who survive it. But
Irving doesn’t depict colonial and national selfhood as particularly distinct, and even his
histories focus more on reporting events through a strong narrative voice rather than on
243

Though Hawthorne’s House of the Seven Gables ostensibly includes action both before and after
independence, the novel’s timeline does not include any characters who could or would have participated in
the Revolutionary War.
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analyzing how history influences the narrative itself. In A History of New York, European
heritage arguably features more prominently than American history. Irving’s reluctance
to nationalize his work hints at a desire to distinguish himself and his writing from the
United States; however, Irving already removed himself from his writing as much as
possible. Though not entirely unique and mostly an open secret, Irving’s heavy use of
pseudonyms and his dedication to maintaining their identities as reality244 suggests an
unease with his own identity,245 which the Sketch Book also indicates by locating most of
its vignettes in Europe.246 In this chapter, I focus on Irving’s Diedrich Knickerbocker
writings, which produce national identity in the process of reflecting local culture and
history, rather than the self-conscious myth-making of his histories.
In the Sketch Book’s American short stories, Europeans living in the colonies
physically experience this rupture between identities. Although Irving’s Americans are
still very much attached to their European histories, his colonial characters are
particularly vulnerable to feeling a physical chasm between their bodies and the spaces
they occupy. In “Rip Van Winkle,” Irving introduces an early example of history-asmythology when the ambiguously nationalized247 title character, who avoids labor as well
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This is perhaps most evident in the case of Deidrich Knickerbocker, whom Irving created as a public
persona through newspaper advertisements, though Irving also wrote as Jonathan Oldstyle, Launcelot
Langstaff, Will Wizard, and Fray Antonio Agapida in addition to Geoffrey Crayon and Knickerbocker.
245 Pseudonyms were a fairly common device in eighteenth-century English publications like The
Spectator, which Irving somewhat replicated in Salmagundi, his short-lived satirical periodical that ran
from 1807 to 1808.
246 The location of the stories was less of an issue than that of their author. According to John D. Hazlett,
Irving spent years after the Sketch Book’s publication “laboring under accusations that he had betrayed
America by living so long in Europe” (561). As I also speculate in Chapter One, Irving’s anxiety over his
Americanness seems to be financial – a patriotic Irving was likely to sell more books than his European
counterpart.
247 Rip apathetically (and perhaps reluctantly) adopts an American identity after his slumber, mainly to get
the townspeople to stop hassling him. Before the Revolution, Rip is described by Knickerbocker as Dutch.
Rip later avows himself as “a loyal subject of the king,” suggesting English nationalism, but he isn’t
particularly patriotic and doesn’t demonstrate his loyalties either way because he sleeps through the war
(Irving, Sketch Book 68).
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as he can, is torn into the future by Dutch ghosts’ moonshine. In “Sleepy Hollow,” the
Headless Horseman is physically ripped to pieces, and Ichabod Crane vanishes from
everything but local gossip after encountering him. Both Rip and Ichabod’s supernatural
tormentors are Europeans reluctantly assigned to participate in pre-American national
conquest – for Holland and England, respectively – and seem unable to reconcile their
bodies with the land for which they fought and lost. As “Sleepy Hollow” illustrates the
incompatibility of a fractured body within an arbitrary nation, “Rip Van Winkle”
reinforces the meaninglessness of the individual body in a space and time that demands
service to a nation that can and will carry on without it.
Critics have long maintained that Irving’s stories in the Sketch Book reflect the
United States’ national self-doubt and cultural confusion in the years between the
America Revolution and the American Renaissance.248 I make a similar but more
nuanced argument that Irving’s apprehensions were less about American literature and
more about the nation itself: its inhospitable wilderness, its unpredictable economy, and
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Terence Martin writes in his 1959 article “Rip, Ichabod, and the American Imagination” that Irving’s
early nineteenth-century contemporaries shared a belief “that poetry and art belong properly to primitive,
that is, culturally childish, societies” (138). To prove their own national maturity, Americans “equat[ed] the
imaginative and the childish” and neither needed nor wanted national literature, anyway (138). Irving
internalizes but ultimately rejects this narrative in the Sketch Book through characters like Rip Van Winkle
and Ichabod Crane, both of whom, according to Martin, are man-children. At the same time, Irving
provides the national childhood that a mature American culture requires. Jeffrey Rubin-Dorksy makes a
similar developmental claim in his 1986 article “Washington Irving: Sketches of Anxiety” that the Sketch
Book “lifted American literature out from the cultural backwater and into the mainstream,” a feat he
ascribes to Irving’s creation of Geoffrey Crayon (500). But American culture apparently had no literature –
sophisticated or otherwise – to begin with; moreover, Knickerbocker made the Sketch Book famous, not
Crayon. Rubin-Dorsky’s essay focuses primarily on Irving himself as “emotionally exhaust[ed],”
financially unstable, “personally anxious,” and “culturally insecure,” but he seems to conclude that Irving’s
success as a writer and, therefore, America’s legitimacy as a culture through English literary critics’
positive reviews of the Sketch Book (500, 506, 506). Irving, however, wasn’t English, and English
reviewers aren’t American. Richard V. McLamore splits the difference in a 2000 article: “Neither
American nor English enough, Irving’s writing fits within neither country’s version of literary nationalism”
(“Dutchman” 34). I hesitate to gauge the Sketch Book’s national success, in part because Irving’s writing
precedes much of what we now understand as American literature; indeed, Melville was still calling for an
“American Shakespeare” over thirty years after the Sketch Book’s publication.
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certainly its violent history. As I argue, Irving’s ambivalence – or what Jeffrey RubinDorsky identifies as anxiety249 – is precisely what defines national belonging in the
United States, a place Irving writes as quite literally haunted.
Irving’s use of strange and mutilated bodies, and particularly their susceptibility
to ghosts and ghostliness, reveals some terror latent in Americanness. Typically, fear in
early American literature is intertwined with imaginings of Native American
dispossession, ranging from Mary Rowlandson’s 1682 captivity narrative to Irving’s own
writing to Hawthorne’s House of the Seven Gables, and Renée Bergland analyzes
ghostliness, haunting, and mythology in the United States through Native history and
representation. As Bergland argues, writers often assume Native bodies’ invisibility and
absence to justify their own presence, including their occupation of Native land. In so
doing, white imaginings of Native Americans become disembodied and relocated in the
wilderness and, to varying extents, the frontier. Predictably, ghostliness and haunting
emerge in the background of both of Irving’s stories. Irving imagines Native Americans
as magical and vengeful; the townspeople in “Rip Van Winkle” live in perpetual fear of
being kidnapped by them, and Sleepy Hollow is rumored to have been cursed by an
Indian chief. But while characters imagine the wilderness as haunted by Indians, the
ghosts they encounter are white. Building on Bergland’s argument that American writers
are haunted by Indian ghosts, I explore in this section how white ghosts threaten to
reenact their violent histories of Native genocide and dispossession on white Americans,
who imagine themselves as native (if not Native) following the Revolutionary War. In
order to assert national belonging and locate their bodies on blood-soaked soil,
Americans must haunt themselves.
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See Rubin-Dorsky’s “Washington Irving: Sketches of Anxiety,” which I briefly discuss in the previous
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Nevertheless, He Persisted: Rip Van Winkle’s Radical Laziness
“Rip Van Winkle” was Irving’s first published short story, released in America in
the first of Sketch Book’s seven installments on June 23, 1819, and it also professes to be
a bit of an American mythology within the Sketch Book. Though its accompanying pieces
“The Author’s Account of Himself,” “The Voyage,” and “Roscoe” detail Crayon’s
travels from the United States to Europe – the setting in “The Wife” is ambiguous – “Rip
Van Winkle” leaves Crayon’s Europe for Knickerbocker’s New York. Crayon writes that
the “[t]ale was found among papers of the late Diedrich Knickerbocker,” another
pseudonym of Irving’s creation previously attributed to A History of New York, and
explains that Knickerbocker’s historical research “did not lie so much among books as
among men; for the former are lamentably scanty on his favorite topics; whereas he
found the old burghers, and still more, their wives, rich in that legendary lore, so
invaluable to true history” (Irving, Sketch Book 50). In other words, as both local
historian and (ghost)storyteller, Knickerbocker values legends over artifacts because
“legendary lore” is a necessary part of “true history.” Despite Knickerbocker’s
unorthodox

methodology,

Crayon

attests

to

its

“scrupulous

accuracy”

and

“unquestionable authority,” though Crayon’s hyperbole seems like a marketing tool for
Knickerbocker, both of whom were Irving himself (50).250 Regardless, Knickerbocker
doesn’t present “Rip Van Winkle” as historically factual, but its fiction doesn’t
necessarily make it untrue.
In this section, I analyze Rip’s transformation from colonial subject to American
citizen through his local belonging in his town and the wilderness surrounding it. Though
he later contends with real ghosts in the mountains, Rip feels haunted in town by a
250

Critics have since demonstrated the countless ways in which Knickerbocker’s A History of New York
was highly inaccurate, but the work nonetheless endured for over a century after its publication as a history
book (Hedges, “Knickerbocker” 156).
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monster of his own design: his wife and the work she expects him to do. Rip spends most
of his time within the community avoiding her and his household chores before fleeing
town, so when Rip runs into Henry Hudson’s party in the woods, his time travel seems to
be a trick of the wilderness and an effect of his laziness. But Irving and his
Knickerbocker persona in particular are historians, so I turn to A History of New York to
locate Rip in New Amsterdam, where Henry Hudson reappears at the cusp of the
Revolutionary War to reenact colonial history and haunt Rip in the Catskills. As I argue,
Rip’s return to town is made possible only by his local community, which remembers
him as a ghost. At the same time, his laziness allows him to trade his oppressive wife for
a new domestic overlord in the United States. But first, I show how Knickerbocker
portrays Rip’s experience of the wilderness as haunted not by Indian ghosts, but by its
own mountains, rivers, and trees.
When Knickerbocker introduces the Kaatskill – today spelled as “Catskill” –
Mountains, he describes them as having been ripped from the space between New
England and the Midwest as “a dismembered branch of the great Appalachian family”
(51).251 Though the Catskills have been amputated from rest of the country, they are not
now an independent body of their own but a ghostly haunting in the still-whole nation.
Cut off from America but somehow still located within it, the Catskills are temporally
suspicious, too. The time, from hours to months, transforms the space of the Catskills and
“produces some change in the magical hues and shapes” (51). Knickerbocker even
describes the mountains as characters themselves and dressing for the weather, “clothed
in blue and purple, and [they] print their bold outlines on the clear evening sky” (51). The
mountains control nature while being part of it, sometimes “gather[ing] a hood of gray
251

Many critics read this as a “branch” of a family tree (see Blakemore, p. 189). Because Knickerbocker is
describing the land, not a body, I read the metaphor as referring to an actual tree.
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vapors about their summits” to glow above the cloudless sky (51). Rather than haunted,
“these fairy mountains” seem enchanted (51).
Rip leads a similarly ambiguous existence as a colonial subject, a displaced New
Amersterdammer, and a kind of community celebrity. Rip is both a storyteller of the
Catskill myths and a figure within them. Similar to Knickerbocker himself, who
chronicles history without necessarily implicating himself in it, Rip spends his time
telling stories to the village children before he becomes one: “He assisted at their sports,
made their playthings, taught them to fly kites and shoot marbles, and told them long
stories of ghosts, witches, and Indians” (53). Here Knickerbocker already presents the
figure of the Indian as a supernatural creature akin to a ghost or a witch. Since the
mountains are also enchanted, the magical Native seems local and natural, and their
magic lies in time travel, not their bodies. By this logic, ghosts and witches are either also
historically native to the Catskills, or all three are monsters. Either way, Rip’s stories
suggest that an encounter with a Native American would be scary and strange, but
imagining one is exciting.
Rip is certainly more interested in the imaginary world than reality, primarily as a
way of avoiding his real-world responsibilities, and he manipulates mythology to avoid
his work. The time he spends telling ghost stories to village children or puttering around
in his neighbors’ yards is inversely proportional to the time he spends at home, where the
same nurturing behavior could accomplish the familial duties he neglects, like farming
and childrearing. Distinctly uninterested in the tedium of caring for his own farm and
family, neither of which seem to provide him with any meaning, Rip applies his labor
elsewhere, much to the chagrin of his overworked wife:
He would never even refuse to assist a neighbor in the roughest toil, and was a
foremost man at all country frolics for husking Indian corn, or building stone
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fences. The women of the village, too, used to employ him to run their errands,
and to do such little odd jobs as their less obliging husbands would not do for
them; in a word, Rip was ready to attend to anybody’s business but his own; but
as to doing family duty, and keeping his farm in order, it was impossible. (54)
Although Rip fulfills many domestic roles such as caretaker, nurturer, teacher, and
storyteller, and even semi-industrial ones like fisherman, hunter, farmer, and mason, he
has a reputation for laziness. Knickerbocker even notes that “[t]he great error in Rip’s
composition was a strong dislike of all kinds of profitable labor,” yet much of Rip’s work
is profitable – he just chooses to do it for free (53). That being said, he certainly doesn’t
have a job, but despite his reputation, Rip is well-liked. He labors tirelessly in service of
his community but not for himself or his family, his children being “as ragged and wild
as if they belonged to nobody” (54). Other than by regularly drinking under King
George’s portrait, Rip doesn’t work for the nation,252 either. Though he begins his
slumber before the Revolutionary War, Rip is ill-suited for violence and “inherited […]
but little of the martial character of his ancestors” (52).253 Having no particular
attachments to England or Holland, the local is Rip’s refuge from what Knickerbocker
describes as an exceedingly unpleasant home, and his universally-despised wife, whose
“petticoat government” regularly exiles him through its oppressive nagging (76). Rip
relocates himself in the local community “by frequenting a kind of perpetual club of the
sages, philosophers, and other idle personages of the village,” but Knickerbocker hints
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Here I mean England, but Rip isn’t particularly interested in Holland or the United States, either.
Knickerbocker’s claim that the Van Winkles “figured so gallantly in the chivalrous days of Peter
Stuyvesant, and accompanied him to the siege of Fort Christina” is tongue-in-cheek (Irving, Sketch Book
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both eyes at once” (Irving, New York 267). Knickerbocker also depicts the siege of Fort Christina as a
mostly insignificant event. As Blakemore observes, “Rip, in fact, resembles his ancestors, doing everything
but attending family and national business” (189).
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that these “profound discussions” are merely an aspect of his laziness and therefore a
morally-repugnant abdication of his responsibilities at home (56).
Rip’s experience of his home depends on an insistence of imagining his personal
responsibility as oppression. He blames his domestic exile on “the labor of the farm and
the clamor of his wife,” the latter of which he could surely quell by completing the
former, which he insists is “the most pestilent little piece of ground in the whole country”
(54). Robert A. Ferguson pairs Rip’s irresponsibility with his tendency to hide in a bar as
evidence of his alcoholism. According to Ferguson, Rip “embodies an escapist
mentality,” which he shares with “the assemblage” of his fellow local drunks (530, 532).
Knickerbocker does in fact describe the bar as a place of altered reality, skewed
perception, and drunkenness. Similar to the tranquil, dreamlike wilderness that surrounds
the village, both are interrupted only by “his termagant wife” (Irving, Sketch Book 53).
When his wife finally invades the bar, Rip flees the community for the wilderness by
“tak[ing] gun in hand and stroll[ing] away into the woods” (58). Rip leaves ostensibly to
hunt, an activity perched right between work and leisure, but not even nature can shield
him from his imagined oppression. As the Hudson River lulls Rip into a reverie, his wife
intrudes into his thoughts and interrupts his daydream. Entering to free Rip from his
responsibilities, the mountains perform their daily hypnosis of blues, purples, reflections,
and shadows. The woods themselves seem to call his name when Rip reluctantly turns
homewards, the only other culprit being a single crow.
When Rip encounters the source of the disembodied voice, a Dutchman carrying a
keg on his shoulders, the scene is somehow stranger than if he were to encounter “ghosts,
witches, and Indians.” Following Rip’s mountain reverie, the reader expects the “strange
figure” in the “fairy mountains” to be a Native body or at least supernatural (59). Rip is
also surprised: “he seems to expect that he will encounter an Indian, or perhaps an Indian
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ghost. Instead, Rip finds the bumptious specters of Hudson and his crew, who have taken
the place of the Indian spirits the reader has been led to expect” (Bergland 57). Stranger
still, Hudson does not appear to be particularly magical himself. Rather, he looks like
Rip: a lonely Dutchman in the mountains shouldering a barrel full of booze, the crucial
difference being their dress. Hudson’s outfit is “of the antique Dutch fashion” and seems
strange to both Rip and the reader, who can tell that Hudson has somehow lost his place
in time (61). As Jeffrey Insko notes in his study of Irving’s creative ahistoricity as
Knickerbocker,254 Hudson’s time travel doesn’t seem necessarily unnatural, and yet
neither do the mountains, for either Rip or the reader.255 Hudson does not seem to be a
victim of the mountains, and Rip sees how the Dutchmen participate in the natural
landscape when he realizes the “distant thunder” that had given him pause before is the
sound of their game of ninepins (62). Despite the overwhelming evidence, he fails to
consider that the Dutchmen may not be entirely real. Both mountain and Hudson are part
of “now,” which Insko describes as a kind of nostalgia or “a posthistoricist moment: the
figure of posterity, at the present time, looking forward to looking back” (623). Rip’s
belief in the world’s reliability makes him an “unreliable witness,” and his understanding
of truth is based on flimsy evidence and fantasy (625). But Insko limits Rip’s
questionable perspective to the moments outside of “now,” like Hudson’s pre-colonial
party and Rip’s post-Revolutionary town. Here, I take Insko’s point further to analyze
Rip’s experience of Hudson’s time-traveling crew in the mountains as part of
Knickerbocker’s attempt to fold the supernatural into the wilderness to argue the United
254

Insko distinguishes between Irving and Knickerbocker as author and character, but he argues that
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I do later in this chapter.
255 “Rip’s sojourn into the mountains, rather than an escape from a particular place into a magical realm
outside of history, is actually a journey deeper into history, into an estranging past. The mysterious
personages he encounters bear the signs less of fancy and imagination, than of a bygone era.” (Insko 628)
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States, as a national space and a national identity, as inherently unreliable and often
incomprehensible as an effect of its mythological tendency to obscure time.
For Rip, the scene he encounters in the woods isn’t necessarily supernatural until
he returns to town twenty years later. The reader too is left to decide whether Rip truly
encountered magic, fell into a fever dream, or simply passed out drunk after stumbling
upon a strange, silent party. If the scene is supernatural, the reader can’t tell if Rip is
merely witnessing ghosts or has become one himself. The Dutchmen are certainly
strange, but they’re familiar enough for Rip to recognize the style of their clothing and
later the taste of their liquor, and Knickerbocker offers no other signs to suggest that
they’re time travelers, hallucinations, or ghosts. Furthermore, Rip’s understanding of the
supernatural only includes time travel if he believes Indians are extinct. For many
colonists and early Americans, Native bodies singularly occupy both the real and the
imaginary as historically present but physically imperceptible, their bodies being an
invisible threat within an otherwise reliable world. While not necessarily magical, the
imagined figure of the Indian haunts the physical space of the mountains. Knickerbocker
demonstrates as much by relocating that threat within Dutch bodies.256 For Rip, Dutch
Americans and Native Americans are interchangeable – but not because, as Bergland
argues, the Dutchmen are Native, but because Rip imagines himself as native to America,
as opposed to the Indians, who were never real for Rip to begin with. At the cusp of the
Revolutionary War, Rip now experiences Europeans not as his colonial neighbors, but
also as pre-Revolutionary colonizers.
Rip’s encounter with Hudson and later his crew offers Rip a false sense of
security for a few reasons: they’re not the threat he feared, so he assumes they aren’t a
256
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threat at all; they’re Dutch, like himself; and they’re strange but not apparently
magical.257 Knickerbocker does not indicate that Rip necessarily identifies with the
Dutchmen, but he describes the village as “having been founded by some of the Dutch
colonists” and asserts Rip’s place within it through his Dutch ancestry (Irving, Sketch
Book 54). As David F. Littlefield, Jr. argues, Irving saw through his imaginings of Native
haunting the “stability of man in harmony with nature, and it was a society with a
heritage, a past, in much the same sense that the Dutch communities had a heritage”
(141-142). Even if Rip’s heritage isn’t important to him, it justifies his historical and
cultural belonging in the pre-Revolutionary Catskills while maintaining his European
identity. The Dutchmen in the mountains naturalize his physical location, too, so Rip
ignores his “vague apprehension” in pursuit of belonging (Irving, Sketch Book 59). The
Dutchmen do not, however, embrace him as their own.
National identity is a feeling of belonging that in the absence of his neighbors,
Rip seeks in the Dutchmen. When he’s rejected by both, Rip feels like he’s back at home
with his oppressive wife. Knickerbocker doesn’t reveal Rip’s motivations for
approaching the Dutchmen – he may just be following his bekegged companion for a
drink – but he experiences his exclusion through sadness and terror as “his heart turned
within him, and his knees smote together” (62). His companion silently orders him to
serve the group from the keg, and he “obey[s] with fear and trembling” as he might at
home with Mrs. Van Winkle (62). Rip’s service is the story’s only instance of what
Knickerbocker may call “profitable labor,” and without being given an option to decline,
he works under the force of fear. Rip’s labor, though, does not result in profit for anyone,
nor does it offer him community amongst the Dutchmen, as his work with his neighbors
257
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in town did, or a national identity as either Dutch or American. Manipulating his role as
bartender to participate in the party anyway, Rip steals the Dutchmen’s liquor. Though
the drink, “which he found had much of the flavor of excellent Hollands,” tastes familiar,
it doesn’t affect him like the drinks at the bar (62). Rip experiences his cultural exclusion
from the Dutch colonists and the American wilderness by his inert body being left behind
to slumber in the mountains.
When Rip awakens, the Dutchmen are gone, as is his own local community.
Falsely comforted by the landscape’s familiarity, which is more similar to Rip’s memory
as a bit overgrown but bereft of ghosts or strangers, Rip still assumes his experiences to
be real. While ghosts aren’t necessarily imaginary, Rip blames his strange hangover on
the “that flagon! that wicked flagon!” and the Dutchmen’s deceit (63). He even suspects
they worked together to “put a trick upon him” by getting him drunk, stealing his gun,
and replacing it with the useless, rusted tool he finds instead (63). Ironically, Rip’s rusty
gun is the best evidence of the passage of time. As he walks home, ever in fear of his
wife, the other subtle differences between the mountain he remembers and that upon
which he wakes converge to suggest that something strange has happened: a stream has
nestled a place between the rocks; the townspeople are unrecognizable; his house is in
decay. Rip’s own body has also changed, having grown itself a beard to match the
Dutchmen’s. Nonetheless, Rip assumes his reality as natural and the village as changed:
“[s]trange names were over the doors—strange faces at the windows—everything was
strange” (65). Rip’s sense of self depends on the local, but he experiences his hometown
as foreign. This shift in reality mirrors the national revolution through which Rip slept,
but he can’t identify the change. Increasingly panicked and confused, Rip “beg[ins] to
doubt whether both he and the world around him were not bewitched,” which Rip later
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concludes he was (65). Ever reliant on his local identity, Rip does not determine that the
world was also bewitched; it is his perception that’s changed.
Rip’s panic reaches its apex when he arrives at his favorite bar only to discover it
has been replaced with “The Union Hotel, by Jonathan Doolittle” (66):
Instead of the great tree which used to shelter the quiet little Dutch inn of yore,
there now was reared a tall naked pole, with something on the top that looked like
a red nightcap, and from it was fluttering a flag, on which was a singular
assemblage of stars and stripes—all this was strange and incomprehensible. He
recognized on the sign, however, the ruby face of King George, under which he
had smoked so many a peaceful pipe, but even this was singularly
metamorphosed. The red coat was changed for one of blue and buff, a sword was
stuck in the hand instead of a scepter, the head was decorated with a cocked hat,
and underneath was painted in large characters, GENERAL WASHINGTON. (66-67)
Coincidentally, the bar locates itself within the United States for the reader, who can
contextualize Rip’s supposition that “[t]he very character of the people seemed changed”
through a shift in national identity (67).258 As Rip soon confirms, he is not accepted as a
member of the nation – or, for that matter, the local community. Rip’s perception of the
village fails to correspond with his memory of it. He describes what he expects to see – a
tree, King George, a red coat, a scepter – and the quintessentially revolutionary objects he
finds instead. Strangest, though, is the missing tree. Unlike the natural changes Rip finds
in the woods, such as the newly formed stream or the rust on his gun, Americanness has
replaced the tree with a “tall naked pole” designed specifically to project Americanness
to fellow Americans. Instead of asserting the nation as natural or even supernatural, it
258
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seems empty and artificial – in other words, America is unnatural and mechanical, like
how Ishmael describes light from whale oil. It’s a commodity. Not only does everything
feel different, it looks different, and the American village is distinctly uglier than it was
as a colony. Furthermore, the town was Dutch. The houses before Rip’s nap were “built
of small yellow bricks brought from Holland, having latticed windows and gable fronts,
surmounted with weathercocks,” but his own home has since “gone to decay—the roof
fallen in, the windows shattered, and the doors off the hinges,” while the new bar is “[a]
large, rickety wooden building […] with great gaping windows, some of them broken and
mended with old hats and petticoats” (52, 65-66, 66). Confronted with an inscrutable
nation complete with its own history and jargon, Rip is shut out of the categories through
which he understands himself. Worse still, the new community greets the unknown with
fear and anger, not hospitality.
Rip’s village now has “a busy, bustling, disputatious tone about it,” resembling
his wife (67). As William Blakemore observes, “the windows stuffed with ‘petticoats’
suggests that, contra the story’s end, ‘petticoat government’ still exists, since the ‘union’
that Rip sees is the thematic locus of the ‘new’ America” (194). Like his wife, the
townspeople badger Rip about where he’s been. Fearing that his intrusion into the
community may threaten the nation, they demand to know the extent of his Americanness
and “on which side he voted?” (Irving, Sketch Book 67). Despite Rip’s unthreatening
body as an old, bewildered, hungover man with an unkempt beard and a useless weapon,
they imagine him as an insurgent flanked by a militia: “What brought him to the election
with a gun on his shoulder, and a mob at his heels; and whether he meant to breed a riot
in the village?” (68). Rip does inadvertently cause an uproar; being unaware of the
United States at all, he defaults to the “obedient hen-pecked husband” and surrenders: “I
am a poor, quiet man, a native of the place, and a loyal subject of the king, God bless
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him!” (52, 68). None of these qualities is positive in America. His poverty demonstrates
his laziness as does his Englishness, which Rip only cites earlier as a reason to leave his
house and head to the bar. Though meant as a sign of obedience, Rip’s Englishness now
functions instead as a threat.
More ambiguous is Rip’s claim to nativeness. Throughout the Sketch Book, Irving
uses “native” to mean “local to” or “native of” and to mean “Native American” about
equally. More frequently, though, he uses the word “savage” to identify Native
Americans. As Littlefield explains, “[m]odern readers should not be too quick to
condemn Irving’s usage, for the term as he used it apparently meant uncivilized in the
sense that the Indians did not hold the values of civilization as the Western world knew
it” (138). Rip’s use of “native” as a noun, though, paired with Crayon’s description of the
Dutch as “primitive settlers,” implies nativeness as developmental inferiority259 (Irving,
Sketch Book 50). Regardless of Rip’s intent, his claims to be poor, native, and English
each identify him as un-American, or at least undesirable, and the townspeople reorient
their fear of violence into a threat of it. Rip rhetorically ejects himself from the town’s
position in space and time as “[a] tory! a tory! a spy! a refugee! hustle him! away with
him!” (68). Though unintimidating when the town was a colony, the American town
perceives Rip as a threat similar to the Indian that Rip feared before his nap. After the
Revolutionary War, the colonial body is as extinct in the American imagination as the
Indian is. Rip’s presence as a European colonizer threatens the American sovereignty,
just like the Dutch first did to the Native Americans and like the English did to the
colonists. Whether as an Indian ghost or a European corpse, Rip’s body threatens to turn
the town back into a battlefield.
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As the town mobilizes to protect itself, Rip discovers his friends — one having
died during the war, another having died fighting in it, and a third having been voted into
Congress – perished doing the same. When he can’t offer his individual identity as proof,
Rip’s local history demonstrates his Americanness to the townspeople, who relax when
Rip names his old neighbors. That same evidence, however, also identifies his
community as a casualty of the war, so Rip’s identity depends on relocating himself in
time, too. The reader, who by now understands Rip’s predicament, experiences his time
travel trauma as dramatic irony. As a notoriously absent husband and father, Rip has no
reason to recognize his family, especially after his twenty years’ absence, so when he
misidentifies his son and namesake as himself, Rip sees his identity as relocated in an
exterior body. Unclear of his own position in time, space, or the nation, Rip “doubt[s] his
own identity, and whether he was himself or another man” (69). Without his community,
Rip has only his body; now disembodied, Rip suffers a crisis of identity: “I’m not
myself—I’m somebody else—that’s me yonder—no—that’s somebody else got into my
shoes—I was myself last night, but I fell asleep on the mountain, and they’ve changed
my gun, and everything’s changed, and I’m changed, and I can’t tell what’s my name, or
who I am!” (70). The world hasn’t just survived without him, it’s replaced him with “a
precise counterpart of himself” (69). As the world has changed, so, declares Rip, has he,
and his selfhood depends entirely on the world staying the same. Unable to articulate why
his identity feels foreign, he lists the belongings he’s lost: his shoes, his gun, his name,
everything. Indeed, only the mountain appears to have stayed the same. Having no
particular purpose in life beyond avoiding one, Rip’s identity as an American seems
impossible.
I am less interested in how Rip understands himself as American – by
experiencing a symbolic rebirth through a third body, which the town conveniently
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provides in the form of his grandson – and more in how he understands himself as
haunted and therefore not colonial. Rip’s reentry into the local is made possible only by
the ghost of his dead body occupying it through the war. Still assuming his absence,
Rip’s daughter explains that “poor man, his name was Rip Van Winkle; it’s twenty years
since he went away from home with his gun, and never has been heard of since—his dog
came home without him; but whether he shot himself, or was carried away by the
Indians, nobody can tell” (70-71). Her two theories, neither of which seem particularly
likely, reveal the preoccupations with violence and uncertainty that accompanied the
American Revolution. First, she worries that Rip may have committed suicide, and she
offers no motivation or evidence beyond a lack thereof. At the same time, her relation to
Rip as his neglected daughter is predicated on his absence from the home and later the
town, which he had no difficulty managing alive. Then, she alludes to the threat that the
Native Americans, whom Rip describes as supernatural to the village children, may take
white settlers away. She doesn’t specify how, where, or why they may have taken him.
Having likely learned about “ghosts, witches, and Indians” from Rip, his daughter
understands them as fantasy, so Rip’s mysterious disappearance makes him an invisible
victim to an imagined threat. And what, then, to make of Rip’s body?
Rip locates his identity within three260 spaces: his physical body, his local
community, and the nation. To accommodate them, Knickerbocker provides Rip with
three bodies261 and three corresponding identities: Rip as Dutch, Rip as Native, and Rip
as American ghost. His daughter identifies Dutch Rip and Native Rip, the former being
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the absent father who shot himself in the woods, and the latter being the local storyteller
whisked away by Native Americans. Colonial Rip262 syntheses the previous two through
the supernatural. Dutch Rip’s choice to follow Hudson instead of returning home is
indeed a form of suicide. He forgoes the local in pursuit of the nation,263 which
summarily rejects him. Having no sense of self beyond his community, his pursuit of the
Dutchmen requires that he leave his colonial identity behind. At the same time, Native
Rip is not “carried away by the Indians,” but by the mountains. His time travel, through
which his physical body is imagined as an absence by his community, demonstrates how
Rip as a colonist and a storyteller conceived of the Indian as supernatural. Rip’s inability
to abandon his body, then, demonstrates his non-Nativeness. Even after his magical
sojourn in the mountains, Rip retains his body and returns to town, his identity crises
notwithstanding. Rip’s exclusion from both Dutchness and Nativeness makes him
American by default,264 and the local functions as the conduit through which he
experiences the nation. For that reason, Rip depends on his very hauntedness to go home.
“Having nothing to do at home, and being arrived at that happy age when a man can be
idle with impunity,” Rip returns to the bar free of his wife, who died while Rip was gone
(73). When he insists “the changes of states and empires made but little impression on
him,” Rip’s time travel “got his neck out of the yoke of matrimony,” enabling his return
(73). Knickerbocker combines all three by making Rip himself a local legend so that “not
a man, woman, or child in the neighborhood, but knew it by heart” (74).

262

I use “colonial” here to mean pre-Revolutionary, or pre-American. Colonial Rip is an English subject,
but he doesn’t demonstrate any loyalty to England.
263 Here, I mean Holland.
264 Englishness is no longer an option, as Rip discovers when he claims to be “a loyal subject of the king.”
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Rip’s story is verified by “the most ancient inhabitant of the village” (72) Peter
Vanderdonk, a descendent of a Dutch historian of the same name, similar to
Knickerbocker himself:265
He assured the company that it was a fact, handed down from his ancestor the
historian, that the Kaatskill Mountains had always been haunted by strange
beings. That it was affirmed that the great Hendrick Hudson, the first discoverer
of the river country, kept a kind of vigil there very twenty years, with his crew of
the Half-moon; being permitted in this way to revisit the scenes of his enterprise,
and keep a guardian eye upon the river and the great city called by his name. That
his father had once seen them in their old Dutch dresses playing at ninepins in the
hollow of the mountain; and that he himself had heard, one summer afternoon, the
sound of their balls, like distant peals of thunder. (72)
Peter’s explanation, despite its purpose as such, fails to confirm Rip’s identity or explain
what happened to him in the mountains. Rather, he focuses on the superstition that the
Catskills have “always been haunted by strange beings,” chiefly Hudson and his crew.
Hudson falls well into Knickerbocker’s purview as local historian. Knickerbocker
even dedicates a portion of his A History of New York to the historical figure, whom he
introduces as Henry before pivoting to his Dutch name Hendrick. Hudson’s purpose in
the History is to establish the Dutch as rightful inheritors of the nation, “which had never
before been visited by any European,” and Knickerbocker details their journey on the
Half-moon from Holland to New York (Irving, New York 85). Peter’s testimony, then,
functions both to affirm Rip’s story and to assert American land as haunted by the
265

A reference to historian Adriaen van der Donck, whom Knickerbocker cites throughout A History of
New York. As Per Seyersted notes in his 1974 article “The Indian in Knickerbocker’s New Amsterdam,”
Irving’s use of van der Donck’s narrative “is entirely correct” (27, note 12). Knickerbocker also references
Hermanus Vanderdonk in his 1839 history Wolfert’s Roost.
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colonial Dutch. Knickerbocker’s history adds more insight on Hudson’s boat, where he
describes a scene of first contact between the Dutch and the Native Americans as a party
remarkably similar to the one Rip crashes in the woods. Here, I use Knickerbocker’s
description of Hudson’s first landing in New York to argue that Rip now represents the
Native Americans whose land the Dutch colonized, not the Dutch colonizers themselves.
After meeting Hudson in the woods, Rip becomes like the “ghosts, witches, and Indians”
of his stories.
A History of New Amsterdam
from the Beginning
In his History of New York, Knickerbocker uses Hudson, who reached New York
over a decade before the Pilgrims reached Plymouth Rock, to establish the United States
as Dutch before it was English or American. Ever the archivist, Knickerbocker bases his
history on Hudson’s first mate Robert Juet’s journal.266 Knickerbocker insists that “few
incidents worthy of remark happened in the voyage,” which he characterizes as
“prosperous and tranquil,” before he goes on to detail Hudson’s tyrannous reign over his
crew and consistent flouting of Dutch tradition (84). Relying on his own family history
instead of Juet’s journal, Knickerbocker describes his great-grandfather’s perception of
the land as sublime. “[T]hough in truth I never heard him, for he died, as might be
expected, before I was born,” Knickerbocker cites his ancestor’s first glimpse of
Manhattan as “some sweet vision of fancy, or some fair creation of industrious magic”
(86).

266

Though both Juet and Hudson were English, Knickerbocker provides a far more comprehensive history
for Juet and describes his childhood in Limehouse, England. By leaving Hudson’s childhood a mystery,
Knickerbocker encourages the reader to assume he was Dutch.
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Like the Catskills, Manhattan’s scenery isn’t necessarily magical, though it blurs
the distinction between reality and fantasy. Knickerbocker goes on to describe the Native
inhabitants as similarly ambiguous bodies, one of whom, after perceiving the Half-moon
in the bay, “bounded into the woods like a wild deer, to the utter astonishment of the
phlegmatic Dutchmen” (87). While describing Native bodies and the landscape in
meticulous albeit sensational detail, Knickerbocker remains uncharacteristically tightlipped about the crew’s interactions with Native Americans. Instead, he characterizes
their cultural relations through the exchange of goods like food, money, and bodies, but
he downplays the details of “how they brought great store of tobacco and oysters; how
they shot one of the ship’s crew, and how he was buried” as irrelevant (87). By including
a crewman being shot and killed alongside descriptions of “copper pipes” and “dried
currants,” Knickerbocker presents the death as another “transaction of our adventures” of
which “I shall say nothing” and makes no further mention of violence between them (87).
He abruptly ends the chapter by teasing that Juet’s journal includes “divers interviews
between the crew and the natives in the voyage up the river; but as they would be
impertinent to my history, I shall pass over them in silence, except the following dry
joke” (87). The following anecdote, which he describes as doing “vast credit to their
experimental philosophy” (87), appears to be a drinking game:
Our master and his mate determined to try some of the chiefe men of the country
whether they had any treacherie in them. So they tooke them downe into the
cabin, and gave them so much wine and acqua vitae that they were all merrie; and
one of them had his wife with him, which sate so modestly, as any of our countrey
women would do in a strange place. In the end, one of them was drunke, which
had been aboarde of our ship all the time that we had been there, and that was
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strange for them, for they could not tell how to take it. (Juet qtd. in Irving, New
York 87-88)
While not identical to the Dutchmen’s party in the Catskill Mountains, this “dry joke”
still features alcohol as a barometer for “treacherie.” Like Hudson called for Rip, the
crew invites “some of the chiefe men” to their cabin for wine and whiskey and have, by
Juet’s account, a “merrie” time. Knickerbocker does not explain Hudson’s puzzling
methodology, but the test apparently confirms “that the natives were an honest, social
race of jolly roysters, who had no objection to a drinking bout, and were very merry in
their cups” (Irving, New York 88). Knickerbocker’s assessment, however, is
demonstrably false, as Juet describes the woman aboard as obviously uncomfortable “as
any of our countrey women would do in a strange place.” Though Knickerbocker doesn’t
specify its exact location, the harbor can hardly be considered a “strange place” to the
people native to it. Juet’s description of her having “sate so modestly” suggests her
discomfort lies within the cabin and among the men in it. Regardless of how the test
served any purpose, it reveals the Dutchmen as deceptive by altering the Native men’s
perception of reality through liquor “that was strange for them.”
Knickerbocker rewrites the drinking game in “Rip Van Winkle” and reverses it in
the mountains: Hudson doesn’t trick the Native Americans, and how could he when
Indians aren’t real? Instead, Hudson tricks Rip, who thought – or hoped – himself to be
Dutch. Similar to how the Natives “could not tell how to take it,” Rip’s reaction to
Hudson’s liquor is strange. Its taste “had much of the flavor of excellent Hollands,” but
its effect is unlike the alcohol he drinks at the bar, and he finds himself in a “strange
place” afterwards. While a “satisfied” Hudson concludes that the Natives are a “social
race,” hungover Rip “suspect[s] that the grave roysters of the mountain had put a trick
upon him, and, having dosed him with liquor, had robbed him of his gun” (Irving, New
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York 88; Irving, Sketch Book 63). Knickerbocker seems to be describing the same chain
of events but from a different perspective. In A History of New York, Knickerbocker
reports how the Dutch see the Natives as “honest,” “jolly,” “very merry,” and though
they don’t consent to the “drinking bout” – it had, after all, been an “ingenious
experiment” – they “had no objection” to it, either (88). Rip, on the other hand, feels
swindled, he characterizes the Dutch as dishonest, “grave,” and though he stole their
liquor, he feels like they drugged him with their “wicked flagon” and then stole his gun
(Irving, Sketch Book 63). By keeping a “guardian eye upon the river” in “Rip Van
Winkle,” Hudson seems to haunt the mountains with “so much wine and acque vitae.”
His ghost enacts a shift in perspective and perception so that the land becomes deceptive
like his “wicked flagon.” The wilderness is haunted, then, by one of Rip’s own.
Knickerbocker’s history is certainly unreliable, especially considering his greatgrandfather’s presence in it, and he picks and chooses which details to include. Despite
referring to Hudson as “the immortal Hendrick” in the following chapter, Knickerbocker
omits the fact that Hudson returned to the New World once more, this time with the
British East India Company, only for his crew to mutiny and murder him. He also fails to
mention that Hudson was English and by omission portrays him as Dutch, which he
reinforces in “Rip Van Winkle” by depicting him as a Dutch ghost. Though the
Dutchmen didn’t appear particularly friendly on the mountain, Hudson’s “vigil” seems
mischievous but ultimately harmless in the context of Juet’s journal, and the Natives pass
the test. If meant as a test for Rip, though, his mistake seems to be playing the game at
all, which shatters his understanding of the world when he falls asleep in the colony and
wakes up in the United States. In both cases, Hudson wins the game.
While Peter’s story offers some explanation for Rip’s time travel – Hudson is a
time traveler, too, in a way, as a ghost – Knickerbocker’s report is bewildering. Is Rip
177

meant to be one of the chiefs? If so, is he the same who was “drunke”? Could he in fact
be the wife? Or is he Juet, returning to tell the tale? If so, what are the details that
Knickerbocker thought so “unimportant to [his] history” (87)? Or is the story not related
at all? I believe that Rip, now understanding himself to be a “native of the place,”
replaces the chief as the unwitting victim of Hudson’s game on the eve of the
Revolutionary War. By swapping the chief for Rip, Knickerbocker imagines white
Americans as intercepting the colonial violence that previously targeted Native
Americans. Rip doesn’t suffer any physical pain by Hudson’s hands – at least not
according to Knickerbocker – but he abandons any lingering loyalty to the Dutch.
of the Dutch Dynasty
Knickerbocker stops short of portraying the incident between Hudson and the
chief as anything other than a game in A History of New York, but twenty years after “Rip
Van Winkle,” Irving revisited the cabin of the Half-moon to elaborate on the mysterious
party. Wolfert’s Roost is a collection of essays in which, as Littlefield explains, “Irving
traces the Indian legends surrounding Wolfert’s Roost in New York and tells how the
Indian title to the land surrounding it was subverted” (150). Published in 1839, the
collection explores Sleepy Hollow, Communipaw, and other towns in New York and
New Jersey. Edited by Irving himself, Wolfert’s Roost includes writings “found among
the papers of the late Diedrich Knickerbocker” and “by the author of the Sketch-Book,”
Geoffrey Crayon (Irving, Wolfert’s 6, 30). “A Chronicle of Wolfert’s Roost” is the first
of its eighteen vignettes, and it locates Hudson’s party alongside the Pocantico River,
“which has gained it the well-merited appellation of Sleepy Hollow”267 (7).
267

Crayon writes in a footnote “We owe it to the indefatigable researches of Mr. KNICKERBOCKER, that
those beautiful streams are rescued from modern common-place, and reinvested with their ancient Indian
names” (7). To avoid confusion, he glosses each river’s contemporary name.
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Knickerbocker then locates his story in the Roost, a stone mansion which, “like all
empires, great and small, has had its grand historical epochs” (6).268 While Crayon
explains that the house itself was “built in the time of the Dutch dynasty,” Knickerbocker
narrates how the Dutch came to occupy the land (1).
Knickerbocker qualifies his history by noting the impossibility of accurately
portraying the pre-colonial era, which he calls “the fabulous age, in which vulgar fact
becomes mystified, and tinted up with delectable fiction” (6). Though Crayon has no
qualms with relying on “legendary lore” in his preface to “Rip Van Winkle,”
Knickerbocker wants to stick to the facts. He narrows his focus, then, on the line of chiefs
who ruled from the Roost over what was to become Sleepy Hollow. Knickerbocker
narrates how a legendary chief with “a great passion for discussing territorial questions,
and settling boundary lines” expanded his territory through a combination of intelligence,
magic, and violence (6). Described alternatively as “sachem,” “chieftan,” or “wizard,” the
chief eventually “found himself in legitimate possession” of a wide expanse of land
“extending along the Tappan Zee, from Yonkers quite to Sleepy Hollow” (8).
Knickerbocker traces the “great dynasty” that lived quietly on the land until the chief
“who ruled here at the time of the discovery of the country by the white man” (8). This
chief, according to Knickerbocker, ruled through a clever deployment of food, farming
oysters in the Tappan Zee and resolving conflicts with dinner parties. Citing “[m]odern
investigators, who are making such indefatigable researchers into our early history”
Knickerbocker confirms that “this sachem was the very individual on whom Master
Hendrick Hudson and his mate, Robert Juet, made that sage and astounding experiment
so gravely recorded by the latter in his narrative of the voyage” (8).
268

In his letter to the editor, Crayon identifies Wolfert’s Roost as previously belonging to the Van Tassels.
As its current owner, he found Knickerbocker’s manuscript “rummaging a ponderous Dutch chest of
drawers, which serves as the archives of the Roost” (5).
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Knickerbocker’s initial report of the party in A History of New York ends
ambiguously, and here he reprints the same excerpt. Rather than following it with the
clarification that they “had no objection to a drinking bout,” Knickerbocker’s revision
portrays the party as a ruse to incapacitate the chief, ultimately to acquire his land:
How far Master Hendrick Hudson and his worthy mate carried their experiment
with the sachem’s wife is not recorded, neither does the curious Robert Juet make
any mention of the after-consequences of this grand moral test; tradition,
however, affirms that the sachem on landing gave his modest spouse a hearty ribroasting, according to the connubial discipline of the aboriginals; it farther affirms
that he remained a hard drinker to the day of his death, trading away all his lands,
acre by acre, for aqua vitae; by which means the Roost and all its domains, from
Yonkers to Sleepy Hollow, came, in the regular course of trade, and by the right
of purchase, into the possession of the Dutchmen. (8)
Though Knickerbocker doesn’t specify “how far” Hudson and Juet “experimented” with
the chief’s wife,269 he surmises270 that the “after-consequences of this grand moral test”
including her beating and his drinking. Juet’s description of the woman as having “sate so
modestly” paired with Knickerbocker’s reference to “connubial discipline” heavily
implies that Hudson and Juet raped her. As the rape “farther affirms” the chief’s
alcoholism, Knickerbocker assembles a series of events that suggests Hudson and Juet’s
game was never intended to function simply as a “moral test” but to clear a pathway to
the chief’s wife and, later, his land. Knickerbocker doesn’t specify whether the territory
was a side-effect of the game, perhaps as a prize for the winner, or if the game itself was
269

Juet’s journal does not indicate the extent of their “experiment,” either.
Crayon consistently footnotes Knickerbocker’s sources, so his conclusion is probably based on “the
records of the original Indian grants to the Herr Frederick Philipsen, preserved in the county clerk’s office,
at White Plains” (7).
270
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an intricate plan to acquire land, but it foregrounds New Netherland either way.271 By
overwhelming the chief with whiskey and trauma, Hudson and Juet could orchestrate his
alcoholism until it ruined not only him but his empire. By virtue of the indigenous
population never having had alcohol before the Dutch introduced it, Hudson and Juet
could also ensure that they alone had the resources for which the chief was willing to
relinquish his territory.
Irving didn’t rewrite Knickerbocker’s history of Hudson until 1839, thirty years
after the publication of A History of New York in 1809 and twenty after the Sketch Book
in 1819, but he alludes to the party in all three. There’s no way of knowing whether
Irving perceived the violence in Juet’s account when he first read or if it only occurred to
him years later, but the passage was significant enough for him to include in the History
of New York the first time around. Considering Knickerbocker’s project of honoring New
Netherland – Irving’s own intentions aside – its inclusion in the History of New York is
ambiguous and suggests Irving may have juggled several interpretations. Then again,
Knickerbocker’s heavy edits of Juet’s journal and insistence on the irrelevance of its
details suggest that the drinking game story offered a way for Irving to allude to its
implications of colonial violence without necessarily alleging them. What, then, does this
mean for Rip? Irving was certainly suspicious of the Half-moon’s “moral test” by
rewriting their party in “Rip Van Winkle” as a game of ninepins, but Rip doesn’t map
cleanly onto the story as the chief or his wife. More telling may be Irving’s decision to
locate “Sleepy Hollow,” his next story, on the territory the chief lost to the Dutch.

271

Adriaen van der Donck purchased the territory in 1645, a year after trying (and failing) to purchase land
in the Catskills.
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to the End of the World
Before following Knickerbocker to “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” here I
discuss how Knickerbocker rationalizes the drinking game by imagining the Yankees as
its colonists and, later, its witches. In the shadow of Hudson’s implied rape,
Knickerbocker emphasizes that “[n]ever had a territorial right in these new countries been
more legitimately and tradefully established” (Irving, Wolfert’s 9). Hudson may not have
acted ethically, but he did behave legally, at least according to Knickerbocker. That being
said, his actions weren’t without consequence, and “the worthy government of the New
Netherlands was not suffered to enjoy this grand acquisition unmolested”272 (9).
Knickerbocker goes on to describe how in 1654, “the local Yankees of Connecticut—
those swapping, bargaining, squatting enemies of the Manhattoes—” swooped in from
New England to establish their own colony (9). Unlike Hudson’s legal purchase of land,
their leader Thomas Pell “pretended to have purchased the whole surrounding country of
the Indians” and stole it (9). Knickerbocker doesn’t elaborate on what invalidated Pell’s
purchase, but New Netherland was doomed at first contact. Through miscegenation,273
inheritance, and likely a bit of haunting, the Yankees slowly infiltrated the territory,
“where their descendants may be found at the present day” (9).
Knickerbocker ends “A Chronicle of Wolfert’s Roost” by acknowledging that
while the Yankees made an eternal home in Westchester, “the mountainous regions along
the Hudson, with the valleys of the Neperan and the Pocantico, are tenaciously held by
the lineal descendants of the Copperheads” (9). Knickerbocker’s use of “copperhead”274
272

Though this may seem a reference to the chief’s wife, “molest” did not connote sexual abuse until the
late-nineteenth century (OED “molest, v.2.b”).
273 Knickerbocker refers to the “Yankee race” or “yankee tribe” through A History of New York, depending
on the edition. The one cited in this dissertation uses “tribe.”
274 Knickerbocker refers to the Dutch colonists as “copperheads” twice in the History: “the men who
vegetated in the mud along the shores of Pavonia, being of the race of genuine copperheads, and were
fabled to have sprung from oysters,” later explaining that “the Yankees sneeringly spoke of the round-
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asserts the Dutch as native to the region as their natural habitat. Knickerbocker neglects
to detail the effects of the Yankee invasion beyond their physical presence, and Crayon
curtails his essay here, explaining New Netherland fell to the British “shortly after” and
choosing instead to focus on the local fallout:
The recent irruption of the Yankees into the bounds of the New Netherlands, had
left behind it a doleful pestilence, such as is apt to follow the steps of invading
armies. This was the deadly plague of witchcraft, which had long been prevalent
to the eastward. The malady broke out at Vest Dorp, and threatened to spread
throughout the country. The Dutch burghers along the Hudson, from Yonkers to
Sleepy Hollow, hastened to nail horseshoes to their doors, which have ever been
found of sovereign virtue to repel this awful visitation. This is the origin of the
horse-shoes which may still be seen nailed to the doors of barns and farmhouses,
in various parts of this sage and sober-thoughted region. (9)
As Crayon describes it, Yankee bodies were infecting the Dutch with “the deadly plague
of witchcraft.”275 Having previously been isolated in New England, the migration of the
Yankees to Vest Dorp, or Westchester, exposed the Dutch to the “malady,” which only
their cultural tradition of hanging horseshoes prevented from becoming a pandemic. As
Knickerbocker describes the Yankees as slowly infecting “those open, arable parts of
Westchester county” through marriage, Crayon imagines their influence as poisoning the
air (9). Following the collapse of New Netherland, cows’ milk turned to blood and
witches flocked to Sleepy Hollow, which Crayon proves with “annexed extracts from the

crowned burghers of the Manhattoes as the ‘Copperheads;’ while the latter, glorying in their own nether
rotundity, and observing the slack galligaskins of their rivals, flapping like an empty sail against the mast,
retorted upon them with the opprobrious appellation of Platter-breeches’” (265, 303).
275 This “plague of witchcraft,” which has no historical evidence, occurred simultaneously with the Great
Plague of London. Crayon may be blaming the English for exposing the Dutch to the disease.
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early colonial records” detailing English witches who came to Westchester by way of
Connecticut (10).
The haunting in Sleepy Hollow precedes the nation, as does the conflict over the
land as a contested space. Crayon describes the area’s transition from colonial to national
as fraught at “the very heart of what was the debateable ground between the American
and British lines, during the war” (11). Crayon locates the Roost perfectly between the
British stronghold of Manhattan – this time the Yankees as victims of their own race –
and the American base at Peekskill. The former Dutch colony is an eternal battleground,
and the “race of hard-headed, hard-handed, stout-hearted Dutchmen, descendants of the
primitive Nederlanders” its loyal guardians (11). Crayon also emphasizes the importance
of the land’s history, noting that the majority of the Dutch “were strong whigs throughout
the war, and have ever remained obstinately attached to the soil, and neither to be fought
nor bought out of their paternal acres” (11). The Dutch, then, had to fight alongside their
Yankee oppressors to defeat their English ones. Horsemen aside, Sleepy Hollow seems
haunted by the Revolutionary War itself. In the following section, I analyze the
Horseman as a local haunting through which Sleepy Hollow understands itself in the
nation.
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Fairy Land: Horses/Land of a Thousand Dances/La Mer(de)276
As a site of colonial violence, American origins, and local haunting, Sleepy
Hollow is a legendary space even before it hosts “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” also
allegedly written by Knickerbocker. Published nine months after “Rip Van Winkle” in
the Sketch Book’s sixth installment, “Sleepy Hollow” is perhaps Irving’s best-known
work and the companion to “Rip Van Winkle” as one of only two Sketch Book vignettes
to endure in the American popular imagination. The two stories have many similarities,
particularly between the towns’ local cultures. Like “Rip Van Winkle,” “Sleepy Hollow”
takes place in a Dutch settlement in New York: Tarry Town. Knickerbocker describes the
town as similar to the bar where Rip took refuge from his wife: “This name was given,
we are told, in former days by the good housewives of the adjacent country from the
inveterate propensity of their husbands to linger about the village tavern on market days”
(Irving, Sketch Book 475). Even Knickerbocker fantasizes about escaping to Tarry Town
“for a retreat whither I might steal from the world and its distractions and dream quietly
away the remnant of a troubled life,” much like he describes Rip doing in the Catskills
(475). Sleepy Hollow, a “sequestered glen” in Tarry Town, is especially tranquil and
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Patti Smith’s three-movement song “Land” from her 1975 album Horses applies to “Sleepy Hollow” in
several ways. My use of it here is primarily to emphasize the local spaces of Sleepy Hollow – indeed, the
land – and the Catskills, which Knickerbocker describes by its “fairy mountains” (Irving, Sketch Book 51).
Additionally, I mean “Horses” to reference not only the Headless Horseman but also the first minute of
Smith’s song, in which she describes an assault (and possibly rape) between two boys in a school hallway
before “suddenly Johnny gets the feeling he’s being surrounded by / Horses, horses, horses, horses.” As I
later discuss, Brom Bones threatens Ichabod’s job as a teacher by, among other things, ransacking the
schoolhouse. The second segment, “Land of a Thousand Dances,” is Smith’s own allusion to the original
song written by Chris Kenner in 1962 and, coincidentally, made famous by Cannibal & the Headhunters in
1965. I mean “Land of a Thousand Dances” to refer to the Van Tassel quilting frolic, at which Ichabod
dances terribly and does not, in fact, “know how to Pony like Bony Maronie,” though he may very well
know the Mashed Potato. Finally, I mean “La Mer(de)” to refer first to the Tappen Zee, that “sea of
possibilities,” in the Hudson River, and second to Henry Hudson himself.
Horses’ fourth track “Free Money” was my runner-up for this section and, in an earlier draft,
referred to the chief in Wolfert’s Roost and “scoop[ing] the pearls up from the sea.” See Patti Smith’s “Free
Money” and “Land: Horses/Land of a Thousand Dances/La Mer(de),” Horses, Arista Records, 1975.
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named for its magical, intoxicating atmosphere (475). As a town seemingly packed with
Rip Van Winkles, Sleepy Hollow also hosts the “ghosts, witches, and Indians” from his
folktales. And while both towns seem enchanted, Rip and Ichabod each get ripped out of
time and space by a historical ghost in the woods. Yet, critics tend not to read “Sleepy
Hollow” as particularly haunted at all.277 In studies of gender,278 nation,279 and
capitalism,280 all of which are decidedly more “real” than ghosts, critics often discard the
supernatural as merely an aspect of Knickerbocker’s storytelling. The bulk of my
analysis, then, focuses on how Knickerbocker presents the supernatural in both stories as
the local nexus through which characters understand themselves as haunted and therefore
American.
I first analyze how the local functions as a conduit for national belonging through
Ichabod Crane, Rip’s counterpart as the story’s semi-haunted protagonist. Out of the
several differences between Rip and Ichabod, the most prominent may be that Rip
survives but Ichabod does not. I note a second and, as I argue, related difference: Ichabod
has a job. Despite this, Ichabod suffers a fate even more devastating than Rip’s – his local
positionings, as a physical body and a schoolteacher, are incompatible with the town. I
read Ichabod’s inability to integrate himself within Sleepy Hollow as the mistake that
revives historical violence and, ultimately, destroys his body entirely. I then focus on
ghost stories like the Horseman, whose haunting roughly corresponds to Hudson’s in
277

As I later discuss in more detail regarding Brom Bones, these critiques tend to focus on the
impossibility of the Horseman’s existence because ghosts aren’t real. (“Rip Van Winkle” is similarly
rationalized, perhaps most evident in Terence Martin’s article “Rip, Ichabod, and the American
Imagination,” in which Martin emphasizes the supernatural in order to dismiss it.) For the purposes of my
argument and regardless of whether or not the Horseman has a physical body as a monster, Brom Bones, or
otherwise, he exists as a ghost (or ghost story) within the collective imagination of Sleepy Hollow.
Furthermore, “Sleepy Hollow” is fiction, so the existence of real-world ghosts is irrelevant.
278 See Anthony, “Gone” 113; Greven 86-87; Nelson and Plummer 179; Vetere 126, 138.
279 See McLamore, “Dutchman” 49; Ringe 463; Rubin-Dorsky 518.
280 Though many studies focus on Irving’s personal financial woes when writing the Sketch Book, David
Anthony discusses capitalism more broadly in his article “Gone Distracted.”
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“Rip Van Winkle,” as the way in which Sleepy Hollow and its residents imagine national
belonging in local spaces. In light of Knickerbocker’s history in Wolfert’s Roost, I read
Sleepy Hollow as a space haunted by history and not necessarily the Horseman, who
happens to be one of many local legends. I then use the story of Horseman to demonstrate
the purpose of haunting in “Rip Van Winkle” and “Sleepy Hollow,” which I argue is to
force characters to articulate their Americanness through the local. While failing to
establish his local belonging, Ichabod also neglects to embody national haunting.
Before even mentioning Ichabod or the Horseman, Knickerbocker establishes
Sleepy Hollow as unequivocally spooky. He offers some vague theories for its haunting:
“[s]ome say that the place was bewitched by a high German doctor, during the early days
of the settlement; others, that an old Indian chief, the prophet or wizard of his tribe, held
his pow-wows there before the country was discovered by Master Hendrick Hudson”
(475-476). These explanations help to account for “the sway of some witching power that
holds a spell over the minds of the good people” better than the Horseman, whose
haunting is limited to his body parts (475). Despite Knickerbocker’s clues to the source
of Sleepy Hollow’s “drowsy, dreamy influence,” critics rarely even mention these early
rumors at all (475).281 The “high German doctor” is quickly overshadowed by the
Hessian Horseman, both of whom sound like German folklore – but Irving didn’t make it
to Germany until after writing “Sleepy Hollow.”282 Hudson, on the other hand, is easily
identifiable, and Sketch Book readers may even recognize him from “Rip Van Winkle.”
But the scenes of haunting are only tangentially similar, and though both include silent,
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In her study of gender and witchcraft, Lisa M. Vetere suggests that the male hauntings are “a
predecessor of the nineteenth-century professional man, whether a physician, statesmen, minister, or
lawyer” (138). Hers is the only analysis I’ve found of Sleepy Hollow’s own “ghosts, witches, and Indians.”
282 Having no historical counterpart, the “high German doctor” seems to be a red herring.
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historical ghosts, alcohol is conspicuously absent from Sleepy Hollow.283 Lastly, the
chief falls in line with racist imaginings of the vengeful Indian ghost, and his deposition
by Hudson seems to be explanation enough.
In the shadow of Wolfert’s Roost, Sleepy Hollow is almost certainly haunted by
Hudson and Juet’s drinking game, and I propose a corresponding source of terror in the
Sketch Book as the nation itself. Yet identifying the “commander-in-chief of all the
powers of the air” as one of the explorers, the chief, or his wife seems redundant,
especially since the region boasts such a robust collection of spirits (476). By offering so
many options, Knickerbocker implies that Sleepy Hollow is haunted as a space, not
necessarily by any particular monster, and his descriptions of the atmosphere within the
town recall how he described witchcraft in Wolfert’s Roost. The townspeople aren’t
inherently bewitched; the atmosphere intoxicates them. The enchantment is contagious,
and the visions are “not confined to the native inhabitants of the valley, but [are]
unconsciously imbibed by every one who resides there for a time” (477). Knickerbocker
presents the town as diseased, and travelers become slowly infected until they too “begin
to grow imaginative – to dream dreams and see apparitions” (477). The threshold limit
value is unclear, and Knickerbocker doesn’t specify what happens to the afflicted once
they leave Sleepy Hollow. But the intoxication appears to have no antidote, and the
native inhabitants seem unable to develop any immunity. That being said, they survive,
unlike Ichabod, whose disappearance must require some other explanation.
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Food seems to replace alcohol; Knickerbocker explains that Ichabod’s “heart dilated in proportion as
his skin was filled with good cheer, and whose spirits rose with eating as some men’s do with drink” (502503).
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So much bread I woke up in Sleepy Hollow:284 The Hunger of Ichabod Crane
After describing Sleepy Hollow as a terrifying, nightmare-ridden, haunted house
of a town, Knickerbocker offers a pragmatic explanation for the arrival of “a worthy
wight of the name of Ichabod Crane, who sojourned, or, as he expressed it, ‘tarried’ in
Sleepy Hollow for the purpose of instructing the children of the vicinity” (478). “Wight”
referring to “supernatural, preternatural, or unearthly beings,” Ichabod seems well-suited
for Sleepy Hollow (OED, “wight, n.1.b”). Despite the similarities between Ichabod and
the haunted, lazy town itself, his body seems thoroughly out of place. Ichabod seems
ready to take flight at any time: “To see him striding along the profile of a hill on a windy
day, with his clothes bagging and fluttering about him, one might have mistaken him for
the genius of Famine descending upon the earth” (Irving, Sketch Book 478-479).
Knickerbocker’s use of “genius” is exceedingly deliberate. Though primarily meaning a
“supernatural being,” “genius” can also describe a person’s “characteristic disposition;
natural inclination; temperament,” and, paradoxically, considering the context, their
“appetite” (OED, “genius, n.1.a, n.6.a, n.1.b”).285 As famine’s “appetite,” Ichabod’s body
doesn’t signify starvation or hunger, but starvation’s hunger. In other words, Ichabod
always feeds his body but never satisfies his hunger because he understands himself
through his starvation. His body is the absence of substance and therefore always hungry.
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See Kanye West’s “Dark Fantasy,” My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy, Rock-A-Fella Records, 2010.
The OED provides several more definitions for “genius,” all of which may apply here. Knickerbocker’s
choice was intricately deliberate, so I’ve included two more definitions here:
“Either of two mutually opposed spirits imagined as accompany a person throughout his or her life
and exerting either a good or bad influence. Hence in extended use, a person who exerts a good or bad
influence over another’s character, conduct, or fortunes” (“genius, n.2”). Though probably not positing
hunger and famine as opposed, Knickerbocker may be referring to how Ichabod’s hunger negatively (or
positively) influences his character.
“Chiefly with of. A quasi-mythological personification of something immaterial (as a virtue,
custom, institution, etc.), esp. as portrayed in painting or sculpture” (“genius, n.4”). Not only is famine
immaterial, it occupies negative space as scarcity. Ichabod’s body personifies this well by constantly
consuming food.
285

189

Knickerbocker, of course, describes Ichabod as “a huge feeder, and, though lank, had the
dilating powers of an anaconda” (Irving, Sketch Book 480). Anacondas’ bodies expand to
eat and then shrink, but Ichabod’s body is a void, endlessly consuming but failing to
digest. Ichabod’s love of food seems if not supernatural, then certainly unnatural. Food
manages to avoid the space of his body, both internally and externally. Visibly displaying
his “natural inclination” for contradictions, Ichabod’s body is identifiable by its
interiority as physically empty and painfully hungry. His consumption doesn’t
correspond to his appetite or his hunger, and his body seems to defy physics.
Ichabod embodies local haunting quite well as a ghostly figure himself, but he
fails to establish his belonging within the physical or social space of the town. Critics
often read Ichabod’s body through its deficiencies,286 and Manuel Herrero-Puertas takes a
similar approach through what he calls Ichabod’s “present/absent body” to analyze
ambivalence over nation-building and westward expansion (29). My analysis differs from
that of Herrero-Puertas, who reads Ichabod as a “complex personification of the US body
politic,” in a few ways, but primarily through my emphasis on the local (29). Ichabod’s
inability to embody national haunting within the local community – rather than the other
way around – renders any Americanness null and void. To foreground my analysis of
local ghost stories as a way of negotiating national belonging, I analyze two defining
features of Ichabod’s body: his eating and his teaching. Because the conditions of
Ichabod’s employment require the community to feed and shelter him,287 I consider both
his hunger and his work as a condition of his job – or, as Knickerbocker puts it, his
286

These critiques generally compare Ichabod to Brom Bones and focus on the latter’s masculine body
(see Herrero-Puertas 34; T. Martin, “Rip” 145; Nelson and Plummer 181; Vetere 135). Anthony suggests
that “Ichabod is plagued by a kind of castration anxiety,” which he then argues results in sexual violence at
the hands of Brom Bones, and Greven refers to Katrina as “a castrating sorceress” (Anthony, “Gone” 133;
Greven 90).
287 What Ichabod doesn’t make in money – his salary being “scarcely sufficient to furnish him with daily
bread” – he receives as room and board (480).
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“purpose.” Ichabod’s body and its labor overlap outside of the schoolhouse in local
homes, where he depends on his role as a teacher to gain access to food, and then collide
in Ichabod’s pursuit of Katrina. While the community holds up their end of the bargain,
Ichabod violates the terms of his employment when he imagines Katrina as food and
himself as her peer. Ichabod’s failure to locate his hungry, laboring body ultimately leads
Sleepy Hollow to either expel or envelop him – the result of each being the same as his
singing ghost in the schoolhouse.
Ichabod’s pursuit of Katrina indicates his fundamental misunderstanding of his
role in the local community and the physical space of Sleepy Hollow. Having no other
way to enter her private home, Ichabod only gains access to Katrina by his role as singing
teacher. Of course, the only way Ichabod enters any of the townspeople’s homes is
“according to country custom in those parts” (480). When Ichabod tries to behave
“according to the custom of country lovers,” Katrina dismisses him immediately (508).
As Knickerbocker questions how Ichabod so fatally misinterpreted Katrina, he posits that
“her encouragement of the poor pedagogue [was] all a mere sham to secure her conquest
of his rival” (509). At no point in the story, though, does Knickerbocker portray Katrina
encouraging Ichabod at all. Until the party, Ichabod’s interactions with the townspeople
are entirely dependent on his role as schoolteacher, that being his only value. Having no
wealth of his own, Ichabod’s worth in Sleepy Hollow is only as much as it can extract his
labor. Ichabod believes himself to infiltrate Katrina’s farm-house “[u]nder cover of his
character of singing-master,” but underneath his occupation is only his body, which
Knickerbocker consistently describes as repulsive (493). More likely, Katrina never
values Ichabod in any way other than through his labor, and Ichabod imagines her
encouragement in the same way he imagines her “smiling graciously in reply to all his
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amorous oglings” (504). His relation to Katrina, then, begins and ends at his established
role as her singing teacher.
Teaching, regardless of the intellectual and physical labor it requires, is certainly
not “profitable labor.” In fact, it seems to be a loss for everyone involved, so requiring his
presence in his students’ private homes is an odd choice for families “who are apt to
consider the costs of schooling a grievous burden and schoolmasters as mere drones”
(482). Ichabod mollifies his likely frustrated hosts by “rendering himself both useful and
agreeable” through manual labor in their homes – but this work doesn’t pay, either (482).
Despite Knickerbocker’s explanation that it helps to ease “the purses of his rustic
patrons,” hosts’ wallets, nobody seems to save money from Ichabod’s work, least of all
Ichabod (482). Despite this, Ichabod is rarely discussed as poor.288 Knickerbocker doesn’t
quantify Ichabod’s income, but his descriptions of Ichabod’s body suggest that no sum
could possibly afford to feed him. But Ichabod doesn’t take the job so he can make
enough money to afford food; his job functions like a grocery store. He chooses his host
families based on if they “have pretty sisters or good housewives for mothers noted for
the comforts of the cupboard” (480). Critics tend to argue that Ichabod eroticizes Katrina
as food,289 but women’s bodies don’t entice Ichabod to his students’ homes; his own
288

David Anthony’s 2005 article “‘Gone Distracted’: ‘Sleepy Hollow,’ Gothic Masculinity, and the Panic
of 1819” comes close by linking Ichabod’s poverty to Irving’s own financial troubles. After he and his
brothers overextended their credit in 1819, Irving wrote in a letter that he was “unfit for almost any useful
purpose. I have not the kind of knowledge or the habits that are necessary for business” (qtd. in Anthony,
“Gone” 111). Linking Irving’s humiliation to Ichabod’s embarrassing encounter with the Horseman,
Anthony argues that Ichabod projects a “specifically masculine and class-based sensibility—organized
around anxiety, panic, and humiliation” (119). “[P]ropertyless and emotionally mercurial,” Ichabod
“represents the mindset of commerce” in the wake of Panic of 1819 by embodying a “new [class] of people
whose property consisted not of lands or goods but rather of paper and credit” (113, 112). Ichabod,
however, doesn’t have land or credit, nor does he seem to have a “useful purpose,” at least as far as the
townspeople concerned.
289 In his analysis of bachelorhood, Bryce Traister argues that “epicurism becomes a metaphor for
sublimated sexual desire here and in Ichabod Crane’s desire for Katrina’s food rather than her person or
body, as the bachelor’s motivating sensuality is represented as appetitive and consuming rather than sexual
and productive” (118). Traister overlooks that Ichabod desires Katrina’s body as food (in addition to her
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does. Ichabod doesn’t imagine himself within the local, and he certainly doesn’t imagine
himself in the community. He imagines Sleepy Hollow within the space of his own body
as a meal.
Ichabod doesn’t only imagine working in Sleepy Hollow as offering him his
access to food – he imagines the community itself as food through Katrina, his student.
His ambitions of wooing Katrina are in pursuit of several desires: wealth, property, lust,
pride, and most of all, food. But while Ichabod describes Katrina herself as “plump as a
partridge, ripe and melting and rosy-cheeked as one of her father’s peaches,” she only
becomes “so tempting a morsel” when she sits on her property like food on a plate (486).
The land isn’t necessarily worth money to Ichabod, but it does promise to feed him. As
Michael Rogin explains, “[p]roperty gained its value from future expectations, which
stimulated capital commitments, rather than from any traditional right” (37). It represents
the same for Ichabod, but in future meals. While Ichabod is certainly interested in the
luxury and wealth that accompanies Katrina’s “paternal mansion,” he takes particular
notice of its “vast barn, that might have served for a church, every window and crevice of
which seemed bursting forth with the treasures of the farm” (Irving, Sketch Book 487).
He even understands the food as a community when he can’t do the same for Sleepy
Hollow’s human residents. He goes on to describe the various birds as families, the
guinea-fowls like “ill-tempered housewives, with their peevish, discontented cry,” the
“gallant cock, that pattern of a husband, a warrior, and a fine gentleman” coming home to
his “ever-hungry family of wives and children to enjoy the rich morsel which he had
discovered,” all of whom Ichabod imagines shoveling into his mouth, which “watered as
mother’s cooking), and I prefer Herrero-Puertas’ reading of Ichabod’s desire for Katrina “through gastroerotic metaphors” (Herrero-Puertas 40). And though Anthony concedes in his study of masculinity that
“Ichabod’s sexual desire for Katrina is realized through fantasies about ‘dainty slapjacks,’” he reads
Ichabod’s appetite as “figur[ing] the voracious nature of postwar capitalism,” instead (“Gone” 128).
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he looked upon this sumptuous promise of luxurious winter fare” (487, 487-488, 488,
488).
Ichabod wants to own property in Sleepy Hollow only if it ultimately allows him
to leave Sleepy Hollow. Most critics read Ichabod’s salivating over Katrina’s “fat
meadow-lands” as a fairly overt example of his desire to “[invest] in the speculative
ventures on Western lands,” but Ichabod would prefer food over money (Irving, Sketch
Book 488; Anthony, “Gone” 113).290 Of course, he does consider how marrying “the
damsel who was to inherit these domains” would ensure wealth and property, “and his
imagination expanded with the idea how they might be readily turned into cash and the
money invested in immense tracts of wild land and shingle palaces in the wilderness”
(Irving, Sketch Book 489). Ichabod’s desire follows a convoluted path from land to
money to land to food to property on which he can eat his aforementioned food,
preferably somewhere other than Sleepy Hollow. Ichabod’s expectations are couched in
the language of the frontier as he imagines himself riding beside “the blooming Katrina,
with a whole family of children, mounted on the top of a wagon loaded with the
household trumpery, with pots and kettles dangling beneath” (489). Their wagon, though,
is a traveling kitchen, rolling through the fields of meat and bread. The space of Sleepy
Hollow is of no particular importance to Ichabod, so he arbitrarily imagines his future in
“Kentucky, Tennessee, or the Lord knows where” (489). Ichabod’s location is relevant
only in as much as he can physically consume it, and the limitless space of the frontier is
the only place Ichabod can accommodate the never-ending depths of his stomach.

290

As Herrero-Puertas puts it, “Irving de-eroticizes Ichabod’s desire for Katrina Van Tassel, turning it into
a national fantasy of expansion and social reproduction” (31). He includes Katrina as an example of
“Ichabod’s disembodied pioneering – the simultaneous dematerialization of the body and expansion of the
body politic” (30). Rubin-Dorsky more generally explains that “possession of [Katrina’s] father’s property
turns out to be [Ichabod’s] real goal, and then only for its cash value” (517).
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When Brom Bones threatens Ichabod and attacks the schoolhouse, Ichabod
interprets their “rivalry” as a fight over Katrina rather than an attempt to exile Ichabod by
way of unemployment. As Ichabod’s pursuit of Katrina is unrelated to her body beyond
how she can feed him, his rivalry with Brom is unrelated to Ichabod’s own body,
monstrous though it may be. Although Brom threatens to “double the schoolmaster up
and lay him on a shelf of his own school-house,” his violence is in the service of
curtailing Ichabod’s tenure as schoolteacher (495). Knickerbocker describes Ichabod’s
body as simultaneously elastic and mechanical, so his being “doubled up” is less assault
than it is humiliation. By threatening to hang the failures of Ichabod’s body within his
own domain of the schoolhouse, Brom targets the modicum of power that Ichabod is
afforded in Sleepy Hollow. As Ichabod has no home of his own, Brom attacks the only
place he can hide: “[t]hey harried his hitherto peaceful domains smoked out his singing
school by stopping up the chimney; broke into the schoolhouse at night in spite of its
formidable fastenings of with and window stakes, and turned everything topsy-turvy; so
that the poor schoolmaster began to think all the witches in the country held their
meetings there” (495). Knickerbocker does not specify if Ichabod actually mistakes
Brom’s harassment for witchcraft, but Ichabod fails to consider any cause for the
vandalism other than his “rivalry.”291 But Ichabod’s assumption that he has access to
Katrina at all implies that he believes himself to be a part of the local in any way that
doesn’t require his job.
By marrying Katrina, Ichabod can trade his school cafeteria for her dinner table.
When he arrives at the Van Tassel “quilting frolic,” Ichabod rushes right past “the bevy
291

To be fair, Brom does include Katrina in his attempts to run out of town by “[taking] all opportunities
of turning him into ridicule in the presence of his mistress, and had a scoundrel dog whom he taught to
whine in the most ludicrous manner, and introduced as a rival of Ichabod’s, to instruct her in psalmody”
(495).

195

of buxom lasses with their luxurious display of red and white” to get to the kitchen (502).
Having perhaps finally filled his stomach, Ichabod understands the farmhouse as a way to
escape the schoolhouse. He reimagines his future not as an eternal buffet, but as a local
revenge fantasy: “how soon he’d turn his back upon the old school-house, snap his
fingers in the face of Hans Van Ripper and every other niggardly patron, and kick any
itinerant pedagogue out of doors that should dare to call him comrade!” (503). Ichabod’s
assessment of Van Ripper as stingy is puzzling, considering he only made it to the party
by borrowing his horse.292 He also reveals his hatred not of penny-pinching people, but of
Sleepy Hollow itself. “Patrons” being necessarily generous, Ichabod wants the land
because it offers an opportunity to oppress those he feels have oppressed him. Ichabod,
however, is only in the town at all due to that same perceived oppression.
American horseman, stay away from me293
Katrina’s rejection of Ichabod coincides with his ejection from Sleepy Hollow by
the Horseman. While I argue Katrina’s rejection as evidence of how Ichabod doesn’t
understand himself within the local, I argue the Horseman as evidence of his inability to
articulate his national belonging within local history. Both prove his body as
incompatible with the space of Sleepy Hollow, the first by his appetite and the second by
his disappearance. In the moments before Ichabod is finally rejected by Katrina,
Knickerbocker articulates the relation between Sleepy Hollow and the United States.
Knickerbocker notes Sleepy Hollow’s importance to both local and national history:
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The horse is obviously haunted as “a broken-down plough-horse that had outlived almost everything
but his viciousness. He was gaunt and shagged, with a ewe neck and a head like a hammer; his rusty mane
and tail were tangled and knotted with burrs; one eye had lost its pupil and was glaring and spectral, but the
other had the gleam of a genuine devil in it” (497-498).
293 As it turns out, several lines from “American Woman” apply to “Sleepy Hollow.” (In fact, almost all of
the lyrics that don’t include the word “woman” or a variation thereof are relevant.) See the Guess Who’s
“American Woman,” American Woman, RCA Victor Records, 1970.

196

This neighborhood, at the time of which I am speaking, was one of those highly
favored places which abound with chronicle and great men. The British and
American line had run near it during the war; it had therefore been the scene of
marauding and infested with refugees, cow-boys, and all kinds of border chivalry.
Just sufficient time had elapsed to enable each storyteller to dress up his tale with
a little becoming fiction, and in the indistinctness of his recollection to make him
the hero of every exploit. (504)
Knickerbocker portrays Sleepy Hollow as being “infested,” but not simply by the ghosts,
but also Yankee “cow-boys” who invaded the area in Wolfert’s Roost. Here, Irving
reveals his purpose in writing “Sleepy Hollow”: “to make him the hero of every exploit.”
The Revolutionary War being over, the residents of Sleepy Hollow require a new way to
demonstrate their authenticity. No longer Dutch, the town is American. By imagining the
Horseman as haunting the post-Revolutionary town, Sleepy Hollow can imagine itself as
winning against the English every evening. Here, I give a brief overview of how the
Horseman is portrayed throughout the story to argue its purpose to reflect national
belonging through the local history.
Critics294 have overwhelmingly understood the Headless Horseman not to be
magical at all, but rather a trick played by Ichabod’s rival Brom Bones. Irving
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I say “critics” rather than “readers” for two reasons: first, to establish a critical history, which I will
provide in the following paragraph; and second, because I personally understood the Horseman to be a real
ghost until I read the literary criticism on it (and so did all my friends when I polled them). I think the
ubiquity of “Sleepy Hollow” as a children’s story and Halloween tradition has rewritten it as, let’s say, “the
Legend of the Headless Horseman” in the American popular imagination, and its legacy does not include
Brom Bones at all, let alone the intricacies of the plot.
The Headless Horseman’s identity as Brom Bones tends to be treated as self-evident throughout
literary criticism. In a 1959 article, Terence Martin plainly states that Ichabod “is literally run out of the
region by Brom Bones impersonating the Headless Horseman” (“Rip” 144). Michael Nelson and Laura
Plummer make a similar move in their 1993 article by referring to Brom Bones’ “role as the Headless
Horseman” as an example of male violence, which Lisa M. Vetere reconsiders in 2012 (Nelson and
Plummer 180). Somewhat similar to how I understand the Horseman as embodying the town itself, Vetere
insists that “the tale works hard to recast such activity as that of the village men and then implies
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intentionally leaves the story ambiguous, but the Horseman’s presence in local folklore
remains uncontested, and Knickerbocker introduces him as Sleepy Hollow’s “dominant
spirit […] that haunts this enchanted region, and seems to be commander-in-chief of all
the powers of the air” (476). Knickerbocker claims that the Horseman “is ever and anon
seen by the country-folk hurrying along in the gloom of night as if on the wings of the
wind,” but he doesn’t seem to interfere much with daily life in Sleepy Hollow (476).
Despite the Horseman’s violent death and decapitated body, nobody but Ichabod really
worries about running into him.
Though the townspeople map his nightly path through town, the Horseman is also
historically ambiguous. “It is said by some to be the ghost of a Hessian trooper whose
head had been carried away by a cannonball in some nameless battle during the
Revolutionary War,” but nobody can verify his identity or even the battle, not even “the
most authentic historians of those parts, who have been careful in collecting and collating
the floating facts concerning this spectre” (476-477). Less than a decade out from the
Revolutionary War, why does Sleepy Hollow focus on the ghost but not the soldier? If
they know he was Hessian, don’t they remember more? In his 2005 article “‘Sleepy
Hollow’: Fearful Pleasures and the Nightmare of History,” Robert Hughes interrogates
these historical gaps:
energetically that what expelled Ichabod’s body was Brom Bones’ prank” (138). In a 2004 article, David
Greven dismisses the question of “whether or not Crane does indeed pursue the politician’s life or really is
killed by the Headless Horseman—that is, Brom Bones in disguise” entirely (88). David Anthony explains
in a 2005 article that Ichabod is “easily duped and humiliated, especially by Brom Bones in his imposture
as the Headless Horseman,” as though Brom-as-Brom’s treatment of Ichabod isn’t humiliating enough
(“Gone” 111). Anthony even refers to when Ichabod “learns that the ghostly Headless Horseman is merely
the local prankster Brom Bones,” which is not a clear moment in the story (111). None of these studies
provide evidence to prove that the Headless Horseman is Brom Bones. Robert Hughes’ 2005 article almost
singularly leaves the Horseman’s identity open to interpretation: “Was the horseman on the road that night
indeed the spectral horror of legend? Or was the rider instead the prankish Brom Bones, sporting with the
pedagogue’s simple credence in tales of the marvelous, and ridding himself at the same time of a rival to
the hand of the peerless Katrina?” (3). Building on Hughes, this chapter also answers his follow-up
question – “What’s the difference?!” – by historicizing and then localizing the Headless Horseman (11).
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This headless horseman arrives not as some anonymous goblin imported
unchanged from the Germanic folk tales of the local tradition. It is known, for
instance, that he was a man, a Hessian mercenary, in the service of the British in
the recent War of American Independence. It is known, moreover, that the
Hessian’s head was completely blown off by a cannon ball—‘carried away,’ in
Irving’s infinitely suggestive phrase. And yet, what was the trooper’s name? In
which battle did he lose his head? More tellingly, who was there to witness the
traumatic kiss? Where do the details of the legend originate? The tale reports that
the Hessian lost his head ‘in some nameless battle.’ What does this mean? Why
‘nameless’? Any headless, foreign soldier buried in the churchyard of Sleepy
Hollow presumably met his fate in the immediate neighborhood and wasn’t just
carried there from far away—can it be that the locals have given no name to the
battle that took place in their own backyard? (7)
Often deceptive and sometimes dishonest, Knickerbocker meticulously cites each of his
sources throughout his histories. Indeed, Knickerbocker himself is “the most authentic
[historian] of these parts,” but while A History of New York and Wolfert’s Roost also
include ghost stories, the latter doesn’t bother to elaborate on the Horseman, and the
former doesn’t mention him at all.
Knickerbocker’s contradictory explanations for ghosts demonstrate that the
Horseman doesn’t exist at all, as a ghost or a ghost story. According to Knickerbocker,
ghosts prefer strong communities for the simple reason that they can visit their friends, so
“[l]ocal tales and superstition thrive best in these sheltered long-settled retreats” (Irving,
Sketch Book 505). The residents of the town, not the land, make Sleepy Hollow haunted,
and supernatural sociality is “the reason why we so seldom hear of ghosts except in our
long-established Dutch communities” (506). Ghosts’ dependence on the local community
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suggests that they’re permanently fixed to a single location, likely near the site of their
deaths. Ghosts don’t follow specific individuals because they can’t. At the same time,
ghosts haunt specific locations so they can visit “their surviving friends” (505). By this
logic, someone in Sleepy Hollow must remember the Horseman. Perhaps the Horseman’s
friends remain silent so as not to out themselves as Tories, but none of Sleepy Hollow’s
ghosts seem to have any personal connection to the living. Even the ghosts known by
name are national figures, not local, save for “the woman in white” who, if anything,
functions to protect her community like a terrifying weather radar (506). And despite
Knickerbocker’s claim that the ghosts haunt people, all of the local ghosts here are linked
to some kind of natural landmark: a tree, the storm, and the churchyard’s grassy knoll, the
isolation of which “always […] made it a favorite haunt of troubled spirits” (506). The
Horseman seems to be a way of imaging local history within a haunted national identity.
Ghost stories, then, demonstrate national haunting through local belonging.
The stories Ichabod hears after the party are similarly contradictory and
demonstrate the Horseman’s purpose “to enable each storyteller to dress up his tale with a
little becoming fiction, and in the indistinctness of his recollection to make him the hero
of every exploit.” The first story almost immediately proves itself false by narrating how
“old Brouwer, a most heretical disbeliever in ghosts” encountered the Horseman who
“suddenly turned into a skeleton, threw old Brouwer into the brook, and sprang away
over the tree-tops with a clap of thunder” (507). As a “most heretical disbeliever,”
Brouwer doesn’t believe the Horseman could exist as a ghost at all. Though his story
doesn’t portray him as even remotely heroic, it does prove the Horseman as not a ghost,
but a skeleton. When Brom follows with a tale of his own, his claims that “he had offered
to race with him for a bowl of punch, and should have won it too,” overlooks the most
basic feature of the Horseman: his headlessness (508). Having no purpose for alcohol or
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any other drink, Brom’s conclusion that “just as they came to the church bridge the
Hessian bolted and vanished in a flash of fire” reflects Brom’s desire to demonstrate his
fearlessness and agility while offering a generic supernatural intervention to explain his
lack of evidence (508). Ichabod fails to Americanize himself appropriately with a lie,
revealing both his gullibility and his inability to imagine himself within the local
community. Instead of a story of his own, Ichabod responds “with large extracts from his
invaluable author, Cotton Mather, and added many marvellous events that had taken
place in his native state of Connecticut and fearful sights which he had seen in his nightly
walks about Sleepy Hollow” (508). Not only does Ichabod respond with stories not
located in Sleepy Hollow, but the reports of his strolls home don’t include the Horseman.
Having walked with him through the woods at night, the reader knows that Ichabod’s
“fearful sights” consist mostly of his fear of the dark.
Ichabod doesn’t see anything real when he finally meets the Horseman because
the legend’s purpose is for one to read themselves in it. When Ichabod finally faces the
Horseman, he appears as an amorphous blob lacking substance because Ichabod can’t see
himself reflected back.295 Ichabod encounters more of a messy idea than a body as
“something huge, misshapen, black and towering. It stirred not, but seemed gathered up
in the gloom, like some gigantic monster ready to spring upon the traveller” (512). While
the reader expects the Horseman, Ichabod demands proof. “Summoning up, therefore, a
show of courage,” Ichabod asks the Horseman’s name (513). Knickerbocker, having
invented the Horseman, has no evidence, so the Horseman is silent. Ichabod reenacts
Brom’s story in an attempt to logically escape the Horseman, but in so doing fails to
recognize it as entirely illogical. Even if Brom had composed a better lie, he’s spent the
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duration of the story harassing Ichabod and should in no way be trusted. By
understanding Brom’s testimony as true, Ichabod fails to embed himself in local history
and, at this point, tries to reflect the Horseman instead of understanding the Horseman to
reflect him. He and the Horseman mirror each other as the Horseman matches Ichabod’s
pace, whether at a trot or a gallop. Like the Horseman, Ichabod dismembers himself from
the local when he finds himself speechless and unable to “utter a stave”296 (513).
The Horseman proves himself to be imaginary when his body contradicts his
history and his haunting, neither of which Ichabod can prove for himself in Sleepy
Hollow. Though allegedly “rid[ing] forth to the scene of battle in nightly quest of his
head,” the Horseman appears to have repossessed it: “Ichabod was horror-struck, on
perceiving that he was headless!—but his horror was still more increased, on observing
that the head, which should have rested on his shoulders, was carried before him on the
pommel of the saddle” (514). He’s not the Decapitated Horseman, he’s the Headless
Horseman, and his haunting is predicated on his “rid[ing] forth to the scene of battle in
nightly quest of his head” (477). His raison d’être being, perhaps, to terrorize rather than
re-member himself, the Horseman then contradicts Brom’s testimony, too. Instead of
vanishing into the air, the Horseman eradicates Ichabod’s body using his own
dismemberment as a revolutionary weapon. By turning his body and head into a cannon
and cannonball, the Horseman reenacts his own death and the Revolutionary War – but
this time, he wins. Ichabod being both American and Yankee, the Horseman can right his
own death and New Netherland’s, too. In doing so, the Horseman doesn’t simply
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sweetness long drawn out,’ floating from the distant hill or along the dusky road” (484).

202

decapitate Ichabod; he rips him from space entirely, as though Ichabod had never
occupied Sleepy Hollow at all.
In the absence of his body, Ichabod’s legacy is a collection of his belongings,
none of which seem to be of any value, and the wasted pie297 of “a spattered pumpkin”298
(516). Even Ichabod’s tools had somehow been rendered useless; his razor is covered in
rust. his psalm book is weathered and folded. and his pitchpipe is broken. “Cotton
Mather’s History of Witchcraft, a New England Almanac, and a book of dreams and
fortune-telling” are beyond worthless so “forthwith consigned to the flames,” and Van
Ripper decides “to send his children no more to school, observing that he never know any
good come of this same reading and writing” (515). Upon Ichabod’s exit, both he and the
schoolhouse are replaced: “the school was removed to a different quarter of the hollow
and another pedagogue reigned in his stead” (518). As the ever-wandering embodiment
of haunting when alive, Ichabod makes his home as a ghost in the space of the
schoolhouse.
Knickerbocker ends “Sleepy Hollow” with an abundance of possibilities: ghostly
Ichabod, murdered Ichabod, humiliated Ichabod, and peculiarly successful judge
Ichabod. The rumors, however, seem somehow less plausible than the legend, and
Knickerbocker seems to agree when he concludes that “[t]he old country wives, […] who
are the best judges of these matters, maintain to this day that Ichabod was spirited away
by supernatural means” (518). The wives do not determine that Ichabod was “carried off
by the galloping Hessian,” and Knickerbocker fails to specify if the Horseman was
“spirited away,” too, or continues his nightly hunt. Regardless, Ichabod’s disembodied
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their fair round bellies to the sun, and giving ample prospects of the most luxurious of pies” (500).
298 The pumpkin is generally understood as a stand-in for Ichabod’s head, though it also relates to his
perpetually-empty stomach.
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voice sings the “melancholy psalm tune” that his body failed to vocalize in the
Horseman’s presence (518). Ichabod, who somehow manages to sing without a head, can
only remain in Sleepy Hollow by abandoning his body – but even his ghost is confined to
the schoolhouse as a singing teacher.
BARTLEBY IN SPACE
Knickerbocker writes in a postscript that he caught wind of Ichabod’s story “at a
Corporation meeting of the ancient city of Mahattoes, at which were present many of its
sagest and most illustrious burghers” (Irving, Sketch Book 520). Though much of A
History of New York takes place in New Amsterdam, Irving doesn’t use the city as a
setting for his fiction. Stranger still, Knickerbocker’s History of New York omits Wall
Street’s primary purpose, spanning between New Netherland and New York, as a space
to organize and brutalize bodies. As the final text in this chapter and this dissertation is
“A Story of Wall Street,” I will provide the history myself.
Named for the wall erected to defend New Amsterdam from the English, whom
the Dutch despised, and the Native Americans, whom they later enraged, Wall Street and
its history of violence predate the nation. After the English tore down the wall in 1699,
New York City’s first slave market opened on Wall Street in 1711, and the New York
Stock Exchange was established shortly after the American Revolution. “Bartleby” aside,
Wall Street has never not been a symbol of violence. Even after its Dutch origin of
restricting movement, English history of buying and selling bodies, then the American
institution of buying and selling stocks, Wall Street was still a neighborhood until the
construction of the Erie Canal in 1825. As David Kuebrich details, the city’s population
ballooned by nearly 700% between 1820 and 1860 to nearly a million people, and prices
went up with the skyline (384). “Burgeoning real estate prices also forces workers out of
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lower Manhattan in search of cheaper living quarters,” and the residential area quickly
became the Financial District (384). For Melville as well as his readers, Wall Street
“functioned largely as metonymy rather than as constitutive context and locale” (Foley
88). In the early 1850s, though, New York City became home to labor protests of
previously unseen fury, thus experiencing “what became the ‘bloodiest and most
divisive’ strike of the pre-Civil War period” (Kuebrich 381). Melville, having failed to
secure a construction job on the Erie Canal but solidly working-class, was certainly
concerned with these rising tensions.
The similarities between “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” and Herman Melville’s
1853 short story “Bartleby, the Scrivener” may not be immediately apparent. Melville’s
story was published on its own, not in a collection, and anonymously. Though Irving also
toyed with his public persona, Melville’s decision to withhold his name was likely a
result of his 1852 novel Pierre’s reception, which decimated his reputation, and perhaps
not even his own choice, but his publisher’s.299 Authorial intent aside, the works seem to
serve disparate purposes. Both stories in the Sketch Book continue Irving’s tradition of
narrating history, whereas Melville’s work is consistently, though to varying degrees,
autobiographical. In plot, however, “Sleepy Hollow” and “Bartleby” are remarkably
similar: a mysterious man with a troubling relationship to food comes to town for work
yet is forced by the condition of his independence to rely on his employer to also feed
and shelter him, only to somehow cease to exist.300 As I detail in Chapter One, Melville
certainly read Irving, and many critics even speculate that Melville plagiarized the Sketch
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According to Todd F. Davis, Putnam’s invited Melville to contribute to the story. Their choice to run
“Bartleby” without Melville’s name, regardless of whose idea it was, suggests they were seeking Melville’s
art, not his name. See “The Narrator’s Dilemma in ‘Bartleby the Scrivener,’” p. 184.
300 As Barbara Foley details, “Bartleby” is also a historical impossibility, taking place before the Courts of
Chancery were abolished in 1846 but after Monroe Edwards died in 1847. See “From Wall Street to Astor
Place: Historicizing Melville’s ‘Bartleby,’” p. 89.
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Book in his 1849 novel Redburn301 and again in Moby-Dick.302 While I doubt that
Melville based Bartleby on Ichabod Crane,303 their similarities suggest that Irving’s
feelings about the nation and the money required to survive in it mirrored those of
Melville. Furthermore, they seem to share an understanding of the individual body within
the nation such that Americanness is incompatible with the terms of its own national
identity. While Irving demonstrates this tension through characters like Rip Van Winkle,
who’s American by default for lack of any other option, and Ichabod Crane, whose
doubly American-Yankeeness ejects him from the United States entirely, Bartleby
demonstrates the same by presenting an individual who embodies American capitalism so
much he becomes disembodied.
Born the same year as the Sketch Book’s initial publication, Melville experienced
Wall Street’s violent legacy on a much more immediate level than Irving, who moved
into his Westchester estate Sunnyside the same year Melville published his first novel
Typee in 1846. As the United States industrialized at a breakneck pace in the early- to
mid-nineteenth century, Wall Street’s growth eclipsed much of poverty and pollution left
in its path. Irving may have witnessed some of urban decay’s earlier threads from 1806 to
1815, the near-decade between his first and second visits to Europe when Irving lived in
Manhattan. By the time Melville published “Bartleby” in 1853, Irving’s childhood home
stood only three blocks from Five Points, the most violent slum in the United States.
Centered around Collect Pond for its oyster fishing and drinking water, Five Points was
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302

206

one of the earliest Dutch settlements in New Amsterdam. As industry developed around
lower Manhattan throughout the eighteenth century, wastewater flowed directly into
Collect Pond, and it was condemned and filled in 1811. Making matters exponentially
worse, the poorly-designed landfill quickly became a putrid, decaying, public health
hazard due to poor construction. City planners continued to poison the neighborhood and
its residents, most effectively by building the Tombs, the prison where Bartleby dies,
directly on top of the landfill. When the New York City Halls of Justice, or the Tombs,
opened in 1838, the landfill began to sink, intensifying the pollution and, in turn, the
poverty. Due to its cramped living quarters and poor sanitation, Five Points was also a
breeding ground for infectious diseases like yellow fever and tuberculosis. The Tombs
was similarly notorious for being unsanitary and corrupt. This reading of “Bartleby”
traces how Wall Street, as a symbol of American capitalism and a historical
neighborhood, haunted the spaces in its shadow with disease, violence, and, indeed,
ghosts.
Unlike Irving’s Manhattan or Knickerbocker’s New Amsterdam, Melville’s New
York includes no magical histories or sublime landscapes. Melville had a strangely
similar upbringing to Irving – though thirty-six years apart, they were born within a mile
of each other in downtown Manhattan to fairly well-to-do families, and both traveled
upstate along the Hudson in their adolescence. While Irving left town to tarry in
Westchester for the summer, though, the Melvilles fled to Albany after falling behind on
rent. Coincidentally, Melville barely describes the city at all and instead locates
“Bartleby” almost entirely within the narrator’s office. The narrator even compares Wall
Street with the Hudson River Valley, noting that his exceeding nondescript office is
“deficient in what landscape painters call ‘life’” (Melville, Bartleby 6). Though not
necessarily dead, the office is certainly unwell, and the narrator doesn’t locate it beyond
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its anonymous No. – Wall Street address. The lack of history and flourish in “Bartleby” is
unique for Melville, whose narratives are almost always identifiable on a map, even when
they take place at sea. The perspective in “Bartleby” is also strange. Almost all of
Melville’s fiction is written in the first person, so one might assume the narrator is
Bartleby. But he goes on to establish Bartleby as an exterior body, something like a
spectacle the narrator and reader may both observe: “What my own astonished eyes saw
of Bartleby, that is all I know of him, except, indeed, one vague report which will appear
in the sequel” (4). The reader experiences the title character not through his eyes, but
through his work.
The narrator is also an editor, so Bartleby is filtered through the reader’s
perspective of the narrator’s perspective of Bartleby. As opposed to Moby-Dick’s
Ishmael, who is unreliable, or Benito Cereno’s Delano, who is unbelievable, the narrator
in “Bartleby” gives a relatively straight-forward report, similar to the way Crayon
portrays Knickerbocker. The narrator is still a character in the story, though, and likely
revised some details. That being said, he doesn’t present himself in an entirely positive
light. After explaining his relationship to Bartleby as his boss, the narrator avows his
dedication to laziness: “I am a man who, from his youth upwards, has been filled with a
profound conviction that the easiest way of life is the best” (4). The words he uses to
describe himself are distinctly un-American – “unambitious,” “pruden[t],” and “safe”304 –
yet his Franklinian self-awareness makes him seem, at the very least, believable (4, 5, 4).
The narrator describes his pre-Bartlebian office as the era “just preceding the
advent of Bartleby,” who enters the office like a new technology (6). The narrator’s other
three employees, whom he introduces by their nicknames, sound more like a shopping
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list than a payroll: “First, Turkey; second, Nippers; third, Ginger Nut. These may not
seem names, the like of which are not usually found in the Directory” (6). Rather than
food, these men are eaters. And drinkers. The narrator’s descriptions are thorough to the
point of excess, listing each employee’s bodily quirks, like Turkey’s sweating and
Nippers’ indigestion. Perhaps owing to his age of twelve, Ginger Nut’s character is less
defined. The narrator does, however, provide an explanation for Ginger Nut’s strange
name, which he admits is made-up: “[Turkey and Nippers] sent Ginger Nut very
frequently for that peculiar cake—small, flat, round, and very spicy—after which he had
been named by them” (14). Turkey takes most advantage of Ginger Nut’s services,
“gobbl[ing] up scores of these cakes, as if they were mere wafers” on cold mornings
when business is slow (14). The narrator’s portrayal of Turkey as “gobbling” is a clear
reference to the bird, though whether he enjoys eating turkey or resembles one himself
remains unclear. Each office name, though, is an allusion to eating and drinking,
“Nippers” meaning one “who takes nips of alcoholic drink,” and “mutually conferred
upon each other by my three clerks,” not by the narrator (OED, “nipper, n.3”; Melville,
Bartleby 6).
The employees obviate Hepzibah and Hawthorne’s identity crisis as I describe in
Chapter Two by self-reducing themselves to these categories of food and drink. Except
for Ginger Nut, the only unequivocal food, the employees’ nicknames reflect their eating
habits as well as their physical effects, both of which seem directly related to production,
which “is regulated according to the organic rhythm and circulation of their own bodies”
(M. Anderson, “Anorexia” 33). Each employee’s food intake inevitably ruins his own
work; Turkey spills ink all over his copies in his drunken afternoon rage, and Nippers
fidgets all morning, but what they lack in productivity they make up for in cohesion.
Their schedules and physical limitations “relieved each other like guards. When Nippers’
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was on, Turkey’s was off, and vice versa” (Melville, Bartleby 13). Small though it may
be, the office functions as one coherent body with an eternally upset stomach.
When Bartleby answers the narrator’s job advertisement, the narrator doesn’t
even try to integrate him into the office. He receives no nickname and very little
description other than as “a motionless young man, […] pallidly neat, pitiably
respectable, incurably forlorn!” (15). After such in-depth analyses of his other
employees’ quirks, Bartleby, already underdeveloped, seems not to be a character at all.
As opposed to Ichabod, Bartleby’s body is almost imperceptible, and he might as well not
even have one. Seemingly anticipating Bartleby’s ghostliness, the narrator immediately
hides him upon “procur[ing] a high green folding screen, which might entirely isolate
Bartleby from my sight, though not remove him from my voice. And thus, in a manner,
privacy and society were conjoined” (16). Being excluded from both the office space and
culture, Bartleby’s presence is necessarily disembodied. Moreover, the narrator bars
Bartleby from the office economy of shared time, resources, and production. Orbiting the
office like a satellite, Bartleby produces work for the office but consumes nothing
himself.
By removing Bartleby from view, the narrator grants him bodily autonomy as an
attempt to control him. Turkey, Nippers, and Ginger Nut, on the other hand, only obey
the narrator to the extent that their bodies allow them. They maintain their interiority
emotionally and physically; nobody is dismembered, flogged, or eaten, in stark contrast
to Melville’s previous works. To the neglect of his own body, the narrator is quite
interested in the goings-on within his employees, but only in as much as it affects their
work. He develops an ideal system of labor for Bartleby, who can produce work without
consuming resources or taking up space. The narrator can preserve his office ecosystem
by summoning and banishing Bartleby at will. Bartleby crystalizes capitalist ideology,
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which Naomi Reed, in her analysis of Bartleby as a commodity, explicates via Marx’s
Capital:
The figure of Bartleby, that amalgam of spirit and body, apparition and
gentlemanly cadaver, suggests that a Marxist reading of “Bartleby” must not
dimly account for a worker’s resistance but must attend as well to the spectrality
of capitalism, its complex intertwining of the material and the immaterial. Such a
reading will allow us to see in “Bartleby” a critique not only of dehumanizing
labor but of capitalism more broadly. (255)
Like Knickerbocker’s description of Ichabod as “the genius of Famine,” Reed’s inversion
of Marx is appropriately contradictory. Bartleby as a laborer isn’t the embodiment of
capitalism, but of “the spectrality of capitalism.” Similar to how I read Moby-Dick in
Chapter Two,305 Reed analyzes Bartleby’s strange body as a commodity. But while
Bartleby, spectral or not, labors, his products aren’t necessarily commodities, and the
only thing with any exchange value is Bartleby’s labor itself. Like the narrator does by
hiding him behind the folding screen, my reading disembodies Bartleby further and sees
him, instead, as paper money, or the absence of a commodity. Rather than his ghostliness
requiring the absence of a body, or at least its materiality, Bartleby’s body is the absence
of a body.
Regardless of his physical makeup, Bartleby earns wages to produce material
goods, paper though they may be. Critics have agonized over how to categorize
Bartleby’s body as ghost, machine, robot, corpse, zombie, hallucination, or human, which
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inevitably branches off into its own debates over disability, madness, and illness,306 or
worker, which is somehow distinct from human.307 The text verifies and invalidates each
option almost equally: ghost Bartleby overlooks his materiality, machine Bartleby
overlooks his humanity, and corpse Bartleby fails to account for his death. The narrator is
similarly perplexed even before Bartleby’s preference not to. Thus, he measures
Bartleby’s work on a different scale: by quantity rather than quality. Bartleby does,
indeed, produce a lot of work. He immediately subsumes himself in his writing and
begins at the law office with a production binge:
At first Bartleby did an extraordinary quantity of writing. As if long famishing for
something to copy, he seemed to gorge himself on my documents. There was no
pause for digestion. He ran a day and night line, copying by sun-light and by
candle-light. I should have been quite delighted with his application, had he been
cheerfully industrious. But he wrote on silently, palely, mechanically. (Melville,
Bartleby 16)
The quality of Bartleby’s work – which the narrator does not disclose – is impossible to
assess because the narrator can’t relate it to Bartleby’s body. He has no point of
reference. Even without seeing him work, Bartleby disrupts the narrator’s understanding
of the laboring body. Food and mealtimes are indispensable benchmarks for the narrator
to assess his other employees’ work, but Bartleby’s only sustenance is the work itself.
Material or not, his production/consumption seems beyond a human’s physical
limitations and bypasses the limits of time or energy. As Jeffrey Weinstock puts it,
“Bartleby here remains otherwise than human—a thing, a machine, now in motion, but
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mechanical and repetitive. It is as if Bartleby has all at once been activated, ‘switched
on’” (28). The other employees waver between productivity and uselessness, but Bartleby
works “mechanically” and does not wind down but stops abruptly, like a printing press.
The narrator even seems to prefer Turkey and Nippers’ mistakes over Bartleby’s
precision, and furthermore, Bartleby has a bad attitude, or at least not a good one.
As Bartleby offers no body or character of his own, his passivity forces the
narrator to navigate the terrain of the story as though he’s conducting a train, pausing
only to circumvent Bartleby’s preferences, or lack thereof. The narrator has little if any
reason to communicate with Bartleby while he continues to perform his duties as desired,
but he does not allow Bartleby dialogue – not even “a few words touching his
qualifications” spoken in his job interview – until he malfunctions (Melville, Bartleby
15). Naturally, Bartleby’s first spoken line is the dissention “I would prefer not to” (17).
Working for the office but not quite in it, Bartleby is a ghost until he becomes a
disembodied voice, not even reaching out his hand. When the narrator reveals his ignored
order, he says only that “it was what I wanted him to do—namely, to examine a small
paper with me” and provides no dialogue against which one may imagine Bartleby (17).
Bartleby appears, then, only to negate himself.
When Bartleby declines to work, he uses the language of personal taste. The
narrator, unable to ascertain Bartleby’s preference for anything, can’t analyze his
meaning through his body, either:
Not a wrinkle of agitation rippled him. Had there been the least uneasiness, anger,
impatience or impertinence in his manner; in other words, had there been
anything ordinarily human about him, doubtless I should have violently dismissed
him from the premises. But as it was, I should have as soon thought of turning my
pale plaster-of-Paris bust of Cicero out of doors. (18)
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The narrator’s inability to identify subterfuge in Bartleby signals a lack of humanity as he
understands it, or “anything ordinarily human,” but it doesn’t necessarily indicate
inhumanity. Bartleby’s inaction seems like a mechanical glitch. But he’s not really a
machine, so the narrator can only comprehend his behavior as rebellion since it doesn’t
make any sense otherwise.308 Rather than noncompliance, Bartleby demonstrates an
apparent fondness for work as he returns to his preferred task of writing. His capacity for
labor, which seems at first to be infinite, is not a problem; his enthusiasm is. The
narrator’s use for Bartleby is less that he produce quality work but that he obey the
narrator’s commands, and with a “cheerfully industrious” smile. Without providing an
opportunity for the narrator to exercise his power over him, Bartleby is effectively
useless, like a statue or a decoration, despite his evident utility. Providing no aesthetic
value either, his position behind the folding screen seems appropriate.
As vexing as Bartleby’s body proves to be, his refusal to use it to make money is
even stranger. Upon Bartleby’s second strike, Nippers proposes, “I think I should kick
him out of the office,” but Bartleby doesn’t seem quite kickable (21). His presence has no
noticeable effect on the natural order of the office, and the narrator’s clarification that
“Nippers’s ugly mood was on duty, and Turkey’s off” shows that Bartleby has yet to
disrupt the regular work schedule or the flow of time (21). While Bartleby’s body isn’t
predictable like Turkey and Nippers’, his relationship to the space of the office is
nonetheless tied to food, though perhaps not quite as much as Ichabod’s tie to Sleepy
Hollow.
Much to the narrator’s bewilderment, Bartleby never takes a lunch break but, like
the rest of the office, buys snacks from Ginger Nut. Eating ginger-nuts and only ginger308
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nuts,309 Bartleby sustains himself through the office network by paying Ginger Nut to
deliver them, the nutritional value of which is highly contested by the narrator. Gillian
Brown argues that for the narrator, “these concerns with food and drink are
labor/management issues: what his employees consume directly affects what they
produce” (“Empire” 146). Indeed, the narrator does agonize over “the probable effects
upon the human constitution of living entirely on ginger-nuts,” a resource previously only
available to Turkey and Nippers, but the cookies have no discernable effect on Bartleby’s
production (Melville, Bartleby 22). Worse still, he uses cash to buy the ginger-nuts but
not to pay Ginger Nut. Instead, he gives him “two of the cakes for his trouble,” and it
seems like a theft of resources (22).
The narrator seems personally offended by the combination of Bartleby’s food
intake and his work output. In managing Turkey and Nippers, the narrator imagines his
employees’ bodies as separate quirks, tics, and limbs that assemble as one in the office.
The contrast of Bartleby, then, implies that the other employees’ bodies are somehow
inadequate, dismembered, or, worst of all, lazy. Bartleby becomes representative, instead,
of the office’s non-productivity as “the borders between world and self are traced (and
ultimately erased) on the individual body” (Brown, “Empire” 147). When Bartleby
refuses to collaborate in examining copies, he reduces the other employees’ bodies to
their monetary value. Bartleby’s wages are measured by his production, not by time, so
his refusal isn’t a financial burden on anyone but Bartleby himself.310 Nonetheless,
Nippers accuses Bartleby of stealing his wages, “hissing” that “this was the first and the
last time he would do another man’s business without pay” (Melville, Bartleby 21, 22).
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Except for “a morsel of cheese” (Melville, Bartleby 30).
Later in the story, the narrator clarifies that Bartleby “copied for me at the usual rate of four cents a
folio (one hundred words)” (26).
310
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Bartleby’s exclusion, while meant to promote the opposite, magnifies the employees’
personal contributions and offers an economy of individual labor that disrupts the
collective body.
While not necessarily disembodied, Bartleby’s inclusion would dismember the
body of the office. Ginger-nuts aside, the narrator interprets Bartleby’s self-starvation as
an effect of his refusal to work, and both undermine his authority. But Bartleby doesn’t
refuse his work; he refuses his coworkers. How can he share his body if he doesn’t have
one to begin with? So he doesn’t redistribute his limbs, which Nippers, for whom wages
and indigestion are inextricably linked, interprets as a theft of his bodily autonomy. In her
stunningly nuanced diagnosis of anorexia, Brown analyzes Bartleby’s refusal to eat as a
“division of self from world” to prevent his own body from being consumed itself (147).
By not eating, Bartleby no longer depends on an exchange of labor for food, or
production for consumption. He perfects the narrator’s system of labor put in place by the
green folding screen, Brown argues, by declining to feed a body he doesn’t have.
Paradoxically, this protest against capitalism emphasizes the same thing it’s designed to
minimize: the body. His refusal to purchase the right to sell his own body mirrors his
willingness to sacrifice his body for its autonomy, thus demonstrating its value. But
Bartleby’s opposition to capitalism doesn’t reorient itself in, for example, nationalism or
communism. Bereft of any ideology, his protest serves instead to confine him to the
office.
As countless critics have observed, Bartleby’s starving body serves a valuable
purpose other than labor: charity.311 Being unable to pinpoint a reason for Bartleby’s
protest – he doesn’t have a cause, after all – and considering his own “not inhumane
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For a recent overview of this critical approach, see Nancy D. Goldfarb’s 2014 article “Charity as
Purchase: Buying Self-Approval in Melville’s ‘Bartleby, the Scrivener.’”
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temper,” the narrator decides to overlook the imagined insubordination and keep Bartleby
around (Melville, Bartleby 23). If forced elsewhere, “some less indulgent employer”
might pay Bartleby such paltry wages that he would be unable to afford even ginger-nuts
and thus “driven forth miserably to starve” (23). The narrator’s continued preoccupation
with food reveals his intention as being solely to enable office production. Bartleby won’t
value his body on his own, but the narrator can consume it by buying directly, and at its
wholesale price: “Yes. Here I can cheaply purchase a delicious self-approval. To befriend
Bartleby; to humor him in his strange wilfulness, will cost me little or nothing, while I lay
up in my soul what will eventually prove a sweet morsel for my conscience” (23).
Bartleby can be broken down into “delicious” “morsels” the narrator can “purchase” by
paying him his earned wages. In turn, the narrator can imagine himself as Bartleby’s
coworker, not his boss, while balancing out both his budget and his conscience. Paying to
sustain Bartleby’s body is charity, not business. As Bartleby’s value for the narrator shifts
from production to paternalism, the narrator incorporates Bartleby’s resistance, which
any other employer surely would not tolerate, into maintaining power over him.
The office depends on the illusion of equality, so the narrator’s desire to purchase
Bartleby as a product proves ineffective not only because it’s disingenuous and illogical,
but also because it violates the office’s democratic ethos. The narrator’s power depends
on Bartleby treating him as an equal but obeying him anyway, similar to how the
narrator, Turkey, Nippers, and Ginger Nut banter like friends, or at least like coworkers.
This fantasy demonstrates to the narrator that just like his employees, he, too, is
oppressed. Being forced to participate in a hierarchy of power, regardless of his position
at the top, reinforces the narrator’s belief that he is simply more valuable. Thomas Augst
notes a similarly blind attitude from Moby-Dick’s Ishmael: “‘Who aint a slave? Tell me
that,’ our guide demands, as though we might excuse the social, economic, and political
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inequalities of life – most apparently on the streets of Manhattan, in 1850 or today – with
the finally ambivalence perspective of some existential pluralism” (65). Bartleby’s
special treatment would indicate to the other employees that the office isn’t equitable at
all. Seeking to reorient Bartleby as, if not the oppressor, then a slacker who profits from
his coworkers’ labor like the office parasite, the narrator elicits Bartleby’s predictable
disobedience in public, or at least in the office equivalent of it. In his “combativeness
after dinner,” Turkey moves to assault Bartleby, but Nippers reminds the narrator of their
relative powerlessness: “that is for you to decide, sir. I think his conduct quite unusual,
and indeed unjust, as regards Turkey and myself” (Melville, Bartleby 25). For the
narrator, then, Bartleby’s infractions are as much his refusal to labor as his refusal to
participate in the office politics of fairness, an exclusion the narrator himself enforced.
The narrator’s insistence on seeing his employees’ labor by their bodies rather
than their products is incompatible with the space of Wall Street. Once the narrator
dehumanizes Bartleby, he sees that Bartleby’s labor, like Turkey and Nippers’, follows a
specific pattern. In fact, Bartleby’s work seems quite reasonable once the narrator limits
his understanding of him to the space he occupies, the work he produces, and the wages
he earns. The narrator performs a cost-benefit analysis and estimates that Bartleby’s
“steadiness, his freedom from all dissipation, his incessant industry (except when he
chose to throw himself into a standing revery behind his screen), his great stillness, his
unalterableness of demeanor under all circumstances, made him a valuable acquisition”
(27). Bartleby’s “freedom from all dissipation” is part of his confinement to the office,
which the narrator anticipates: “One prime thing was this,—he was always there;—first
in the morning, continually through the day, and the last at night” (27). Bartleby’s
punctuality, or what the narrator interprets as his good work ethic, is of course a
condition of his haunting. His “freedom from all dissipation,” though, is physically
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unsustainable for the human body. As opposed to Ichabod’s body, which harbors infinite
space for infinite desire, Bartleby is empty. Not even hollow, he simply has no interiority
at all.
Like critics have for decades, the narrator also struggles to classify Bartleby’s
body and doubts his humanity throughout the story,312 even referring to him as a
“wight”313 and a “ghost.”314 He’s mostly unconcerned with Bartleby’s physical presence,
his desk still hidden behind the screen, until he discovers “Bartleby, tenanting my lawchambers of a Sunday morning, with his cadaverously gentlemanly nonchalance, yet
withal

firm

and

self-possessed”

(29).

The

narrator

responds

to

Bartleby’s

overwhelmingly present body by imagining him as a corpse. Yet in the time between
banishing the narrator from his own office and the narrator’s eventual return, Bartleby
manages to hide his body again. Here, Melville introduces a scene that contradicts what
both the reader and the narrator know to be true of Bartleby: his refusal to leave the
building. The narrator fails to see Bartleby,315 so he assumes his absence and rummages
through his belongings, finding that like Ichabod, Bartleby owns few possessions, none
of which are particularly valuable. Upon seeing his storage of a blanket, shoe polish,
soap, and ginger-nuts, the narrator laments that Bartleby can’t buy beautiful things.
Bartleby, of course, has nowhere to put his belongings as a consequence of his poverty,
but the narrator sees Bartleby not as homeless or starving, but as poor and sad. For the
312

The first time Bartleby prefers not to, the narrator explains that “[h]ad there been anything ordinarily
human about him, doubtless I should have violently dismissed him from the premises.” The narrator’s
explanation contradicts how Turkey’s “appeal to my fellow-feeling” prevents his dismissal, despite having
“made a violent thrust with the ruler” (9). The narrator, then, seems simply afraid of violence, not anything
supernatural.
313 As I discuss earlier in this chapter, Knickerbocker calls Ichabod “a worthy wight” in “Sleepy Hollow.”
314 More specifically, a hungry, impoverished, supposedly employed ghost who the narrator values
nonetheless: “Was there any other thing in which I could procure myself to be ignominiously repulsed by
this lean, penniless, wight?—my hired clerk?” (25)
315 As does the reader; Melville provides no evidence that Bartleby is in the office.
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narrator, Bartleby’s melancholia is an effect of his austerity, which excludes him from
“the bright silks and sparkling faces I had seen that day, in gala-trim, swan-like sailing
down the Mississippi of Broadway” (31). If Bartleby’s happiness and health depend on
peacocking down Broadway,316 then the solitude and “eccentricities of Bartleby” are
harbingers of his “pale form […] laid out, among uncaring strangers, in its shivering
winding sheet” (31). Whether the narrator imagines Bartleby as dead beneath the sheet,
or if it’s simply the only thing he suspects Bartleby can afford, remains unclear.
Emboldened by his pity and reassuring himself that “I mean no mischief, seek the
gratification of no heartless curiosity,” the narrator breaks into Bartleby’s desk, which he
reasons “is mine, and its contents too” (32). Within, he finds a “savings’ bank” nestled in
a handkerchief. When the narrator discovers that Bartleby is not, in fact, poor, Bartleby’s
savings’ bank disqualifies him from the charity that his austerity previously offered.
Bartleby’s not poor; he’s miserly, like the shopkeeper Pyncheon I discuss in Chapter
Two. But Pyncheon, at least, has a good work ethic. The narrator’s sympathy is wasted
on Bartleby, whose wages are a direct result of the narrator’s goodwill, and Bartleby’s
behavior implies ingratitude and obstinacy. Indeed, each employee’s wealth, or lack
thereof, is a focus for the narrator and a condition of their employment. He describes
Turkey as “a man whom prosperity harmed,” the debt-collectors who hound Nippers at
work, and Ginger Nut’s impoverished father (12). Their poverty works alongside the
narrator’s business model and his charity to maintain his fantasy of oppression.
In the office instead of the factory, the narrator destroys his employees’ bodies
with poverty, the health consequences of which manifest daily through Turkey and
316

“Melville apparently knew what it was to be shamed by improper clothing. According to Howard,
during his European trip in 1849–1850, Melville ‘was acutely self-conscious about his unfashionable green
coat, which aroused amusement on board the Southampton, attracted attention on the London streets and
caused people to stare in church, but which he could not afford to replace.’” (Foley 116, note 70)
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Nippers. When his unhealthy employees are unproductive, the narrator can imagine their
nonfunctional bodies as lazy and his own wealth a result of his superior work ethic.
David Roediger describes a similar phenomenon as imagined by white laborers: “radical
labor’s comparisons of ‘white’ and Black slavery often found the latter less oppressive
than the former. Radicals argued, on shreds of evidence, that Southern masters worked
their Black slaves far fewer hours per day — perhaps only half the number required by
Northern employers” (76). The narrator doesn’t spend more time in the office than his
employees, but he works harder. Therefore, he deserves more money. His wages function
to maintain his financial superiority over his employees while offering the glimmering
hope of upward mobility. Yet when the narrator learns that Bartleby has money but
doesn’t spend it, his empathy becomes repulsion, and Bartleby’s solitude becomes
selfishness. Bartlebly’s refusal to recirculate his money in the marketplace is a rejection
of local and national identity. As Kuebrich explains, “capital and labor were ‘natural
allies and mutually beneficial’: the former offered jobs, the latter gave back profits.
Market forces arbitrated fair prices for all commodities, including labor” (387).
Bartleby’s refusal to recirculate his money in the marketplace is a rejection of Wall Street
– even as he takes his wages from Wall Street itself. By starving himself, Bartleby
concentrates the violence of Wall Street within his own body.
Upon his discovery of Bartleby’s savings’ bank, the narrator considers how he
and Bartleby do not in fact share a common humanity. Bartleby is incapable of even
identifying his social debt to the narrator, let alone paying it. Not only does the economy
suffer, but Bartleby also destabilizes the office budget, and the narrator feels tricked. He
analyzes each way Bartleby’s body excludes him from society: he refuses to read, eat,
drink, walk, talk, complain, or move. Bartleby even refuses to acknowledge the narrator
as his boss, and “more than all, I remembered a certain unconscious air of pallid—how
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shall I call it?—of pallid haughtiness, say, or rather an austere reserve about him, which
had positively awed me into my tame compliance with his eccentricities, when I had
feared to ask him to do the slightest incidental thing for me” (Melville, Bartleby 33).
Bartleby makes him feel like an employee, a condition humiliating in general but
especially for the narrator. Why, then, does Bartleby work at all? The work isn’t
particularly difficult, but the office is certainly unpleasant, and the narrator can’t imagine
any purpose for it other than money. As Barbara Foley puts it, “the narrator treats his
employees like wage slaves,” and Bartleby refuses to spend his (91). For the narrator,
then, Bartleby’s oppression is a choice and therefore a net loss for the business and a
waste of its charity budget. Moreover, it’s a rejection of Wall Street and thus of their
shared humanity. As opposed to his poverty and its myriad health risks, Bartleby’s
perceived wealth indicates a disease, and “[w]hat I saw that morning persuaded me that
the scrivener was the victim of innate and incurable disorder. I might give alms to his
body; but his body did not pain him; it was his soul that suffered, and his soul I could not
reach” (Melville, Bartleby 34).
The narrator’s diagnosis is not unfounded – Bartleby’s body certainly does not
seem to pain him, and “he never complained of ill health” – but his judgment does not
lead to any punishment (32). Though he fantasizes about forcibly evicting Bartleby, the
narrator finds himself incapable of disciplining him and interferes when Turkey and
Nippers try to remove him themselves.317 After considering Bartleby’s soul, though, the
narrator perceives him perhaps not as a ghost, but within his own body as “something
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The second time Bartleby prefers not to, the narrator reasons that “[w]ith any other man I should have
flown outright into a dreadful passion, scorned all further words, and thrust him ignominiously from my
presence. But there was something about Bartleby that not only strangely disarmed me, but in a wonderful
manner touched and disconcerted me” (19). Melville’s use of the word “disarm” suggests that Bartleby’s
protest is nonviolent. The third time Bartleby resists, Turkey threatens to “black his eyes for him!” but is
“detained” by the narrator, who starts to fear Turkey’s afternoon temper (24).
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superstitious knocking at my heart” (36). Bartleby has spread throughout the office like a
virus and infected the other employees, including the narrator. His existential illness is
contagious, and the word “prefer” is a symptom of it. The “innate and incurable disorder”
is invisible on his body, but it’s surely embodied, and the narrator “tremble[s] to think
that my contact with the scrivener had already and seriously affected me in a mental way.
And what further and deeper aberration might it not yet produce?” (37). As he learns the
next day, the anticipated aberration affects his business, not his body. Once Bartleby
abandons his labor, he can fill the office like a mist.
The narrator is incapable of navigating Bartleby’s presence without the exchange
of money. By refusing to work, Bartleby prevents the narrator from seeing him as
anything but a body, which now carries a negative balance. When Bartleby “permanently
give[s] up copying,” the narrator stops trying to appraise his body and instead tries to
purchase his absence (39). Bartleby’s labor increases production, so his strike makes his
physical presence a budgetary absence within the space of the office. The narrator’s
finances, though, don’t seem entirely logical. He’s unlikely to hire someone to replace
Bartleby – the business operates just as well without him, if not better – plus, he pays
Bartleby by the page, not the hour. The narrator’s business is about power, not
production, and the narrator’s willing to lose some money to maintain his office
hierarchy. And he does: “He offers charity rather than higher wages and, when pressed to
the wall (as it were), invokes property rights” (Foley 92). The office is the conduit
between the narrator and Wall Street, which is itself a national symbol of power. Being
able only to locate himself within the office through the exchange of money, the narrator
demands that Bartleby do the same: “What earthly right have you to stay here? Do you
pay any rent? Do you pay my taxes? Or is this property yours?” (Melville, Bartleby 46).
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Bartleby is occupying space that the narrator rightfully purchased. But still, Bartleby
remains.
Even though Bartleby’s invisibility was a condition of his employment, the
narrator seems fairly unbothered by his presence. His own understanding of himself on
Wall Street is predicated on a distinctly American cocktail of democracy and work ethic,
so if anything, Bartleby reconciles his identity. By haunting the narrator, Bartleby finally
provides a “sweet morsel for my conscience” and confirms his oppression. The narrator
imagines himself as a cheerful martyr sacrificing his office to Bartleby’s body, “harmless
and noiseless as any of these old chairs” (48). Bartleby’s presence is natural in the office,
and the narrator “never feel[s] so private as when I know you are here” (48). Were
Bartleby to remain behind his screen, his presence would go undetected, but his body in
the office portends a “strange creature” on Wall Street (50).
Bartleby’s presence becomes a threat once the narrator finds Wall Street in his
office rather than the other way around. The local lawyers don’t see a ghost; they see the
narrator indulging a disgruntled employee, and Bartleby is bad business. After catching
wind of “the unsolicited and uncharitable remarks obtruded upon me by my professional
friends who visited the rooms,” the narrator understands Bartleby as “scandalizing my
professional reputation,” jeopardizing his business, and threatening his expulsion from
Wall Street entirely (50). Bartleby’s embodiment of Wall Street’s violence threatens to
invade the office with the rest of his quirks. At the same time, Bartleby’s body is the
office, and his eviction might as well be a murder. As his last act of charity,318 the
narrator considers a mercy killing: “Rather would I let him live and die here, and then
mason up his remains in the wall” than eject Bartleby onto Wall Street itself (51). While
318

“Men have committed murder for jealousy’s sake, and anger’s sake, and hatred’s sake, and selfishness’
sake, and spiritual pride’s sake; but no man that ever I heard of, ever committed a diabolical murder for
sweet charity’s sake.” (Melville, Bartleby 47)
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Bartleby’s body is a liability in the office, his ethics coincide with Wall Street, and in lieu
of labor or rent, “[b]ribes he leaves under your own paperweight on your table” (51).
Cash bribes, though, are worthless without the business, but Bartleby is homeless outside
of the office. Neither murder nor eviction can work; besides, “upon what ground could
you procure such a thing to be done?—a vagrant, is he? What! he a vagrant, a wanderer,
who refuses to budge? It is because he will not be a vagrant, then, that you seek to count
him as a vagrant” (51). Bartleby and the office are tied together like labor and money. By
working only until the narrator finds his savings’ bank, Bartleby crystalizes Wall Street a
bit too much. His money avoids any need for wage labor at all, and the narrator concludes
that “indubitably he does support himself, and that is the only unanswerable proof that
any man can show of his possessing the means so to do it” (52). The narrator, on the
other hand, can’t support himself without his business, so he takes his folding screen and
leaves.
In the narrator’s assumption that removing his business from the office will
detach Bartleby from himself, the narrator makes several key mistakes. First, he believes
Bartleby to be his own personal ghost. He fears that Bartleby will follow him to his new
office, where “I will then proceed against him as a common trespasser” (52). If Bartleby
isn’t a vagrant in his first office, why is he in the second? The narrator imagines his
business as occupying Wall Street in the same way that Bartleby occupies the office: as a
continual transaction between the local space of the American marketplace in pursuit of
national belonging, which on Wall Street and in America means wealth. Bartleby does
the same by working until he acquires money, at which point he no longer needs to prove
his presence. Why the continual exchange, when the result is the same? If the purpose of
money is to enable future labor, then Bartleby’s choice not to spend his frees him from
both. By imagining Bartleby as his own personal ghost, the narrator imagines himself as
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singularly haunted within an otherwise natural world. Likewise, the narrator thinks that
Bartleby is only haunting the office, not Wall Street.
The narrator relocates his office not to move but to stay; his business needs Wall
Street as much as Bartleby’s body does. The street number for “No. — Wall Street” is
arbitrary. When the next tenants remove Bartleby from the office itself, his presence
expands with the space of the hallway, “and he now persists in haunting the building
generally, sitting upon the banisters of the stairs by day, and sleeping in the entry by
night. Everybody is concerned; clients are leaving the offices; some fears are entertained
of a mob” (54). Bartleby now threatens everyone’s business, just like he did the
narrator’s. As Rip Van Winkle returns to town like a ghost of Americanness, Bartleby’s
presence in the building is “a spectre of capitalism.” Bartleby is a harbinger of
bankruptcy, which prompts a swift execution on Wall Street and a slower death in the
nation. His scope expands alongside his move from office to hallway, and the narrator’s
distance provides no safety319 at all. Bartleby’s presence made the narrator seem
irresponsible, but as “responsible for the man [he] left there,” Bartleby’s absence is even
more damning (53). “Fearful, then, of being exposed in the papers (as one person present
obscurely threatened),” Bartleby threatens to expel the narrator from Wall Street entirely
– which he does as the narrator flees downtown (55).
When the narrator leaves fate in the hands of Wall Street, the landlord
immediately ejects Bartleby despite his savings’ bank. The Tombs seem perhaps too
appropriate for Bartleby, who while not yet dead, certainly isn’t alive. Bartleby seems
exactly as he was in the office, “a little deranged” with “his face towards a high wall”
instead of towards the sky (61, 59). Without any expectations of labor, Bartleby’s hunger
319

Pribek analyzes the narrator’s responsibility “in legal terms: he is accountable for Bartleby, whatever
offense he has committed or debt he owns. So the lawyer’s fear of scandal is quite legitimate: his
professional reputation can be severely damaged if he does not remove Bartleby” (195).

226

strike is indistinguishable from his refusal to work in the office. Bartleby, “always pale
and genteel-like,” remains the same even in death (61).320 The only change that occurs
between the office and the prison is Bartleby’s location, and the Tombs are less than a
mile north of Wall Street. Why, then, does Bartleby live on Wall Street but die in the
Tombs?
Bartleby’s savings bank fails to sustain his body in the Tombs. Nestled within
Five Points, the Tombs operates on a different economy than Wall Street, where
Bartleby’s survival depends on his ability to protect his body from capitalism, not with it.
His savings’ bank, then, is worthless in a neighborhood in the direct line of fire. When
the narrator visits the Tombs, Bartleby can’t seem to afford food – but more startlingly,
Bartleby looks hungry. The grub-man accosts the narrator and asks. “Does he want to
starve? If he does, let him live on the prison fare, that’s all” (Melville, Bartleby 60). Of
course, in a prison called a “Tomb,” the food is fit only for those already dead. While
Bartleby would probably prefer not to starve, he would also prefer not to eat. Brown’s
diagnosis of Bartleby’s anorexia explains that the illness “is not the condition of being
without desire but the enterprise of controlling desire. That is, the anorexic wants to not
want and to this end tries not to consume, or to undo consumption" (147-148). Bartleby’s
“enterprise,” then, is within the space of his own body, and Brown’s use of the word
“consumption” also refers to what Bartleby refuses to do outside himself. What Brown
diagnoses as anorexia, the grub-man identifies as consumption, or tuberculosis, a disease
that broke out regularly in epidemics in Five Points. Much like anorexia, tuberculosis is a
wasting disease in which one is eaten from the inside. Anorexia seems the mental
counterpart to tuberculosis, as anorexia also represents “a repudiation of the marketplace
320

The narrator feels “a tingling shiver [run] up my arm and down my spine to my feet” when he touches
Bartleby’s dead hand, but the narrator doesn’t touch Bartleby when he’s alive (63).
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and an expression of self-control. A refusal to replicate the economy in the body,
anorexia is the paradoxical antidote to consumption” (149). What functions as anorexia in
the office becomes tuberculosis in the Tombs, surrounded by the slums of Five Points.
Bartleby’s death is puzzling for critics because it implies he was alive beforehand.
Regardless of his status as living, dead, undead, or supernatural, Bartleby’s diet of
ginger-nuts and legal copy is unsustainable for the human body. On Wall Street,
however, Bartleby’s body corresponds to the local economy not of capitalist production,
but of producing capital. Bartleby doesn’t participate in the marketplace, but neither
exactly does Wall Street. Instead, it is the marketplace. The stock exchange depends on
the perceived future value of capital rather than, for example, the value of Bartleby’s
savings’ bank. By trading stocks instead of products, Wall Street limits the body to the
imaginary. Furthermore, Wall Street empties after trading hours, leaving only capital
behind. Bartleby’s savings’ bank, then, is the only body he needs in the office or the
neighborhood, which has ceased to be a neighborhood at all. Conversely, Five Points is a
capitalist graveyard, and the resource that made the land valuable has been replaced with
a prison on top of a landfill. Likewise, the very atmosphere of the neighborhood that
capitalism abandoned is laden with disease and violence. Bartleby’s rejection of capitalist
exchange in a space made violent by capitalism is redundant. Rather than affording
Bartleby freedom from his body, his protest magnifies its fragility. Bartleby maintains his
refusal to participate in any economy or exchange until his death, “and his incredible
stillness is both part and product of these repeated refusals” (Reed 256). Finally
occupying his hungry, ill, ghostly body, Bartleby’s refusal to participate in capitalist
exchange is physically impossible within the haunted nation.
Each of the characters in this chapter tries to demonstrate their local belonging in
ways related to work and, to various extents, fails. “Rip Van Winkle” doesn’t work at all,
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and he only manages to come back to town as a colonial ghost, like Hudson himself.
Ichabod takes his job as a teacher but imagines Sleepy Hollow within his own body as
food instead of his body within the space of Sleepy Hollow. As an invading outsider, like
the Yankees the town remembers from New Netherland, Ichabod threatens to colonize
the town again and make it his own. When he fails to prove his Americanness by fighting
the Horseman, he replaces the Revolutionary ghost and the colonial witch as a
disembodied voice, doomed to forever haunt the empty schoolhouse. Bartleby embodies
Wall Street so much that he becomes disembodied, whether alive in his savings’ bank or
dead in the Tombs. In each case, the ghost fails to recirculate his money within the local
economy – Rip because he refuses to do any “profitable labor,” Ichabod because he
doesn’t make any, and Bartleby because he keeps it in the bank. Through their depictions
of industrial labor and local spaces, these writers reveal national mythologies like
Columbus’ voyages and work ethic as haunting Americans by threatening to reenact
historical violence and disembody those who don’t destroy their bodies themselves.

229

Koniec321/Conclusion
This dissertation has demonstrated embodied horror and haunting as a condition
of national belonging and the way in which Americans conceived of national identity
within their own bodies. Coincidentally, the 200 years between the Half-moon’s 1609
arrival in New York and Irving’s first portrayal of it almost perfectly mirror the space
between Irving’s revision of it in The Sketch Book in 1819 and the writing of this
dissertation. While many American mythologies have crumbled in the half-millennium
between Hudson and Columbus’ voyages and today, their legacies have not. Is pointing
them out enough? It may seem somewhat futile to turn to the nineteenth century to
analyze these hauntings when American violence is becoming more and more visible by
the day. Do we just succumb to horror, in the moments before our physical destruction?
As this dissertation demonstrates, yes.
My movement from the mythological to the industrial to the local offers a retreat
into these historical ideologies, and especially those that rewrote bodies’ unmarked
graves as national hauntings. In presenting hauntedness as a condition of national
belonging, I offer a way of mourning the future that history killed but failed to bury.
Now, of course, the industrial is mythological and only barely visible as the ugly
foundations of tech. That millennial scholars like myself are working in the shadow of
the Great Recession, and that the writing of this dissertation happened to coincide with
the sudden ubiquity of smartphones with which to record violence in real time, is,
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The word “koniec” in Polish roughly translates to “the end.” My use of it here is inspired by a display in
Muzeum Powstania Warszawskiego, the Warsaw Uprising Museum, in Warsaw, Poland. In late 1944,
amidst the rubble of the city the Nazis razed, an eight-year-old boy wrote in his diary, “Nigdy! Nigdy!
KONIEC,” meaning “Never! Never! End of my story” (my translation). I’m ending this dissertation with
“koniec” rather than a conclusion to draw attention to the feelings of horror and apocalypse that accompany
the violent destruction of a space. I also note that while this is, in fact, the end of my dissertation, Warsaw
rebuilt itself.
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perhaps, like the simultaneous American Revolution and Industrial Revolution,
coincidental. But the experience of watching those who orchestrated the economic
meltdown float their way through the world – as though they themselves had no
vulnerable mouths to feed while our own bodies crumple in hunger – is not. Here, this –
the brief moments and narrow spaces between the destruction of the body and its ultimate
erasure – seem like the only places to locate national identity as somewhere we do, in
fact, belong.
But haunting remains a crucial feeling that, like hunger, obscures the experience
of national belonging as not quite right, and its local spaces as unreliable and sometimes
nightmarish. By tracing the strange bodies that occupy them, this dissertation also points
to work ethic as a paradoxically therapeutic mythology that offers a way to make oneself
whole, even as that very labor slowly rips bodies apart. As my grandmother remarked in
March of 2018: “Halinka, I ask you. How I can be depressed when I work every day?”
Ah Bartleby! Ah humanity!
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