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Herman Melville was one of  t he great est  American writ ers of  t he
ninet eent h cent ury, and Ron Rash is one of  t he best  of  t he t went y-first .
While readers know t hat  Melville’s sailing years provided mat erial for his
work, t hey are less aware of  how his various jobs gave him a painful
int imacy wit h t he drudgery of  t he working class. Rash is celebrat ed for
giving voice t o t he people of  lower Appalachia, but  his readers may not
be aware of  how much he shares wit h Melville.

Melville’s “Bart leby, The Scrivener” (1853) is about  a copyist  working for
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a New York at t orney. The at t orney, who narrat es t he st ory, is so
accust omed t o t he banalit y of  urban, o ice life t hat  he speaks pleasant ly
of t he st erile views from his windows. Such bland condit ions are
represent at ive of  new professional cat egories arising in t he ninet eent h
cent ury because of  a changing middle class imposing new values upon
t he working poor. The dehumanizing e ect s of  t hese work environment s
are seen in t he ot her copyist s in t his o ice. Melville never gives t he real
names of  t he t hree more experienced scriveners but  inst ead diminishes
t heir ident it ies by referring t o t hem only by nicknames. These ine icient
workers spend half  t heir day on frivolous engagement s, and t hereby
become clowns, perhaps just  what  one should expect  from such mind-
numbing work.

In cont rast  Bart leby performs his dut ies wit h precision and e iciency.
What  soon exasperat es t he narrat or is t hat  Bart leby carries out  his
dut ies but  not hing more. When asked t o do anyt hing out  of  t he ordinary,
Bart leby replies, “I would prefer not  t o.” This refusal t o comply wit h any
request  from a supervisor defies t he evolving, o ice-world arrangement ,
and t he at t orney is f labbergast ed. Alt hough on t he surface t he ot her
copyist s may seem more social t han Bart leby, t hey are as alone in t he
crowd as he.

The narrat or f inds Bart leby’s behavior increasingly curious, not ing t hat
Bart leby never leaves t he o ice. It  is as if  Bart leby becomes a part  of  t he
o ice, no more alive t han his desk. The frust rat ed lawyer abandons t he
o ice for anot her, but  Bart leby st ays, is t hrown int o prison and dies
alone, just  as he lived alone even in t he presence of  ot hers. The narrat or
discovers t hat  t he scrivener was once employed by t he Dead Let t er
O ice in Washingt on and at t ribut es his “pallid hopelessness” t o such
depressing work.

The cont rast  bet ween leisure and working classes is st arker in “The
Paradise of  Bachelors and t he Tart arus of  Maids” (1855). Alt hough one
group revels in luxury while t he ot her is confined t o squalor, t hey bot h
experience t he dehumanizing e ect s of  t he indust rial age. In t he f irst
half  of  t he piece, t he narrat or t ravels t hrough a bust ling cent er of



business where men have “ledger-lines ruled along t heir brows” t o meet
wit h a group of at t orneys/indust rialist s for an evening of  debauchery. In
t he second half, t he narrat or visit s t he Devil’s Dungeon, a paper mill
where at  “blank-looking count ers” and loud, formidable machines he
finds “blank-looking girls” who are “sheet -whit e,” suggest ing t hat  t hey
are drained of life-sust aining blood by t he parasit ic bachelors. These
blank workers are indist inguishable not  only from each ot her but  also
from t he machines t hey operat e, as “mere cogs t o t he wheels.”

Melville’s crit ique of  class division ext ends beyond o ices and fact ories.
In “Billy Budd, Sailor” (1924), t he handsome young Budd, like Bart leby, is
t he hardest  worker on t he ship. When t he jealous Claggart  falsely
accuses Budd of planning a mut iny, Budd is powerless t o defend himself.
Budd slugs Claggart , Claggart  dies, and despit e t he capt ain’s belief  in
Budd’s innocence, Budd is summarily hanged. In Budd’s case, hard work
led t o his deat h.

An overlooked t heme in Moby Dick (1851) is, as in t he st ories above, t he
plight  of  t he working class. Ishmael is a dest it ut e young man who, like
Melville himself  did, seeks t o earn a living at  sea. Meandering his way t o
port , he reject s t wo inns as t oo cost ly and f inds a room t hat  he can a ord
only by sharing a bed. Ishmael meet s a...
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