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Herman Melville's "Bartleby the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street"
appeared fit.-st.in1853in Putnam's magazine. Although a twentieth-century
Melville critic 'has observed that it reminds one of no other American short
story in its time,1"Bartleby" caused little stir on its initial publication. Since
then it has become one of Melville's most admired stories. And usually it is
interpreted biographically in accordance with Lewis Mumford's conclusion
that the narrative provides "a glimpse of Melville's own drift of mind."2 To
amplify this view, later critics have pointed out that Melville's brother Alan,
whom he ;disliked, was a Wall Street lawyer.3 On the other hand, a
biographica,llink, rather than an autobiographical one, forms the basis of
Egbert S. Ollver's argument that the story stems from the lifeof Henry David
Thoreau.4 Oliver's approach, like Mumford's, severely limits "Bartleby."

The observation that "Bartleby" reminds one of no other American short
story in its :time rings true. It does so because the story owes its origins to
European. influences, specifically those of the Romantic hero, and not to
American tradition w.hichhad made'little use of this European figure. That
Melvilleshould develop an American type based on this familiar character in
European literature, yet one generally alien to American letters, is not
surprising. After all, he had turned into what one writer calls a "bewildering"
person who had "permitted his mind to 'run riot amid remote analogies.' "
And, according to this writer, "Even the more troubled spirits of the day
preferred'the certitudes of Melville's four great contemporaries (Hawthorne,
Emerson, Whitman and Thoreau) to his ceaseless search for the general
equation which would solve all the. relativities of his nature."5

In his rejection of the certitudes and in his search for another, uncharted
solution, Melville in "Bartleby" allied himself, not with the work of his
American contemporaries, but with that of earlier European writers. Thus
when "Bartleby" is approached alongside of works such as Goethe's The
Sufferings of Young Werther (1774, rev. 1783-1786)and Chateaubriand's
Renel(1805), its .meaning expands far beyond the standard readings.

Beforesetting out to show that Bartleby is indeed the American cousin to
the likes of Werther and Rene, let us first form a definition of the Romantic
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