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LITERARY critics have long re-

garded the rejection of technology as a dis-

tinguishing feature of American Romant
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of social change—a driving force that threat-
ened to subordinate their creative faculties
to the inexorable dictates of industrial pro-
duction. In response, they conjured up “cy-
: tions that attempted
autonomy of the individual
author in the face of ongoing technological
encroachment. These biomechanical images
helped writers construct a hybrid identity
that reconciled new modes of technological
production with older, more organic mod-
els of professional writing.

enesch argues, Romantic lit-
ry discourse is m as much by ad-
miration for the technological as by strains

of resentment and cultural anxiety about
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its negative effects. As such, it prefigures
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edged ways the modernist and postmod-

st sensibilities that would follow.
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AUTHORSHIP, TECHNOLOGY,
AND THE
CYBERNETIC BODY

Let us not, then, lament over the decay and oblivion into which ancient
writers descend; they do but submit to the great law of nature, which
declares that all sublunary shapes of matter shall be limited in their
duration, but which decrees, also, that their elements shall never per-
ish. Generation after generation, both in animal and vegetable life, pas-
ses away, but the vital principle is transmitted to posterity, and the spe-
cies continue to flourish. Thus, also, do authors beget authors, and
having produced a numerous progeny, in a good old age they sleep
with their fathers, that is to say, with the authors who preceded them,

and from whom they had stolen.

Washington Irving, “The Art of Book-Making”

Within the framework of a study on authorship in antebellum American
literature, Washington Irving’s tongue-in-cheek essay “The Art of Book-
Making” seems an especially fitting point of departure.' Let me begin
with the sobering idea that there is a vital principle in nature as well as
in literary history and that therefore bygone authors are to the writing
of literature what the individual is to the survival of the species: a never-
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ending source for intellectual plagiarism, priceless nourishment for suc-
ceeding writers who engage in the tedious and irksome process of re-
writing or “recycling” what has already been written. If we take into
account that “The Art of Book-Making” evolved against the backdrop
of Romantic conceptualizations of art that stressed the strivings of soli-
tary geniuses and the originality of their ideas, Irving’s satirical descrip-
tion of modern writers clandestinely and shamelessly exploiting the
works of their predecessors aptly highlights the myths and paradoxes
inherent in the Romantic notion of authorship.

By rereading the vitalist foundation of contemporary poetics as a sym-
bol of decay—that is, of the author’s imminent descent into public obliv-
ion—rather than an affirmation of his or her exceptional creative power,
Irving scathingly challenges Coleridge’s organic principle of poetry
whose basic tenets reverberate throughout the major works of the Amer-
ican Renaissance.> This Romantic ideal of literary work as an act of
quasi-organic procreation, the notion that the making of art emulates
the generative processes of nature, can be traced, to name just one prom-
inent example, throughout Thoreau’s idiosyncratic autobiography. As
even a cursory reading reveals, Thoreau patterns his philosophic exper-
iment at Walden Pond after the natural flow of the seasons, thereby
synecdochically gearing the emergence of his text to that of the pond’s
blooming landscape in spring. Five years earlier, in the notorious failure
A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers (1849), Thoreau had
couched the same idea in the following unambiguous terms: “As natu-
rally as the oak bears an acorn, and the vine a gourd, man bears a poem,
either spoken or done. ... The poet sings how the blood flows in his

veins. He performs his functions ... as plants put forth leaves and

blossoms.”?

The notorious belief in the symbolic sameness of poetic and biologi-
cal creation also loomed large in many of the classic critical studies of
American Romanticism and its precursor, Anglo-German Romanticism.
A comprehensive account of the organic principle in Romantic writing
can be found, for example, in F O. Matthiessen’s pioneering study
American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson and
Whitman (1941); in M. H. Abrams’s seminal study of Romantic critical
theory, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical
Tradition (1953); and, somewhat later, Morse Peckham’s Triumph of
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Romanticism (1970). More recently, in Fact and Feeling: Baconian Sci-
ence and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (1994), Jona-
than Smith again examines in detail the biological foundations of Ro-
manticist poetics, arguing that Coleridge’s organicist understanding of
literary creation developed as a discursive act against the cultural su-
premacy of Baconian scientific paradigms.* Regardless of its obvious im-
port for any literary historian addressing this period, one should keep
in mind that the organicist rhetoric of antebellum American writers was
itself the offspring of an ongoing and more encompassing debate over
the establishment of professional authorship, a debate that cut across
the various spheres of political power, technology, economics, jurisdic-
tion, and gender, and was thus closely tied to the cultural and political
transformations of modern society at large.

Although I touch on all of these different factors that had an influence
on the professional identity of American writers during the first half of
the nineteenth century, a major theme of this study is the growing cul-
tural importance of technology and its repercussions in literary represen-
tations of authorship. Except for James Kirke Paulding’s rarely noted
story “The Man Machine,” the list of texts I discuss at length is a rather
traditional one: stories by Hawthorne, Poe, Melville, and Rebecca Hard-
ing Davis (even the last has by now become a minor classic), as well as
Emerson’s essays, Thoreau’s Walden, and a sample of both prose and po-
etry by Walt Whitman. Yet by restricting my focus to the ways in which
these texts negotiate the establishment of technology as the dominant
societal force, and, simultaneously, their authors’ growing entanglement
with and dependence on that force, I try to reread them from a very
specific and, I hope, refreshingly new point of view.

What I offer as a new angle on the interfaces of technology and au-
thorship in antebellum American literature has little in common with
the time-honored idea that Romantic writers, while continuously prob-
ing the shifting boundaries between the animate and the inanimate, de-
veloped a concept that emphasized the former and denigrated the latter.
Rather, my argument runs counter to earlier evaluations of this period
that discern a strong technophobic undercurrent in American Roman-
ticism and tend to define its major stance as ambivalent, if not anti-
machinist, and therefore, by extension, essentially antimodernist.® In
contrast to this traditional view of Romanticism, my own discussion
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centers on the belief that in antebellum literary discourse there is as
much admiration for the technological as there are strains of resentment
and cultural anxiety about its deplorable negative effects. As in the case
of Poe, for example, the mechanist rhetoric of Jacksonian democracy
which he formally espoused and, at the same time, condemned as alien
to his poetic purposes informed the composition of his poems and nar-
ratives to such a degree that the resulting indeterminacy can hardly be
dismissed with tautological references to the incommensurability of Ro-
mantic idealizations of nature and the emergence of modern technolog-
ical society. That antebellum American authors became increasingly ob-
sessed, as we will see, with representations of the body encroached on
by technology I take as a sign of the centripetal forces that marked the
encompassing technological system and that held in thrall even those
writers who, according to more traditional readings, seemed strikingly
free of the tainted materiality of bookmaking—or, for that matter, of
modern industrial production in general.

To explore fully the implications of what it meant to write under con-
ditions of modernity, American authors of the nineteenth century often
had recourse to an imagined other or double, a hybrid figure that com-
prised the human as well as the machine, and thus reflected the skein of
interpellated relations between authorship and technology.® Because of

their structural similarities with twentieth-century representations of the

cybernetic body, which, by definition, is a body that successfully incor-
porates the machine into its system, I have labeled the various transgres-
sions of the biological that readers of American Romanticism repeatedly
encounter “Romantic cyborgs.” The way in which I use this strikingly
oXymoronic term is meant to designate a variety of meanings.

First, it refers to what we call—since Matthiessen’s influential book—
the “American Renaissance,” the literary period that comprises the
works of basically all major American Romantic writers and that vir-
tually bustles with cyborgean manifestations of technology.

Second, I mean to evoke the term’s inherent connotation of “ro-
mance” as, in its colloquial usage, an emotional versus an epistemic rela-
tion. As I will argue, American authors of the nineteenth century were
at once repelled by and yet added to what might be called modernity’s
emerging romance with the machine. Although never fully developed,
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this topic has been pointed out at least fleetingly in Floyd Stovall’s study
of the background sources of Walt Whitman, where he holds that “there
is no evidence in the poems of the 1855 edition that anything more than
the romance of science had interested [Whitman] seriously”” As in all
romances, the relationship between Romantic writers and the machine
is a rather ambivalent one, and it is marked by moments of euphoria as
well as by nagging anxieties and, occasionally, manifestations of sheer
terror.

Third, American authors of the early nineteenth century, and certainly
not just those categorized as Romanticist, often used the formal conven-
tions of Romance as a literary genre, thereby enabling themselves, ac-
cording to Hawthorne’s famous definition, “to present [the| truth under
circumstances, to a great extent, of the writer’s own choosing or cre-
ation.”® Few of the texts I discuss in detail are, to be sure, Romances
proper. In order to create their own view of the ongoing technologizing
of the modern world, however, they apply the imaginative freedom of
the Romance to go beyond the restraints of purely factual representation
of social reality.

Finally, by envisioning modern technology as either infused with a life
of its own or as infringing on organic life, antebellum authors adum-
brate the imagery of the cyborg as it populates so many narratives of
our own day (fictional and otherwise). Their historic differences not-
withstanding, these earlier, precocious representations of a concept that -
has since solidified into a full-fledged cultural industry (there is cyber-
politics, cyber-criticism, cyber-commerce, cyber-fiction, and, not to for-
get, the virtual lure of cyberspace) are strikingly similar to more recent
probings of this uncanny space where the human body interfaces with
the non-living and the technological. Even though they clearly lack the
sociocultural ramifications of the electronic, postindustrial identity of
the cyborg, the man-machines by which our nineteenth-century prede-
cessors negotiated their own (often subconscious) anxieties about the
technological nevertheless reveal an astoundingly complex mesh of sig-
nifications. This very broad scope of differing assessments of what I call
Romantic cyborgs ranges from James Kirke Paulding’s man-machine as
the epitome of postrevolutionary America to the hybrid organisms cre-
ated by Hawthorne’s scientist or mechanician-turned-artist figures, from
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Poe’s narrative machinery to Melville’s cyborgean scrivener and Rebecca
Harding Davis’s lament on the vampirish forces of early capitalist pro-
duction.

Of the various meanings with which nineteenth-century American lit-
erature invested this recurring theme of biomechanical hybridity, it is,
however, the interstices and the overlap with the discourse on author-
ship that will make up much of my argument. Emerging during the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century, the debate over the modern profes-
sion of literary authorship and its implementation in capitalist society
had always been closely connected with the appearance of new technolo-
gies. If we look at the invention of the rotating press, which made pos-
sible the large-scale production and distribution of handwritten texts,
at the typewriter, at photomechanical printing, or, more recently, the
word processor, we see that they have all influenced our notion of what
it means to be a writer, and they have created considerable anxiety as to
how these inventions might affect the status of literary authorship. For
writers of the American Renaissance, technological change, more often
than not, figured as a driving force in the process of modernization, a
process that threatened to subordinate their creative faculties to the in-
exorable patterns of industrial production and increasingly set the mate-
rial aspects of literature (the actual production and marketing of the
book) against the artistic composition of the text itself. In response to
their emerging professional identity, Romantic writers conjured up cy-
bernetic mirror images that captured perfectly and, at the same time,
defused the growing tensions between technology and authorship. Since
the postmodern figure of the cyborg is itself but a symbolic construct,
an imaginary foil onto which we project the imponderable consequences
associated with our electronic future, it may help us to understand bet-
ter—historical differences notwithstanding—the seemingly antimod-
ernist self-representations and conservative rhetorical practices of Amer-
ican Romantic literature.

By positing spaces of biological transgression and ambiguity, authors
of the American Renaissance eventually succeeded in making a connec-
tion berween the new modes of technological production and their pro-
fessional attachment to older models of writing as organic growth. Be-
cause of their composite character, the cybernetic images they used to
accomplish this connection can be read as following closely the pattern
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of the symbolic construction of identity described by the anthropologist
Michael Taussig, the cultural historian Michel de Certeau, and, perhaps
most important, by Lacanian psychoanalytical theory. In order to be-
come conscious of its position within the complex framework of mod-
ern society, these critics would hold, the subject (either individual or
collective) has to rely on its reflection in a projected other, a symbolic
mirror image that at once combines aspects of similarity and difference
in regard to the original self. If we apply this idea to the often glaringly
technological representations of authorship in American Romantic writ-
ing, we are hard-pressed to interpret them just as an expression of the
writer’s wish to distance himself from his materialist surroundings.
Rather than a withdrawal from society, technological imagery signals
an attempt to incorporate into art—at least symbolically—the changing
modes of textual production. In the overarching perspective of this
study, then, Romantic cyborgs figure as a heuristic tool in the attempt
to reach for what might be called the psychohistorical layerings of the
ongoing realignment of discourses on technology and authorship in an-
tebellum literature.

As one can easily see, my argument is grounded in the idea that the
texts produced by the major representatives of antebellum literature are
not to be read as documents of their authors’ autonomy and detachment
in regard to their sociocultural and political environment. Nor am I con-
cerned with the notion that the classic writers of this period have earned
their prominence in American literary history by either writing off or
transcending the sweeping materialism and technophoria of their times.
This view of the major writers of the American Renaissance as alienated
rebels who held up their lofty understanding of serious literature against
the rising tide of mass popular culture (which was itself determined by
technical innovations such as the introduction of the cylinder press in
1847) is an integral part of the bulk of critical rationalizations of this
period. For many decades, as David Reynolds perceptively observed, lit-
erary critics have argued “that the most distinctive characteristic of
American literature is its rejection or transcendence of social concerns.”?
Since my own interest is precisely in how the “profane” processes of
modernization affected the professional identity of antebellum Ameri-
can authors (and the imaginative, fictional representations of that iden-
tity), [ am indebted to an expanding group of studies that reach beyond
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the traditional belief in the Romanticist transcendence of, and ultimately
autonomy from, the sociocultural complex.

Above all, any new examination of the interfaces of technology and
antebellum writing has to pay its dues to Leo Marx’s groundbreaking
study The Machine in the Garden (1964)."° Although Marx’s contribu-
tion to the study of technology and its impact on nineteenth-century
American literature is awesome, its scope and findings differ from my
own in numerous significant ways. Contrary to his view that Romantic
writers believed in the redeeming power of nature to negotiate and thus
finally neutralize the onslaught of the machine, a concept of nature that
Marx fittingly characterized as “middle landscape,” I examine the tech-
nological predominantly in terms of the growing professionalization of
authorship in America. In doing so, I focus on a definition of technology
that is at once broader and more elusive than the one proposed by The
Machine in the Garden. While technology in Marx’s portrayal is basi-
cally represented by the emergence of a single machine, namely the
smoke-spurting, fiery engine of the railroad, I use a more encompassing
concept of technology as both a value system and a system of variegated
technical applications, or, put differently, as an ideological symbolic pat-
tern and a network of production that involved all levels of antebellum
society.!

True, the notion of what has come to be perceived as the pervasive-
ness and sociocultural complexity of modern technology can already be
traced in some of Marx’s later works. As he points out in an essay on the
development of the idea of technology, sometime during the nineteenth
century the public imagery of the “mechanical arts” as typical embodi-
ments of the new power eventually gave way to the modern idea of
“technological systems.” Evidently contradicting his position taken in
The Machine in the Garden, Marx proffers as an example precisely the
steam-powered locomotive which had long served as the century’s lead-
ing icon of technological progress. Since the railroad involved so much
more than simply operating a “machine,” the locomotive could hardly
be expected to represent “the manifold character and complexity of the
mechanic art of transporting persons and goods by steam-powered en-
gines moving wagons over a far-flung network of iron rails.” “To repre-
sent such complexity,” Marx finally concedes, “that image of a locomo-
tive was no more adequate than the term ‘mechanic art.”” 2
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If Marx’s more recent works seem determined by an all-encompassing
view of technology as sociocultural system, in the magisterial Machine
in the Garden the symbolic ramifications of this shift of critical para-
digms were not yet adequately taken into account. Although antebellum
authors obviously believed in the redeeming powers of pristine nature,
they were well aware of the overriding effects of modern technology,
especially when it came to the profession of authorship. Not all of the
changes affecting the American book market of the 1830s through the
1860s were conceived, of course, as related to the invention of new tech-
nologies of production, design, and marketing of printed matter. Yet
many of the major writers of the American Renaissance felt themselves
embroiled in the controversy over technology, and they lamented the
disenchanting results of technological progress in regard to the com-
position of “serious” literature: the proliferation of cheap, saleable ro-
mances and novelettes, the urge for serialization, and the increasing
pressure to cut down on production time, not just for the material book
itself but also for writing and editing the manuscript on which it was
based. More often than not, however, these writers also followed the
patterns set up by the dominant cultural-industrial complex, and they
were keen to adapt—as can be witnessed especially with Poe and Whit-
man—to the altered conditions of the literary trade.

There is by now a host of critical studies addressing equally the chang-
ing conditions of bookmaking during the first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury and the interstices between writing and other social and symbolic
activities. Apart from the seminal yet purely historical examinations of
antebellum publishing by William Charvat, which are still among the
most reliable sources of data concerning the publication and reception
of printed material prior to the Civil War, Nina Baym’s survey of early
American novels by and about women, as well as her later probings of
readers’ and reviewers’ responses to fiction in antebellum America, are
especially noteworthy. Since they extend the range of who should right-
fully count as an antebellum author in the first place, Baym’s pioneer-
ing works make us more sensitive to the interventions of extraliterary
factors—such as morality, gender, and nationalist anxiety—in reading
and evaluating literary texts."® Following in her footsteps, Jane Tomp-
kins’s New Historicist Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of Amer-
ican Fiction, 1790-1860 (1985) also questioned the “situatedness™ and
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ideological character of the classic approaches to Romantic literature,
arguing that the so-called deficiencies of many early American texts,
such as the influence of popular culture and the predominance of stereo-
typical plot structures, “did not seem at all deficient to their original
audiences,” and were in fact the very basis not just for their widespread
reception but for their cultural impact in general.*

That even the “master” writers of the American Renaissance shared
in the public craze for cheap, tawdry literature, and that the products of
the sensational press as well as various other popular modes and stereo-
types were imported into the “literary” texts of Hawthorne, Melville,
Poe, and their fellow writers, is the major thesis informing David Reyn-
olds’s Beneath the American Renaissance: The Subversive Imagination
in the Age of Emerson and Melville (1988). Reynolds’s book is actually
the most explicit attempt to get past the idea that the American Roman-
tics can and should be understood only in light of their preference for
universal themes and their formal and structural dependence on classic
English literature (hence Matthiessen’s label “American Renaissance”).
What Reynolds calls the “subversive mode” of antebellum literature,
an ever-increasing bulk of “bizarre, nightmarish, and often politically
radical” fiction that took its themes directly from the contemporary so-
ciopolitical context, lent to the highbrow Romantic texts a large variety
of cultural codes and strategies, thereby allowing them to fuse their mes-
sages into ambiguous yet compact, up-to-date images. As Reynolds
rightly remarked: “The typical literary text of the American Renaissance
is far from being a self-sufficient text, sealed off from its environment. It
is indeed what one might call an open text, since it provides an especially
democratic meeting place for numerous idioms and voices from other
kinds of contemporary texts.” s

Other critics, such as Michael Paul Rogin, Michael Gilmore, Walter
Benn Michaels, Donald Pease, Nicholas K. Bromell, and Joel Pfister,
have concentrated more on the economic conditions and the demands
of the marketplace as determining factors of antebellum literary pro-
duction.'s Although their approach implicitly substantiates the impact
of technology on various levels (simply because many of the economic
changes described by them were dependent on technologically advanced
means of production), the machine as a powerful symbolic and ideolog-
ical construct of modern society does not figure prominently in their
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studies. By shifting their attention, however, to the Romantics’ entangle-
ment with the sordid aspects of the rise of capitalism in America, these
scholars were in fact proposing a revaluation of Romantic writing and,
of course, its criticism, a revaluation that would comprise the major
works of American Romanticism as manifestations of certain ideologi-
cal frameworks rather than representations of individual achievement.

This aspect of ideology, which in its broadest sense signifies the relat-
edness between a literary text and its cultural, political, and historical
context, has forcefully been brought to the fore in Sacvan Bercovitch
and Myra Jehlen’s collection of essays, Ideology and Classic American
Literature (1986). As Jehlen makes clear in her historical survey of the
term, although “ideology”—especially through its nineteenth-century
Marxist adaptation—would soon become a tag for all sorts of determin-
ist sociopolitical paradigms, it has by now acquired a more acceptable
if not positive meaning. Concurrently, the basic concept of ideology epit-
omizes the importance of such factors as race, class, and gender, and it
seems to question further the possibility of disinterested, transcendent
literary and critical statements. “From its Enlightenment origin in a vi-
sion of infinitely free ideas, ideology,” according to Jehlen, “has become
a term that mediates the finite entities of text and context, and also of
individual author and cultural history; that is a term that demarcates
the limits of individualism and the imagination.”'”

Jehlen’s understanding of ideology as encapsulating the epistemolog-
ical limitations of the modern idea of authorship—that is, the author’s
ostensible cultural independence and creative originality—is informed
by the Marxist philosopher and critic Pierre Macherey, among others.
Macherey is convinced that the conditions that determine the produc-
tion of the book also determine “the forms of its communication,”
which is just another way of saying that the writer’s style, however inven-
tive and original it may appear, is by necessity geared to the cultural
situation from which it arises, yet by which, one should add, it cannot
be completely contained. This unresolved doubleness or ambiguity of
Macherey’s theory of literary production is particularly suited to de-
scribe the structural and thematic entanglements of antebellum Ameri-
can literature and the evolving technological system.'®

What I will show, therefore, is that the emerging ideology of modern
authorship constantly informs the major works of the American Renais-
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sance, not because, as we usually assume, it was the Romantics who
created this ideology, but because its basic premises—the writer’s origi-
nality and his exemption from the material constraints of capitalist pro-
duction—were by then already out of sync with the structural and eco-
nomic development of antebellum society. As Morse Peckham once
noted, “Ideology is always out of phase with the situation in which it is
employed, for an ideology has always emerged as a response to a preced-
ing situation, the attributes of which are different from those of the cur-
rent situation.”!® Peckham sees all of the major themes of Romanticism
(its obsession with nature, the exaltation of feeling and sentiment, the
picturesque, and so on) as, in fact, contained in and propagated by the
Enlightenment. Hence the Romantics” idiosyncratic manner of handling
these topics was meant “to provide a justification for the innovative cre-
ation of value, for finding sources of one’s own value in configurations
not sanctified by existing social institutions and existing ideologies.”*
In other words, the Romantic emphasis on individual creativity and the
inexhaustible resources of the self indicated that the existing value sys-
tems, though based on the sovereignty of the rational subject, were no
longer able to provide conduits for artistic self-ascription.

As much as Romantic writers rebelled against the encrustations of
Enlightenment ideals, they also struggled to position themselves within
a cultural framework that increasingly valued the technological founda-
tions of modern society. Given the pervasiveness and, what is more, rhe-
torical fervor with which nineteenth-century Americans embraced tech-
nology as the new driving force of cultural development, the literary
writers of this period were clearly at a loss as to how they should define
their professional identity. Technology not only challenged the assumed
autonomy of the modern author at the very moment of his establish-
ment as an integral part of the social and economic infrastructure, but
also offered a symbolic language that stressed the growing importance
of mechanistic cultural paradigms as well as the ultimate replacement of
the body by the machine.

That the writers of the American Renaissance adopted the imagery of
the man-machine, which was handed on to them through the lingering
influence of mechanical philosophy, and, in a second step, reworked it
into a powerful metaphor of individual and cultural transition, seems to
corroborate Macherey’s description of the literary work as a structurally
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open yet, at the same time, ideologically determined mode of representa-
tion. By continuously conjuring up what I call Romantic cyborgs, ante-
bellum literature symbolically opened up sites of indeterminacy, imagi-
nary spaces that were to reflect the diversified and conflicted relations
between the human and the technological. From this perspective, then,
American Romanticism must be treated also as an attempt to negotiate
the contested cultural authority of two rival ideologies: the modern no-
tion of authorship and the evolving concept of the machine as all-
encompassing technological system.

The Ideological Foundations of Modern Authorship

The artistic-project of negotiating the divergent forces of moderniza-
tion involved technology on a number of different levels. In his famous
lecture on authorship, Foucault insisted that an author is not simply
the historical person who has produced a written text but also in a very
literal sense an ideological product. As a discursive figure, he or she is
authorized by various interacting ideological positions, one—and cer-
tainly the most influential—of which is the idea of the author as “ge-
nius, as perpetual surging of invention.”*! If, according to Foucault, the
notion of authorship must be viewed as socially constructed, it was also,
to be sure, the technology of printing, with its emphasis on written (ver-
sus orally transmitted) information, that had paved the way for the au-
thor’s sociocultural initiation into modern society. The close relation,
for example, between the spread of Enlightenment thought, on the one
hand, and the advancement of printing technology (especially the advent
of the handpress) and the concomitant surge of publishing activities dur-
ing the latter half of the eighteenth century, on the other, has convinc-
ingly been made apparent by scholars such as Robert Darnton and Eliz-
abeth FEisenstein.?> Yet the technology of print contributed to the
development of the modern understanding of authorship in more than
just the technical sense of facilitating the production and dissemination
of essays, pamphlets, books, and other forms of printed matter. It also,
as Marlon Ross has observed, shifted authority away from the written
text to the writer, thus laying the groundwork for a new evaluation of
what it means to be an author.?’

According to Ross, the way in which Western societies confer author-
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ity on their writers has been subject to numerous sociohistorical
changes, many of which were closely related to the invention of new
technologies of writing and printing. In medieval (scribal) cultures,
where the dissemination of handwritten copies had always been tied up
with the process of transmitting sacred truths, authority was derived
first from content—the translation of the holy text—and second from
the uniformity and therefore readability of the reproduction. This latter
aspect, as Ross points out, “the art of making writing legible, then, is
also a political act; the act of claiming or declaiming a culture’s authori-
ties”2 As one can immediately see, any irregularity regarding the form
and style of the reproduction would by necessity detract from the sacred-
ness of its content and thus call into question the authority that legiti-
mizes and, at the same time, inspires the writer’s hand. With the debut
of the printing press, however, the relation between authority and uni-
formity is reversed. If we follow Ross’s discussion of eighteenth-century
print culture, to be printed now becomes the primary marker of cultural
authority. It is therefore no longer the text as such that, by way of its
sacrosanct mythopoetical origins, lends power and esteem. Rather it is
the achievement of making public one’s private mind and thoughts,
thereby distinguishing the self “by virtue that [one] has written; that
[one’s] scribblings have been scripted, that [one’s] script is made overly
and overtly legible through the technology of print.”*

Without such technological advances in printing and the accompa-
nying sociocultural premium put on the products of the printing press,
it would have been nearly impossible to adopt the idea of originality
into literary and legal discourses on authorship. From the very moment
of their inception, the improved means of printing have necessitated a
separation of the authentic and original work on the one hand from the
sham, mechanically reproduced copy on the other. If the increasing out-
put of reprinted material worked to introduce a more complex view of
the activity of publishing, it also worked to redefine the criteria of au-
thenticity and originality in regard to the writing and composition of
literary texts. In his famous “Conjectures on Original Composition”
(1759), whose neglect by English critics sharply contrasted with its tre-
mendous influence on the German Sturm und Drang movement, Edward
Young was among the first English writers to call for the critical recogni-
tion of novelty and originality as defining categories of the work of art.
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«Qriginals,” he declared, “are, and ought to be, great favourites, for
they are great benefactors; they extend the republic of letters, and add a
new province to its dominion. Imitators only give us a sort of duplicates
of what we had, possibly much better, before; increasing the mere drug
of books, while all that makes them valuable, knowledge and genius,
are at a stand.”?¢

Young’s plea for original productions deserves to be examined closely.
As can be easily seen, his argument relies on the juxtaposition of two
divergent meanings of growth: in the first instance, the term marks a
merely material increase in the numbers of books available, while its
second meaning signifies an enhancement of knowledge, a proliferation
of ideas as yet unknown, and therefore of intrinsic value, to any contem-
porary reader. If it is true, as Martha Woodmansee puts it, that the print-
ing press was instrumental in turning the individual writer into an au-
thor, it did so by privileging the quantity of printed books over the
quality of writing itself.” By deploring the fact that “the lettered world
no longer consists of singulars, [that] it is a medley, a mass; and a hun-
dred books at bottom are but one,” Young directly addresses the unre-
strained dissemination of printed matter.?® In order to counter the mate-
rial onslaught of books that are basically “duplicates of what we had,”
which is among his major concerns in “Conjectures,” it seemed but logi-
cal to dissociate the mechanically manufactured from the truly inspired
original text. Whereas the latter, according to Young’s antitechnological
approach, is of a vegetable nature (“it grows, it is not made”),? the for-
mer is fabricated in a purely technical manner.

Consequently, Young denounces the imitative artist as a sort of me-
chanic, a manual laborer who manipulates and pieces together material
that is already there. “Imitations,” says Young, “are often a sort of man-
ufacture wrought up by those mechanics, art and labour, out of pre-
existent materials not their own.”* We are thus confronted with the
somewhat paradoxical situation that the grounding of modern author-
ship in the idea of originality must be treated as, first, a product of cer-
tain technological changes {among which the improvement of the means
of printing is but one, if admittedly major, factor); and, second, as an
agent of resistance to these changes, or rather to the advancement of
technology and the mechanical worldview at large.”!

Whereas Young’s “Conjectures” reflected the eighteenth century’s cul-
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tural biases vis-a-vis the gradual establishment of print culture, by
1819—the year Irving published his Sketch Book—the anxieties associ-
ated with the large-scale production of books seem to have increased
even further. Although until the 1820s literary publishing in America,
according to Charvat’s crucial study, remained local and decentralized,
the commercialization and, concomitantly; professionalization of the
book trade proceeded with great rapidity.’> And so did the number of
books published,—augmented by the newly invented technique of stere-
otyping (1813).%* Given the accelerated growth of the professional book
market, it should come as no surprise that Irving began his sketch on
the trials of modern authorship with the sarcastic remark, “I have often
wondered at the extreme fecundity of the press, and how it comes to
pass that so many heads on which Nature seemed to have inflicted the
curse of barrenness, should teem with voluminous productions.”** Like
Edward Young, Irving takes aim at the waning of originality in contem-
porary literature, even though his critique of the modern writer’s reliance
on ancient authors, coming from an American and thus a representative
of a fledgling nation, rings with a distinct nationalist undertone that

could equally be read as an act of rebellion against the lingering cultural

supremacy of the Old World.

“The Art of Book-Making,” which Irving conceived during his ex-
tended visit to England, is set in the Main Reading Room of the British
Library, where the narrator encounters a group of contemporary au-
thors fully absorbed in the process of pilfering the works of their prede-
cessors. The narrative, of course, is hyperbolic; yet the wording and met-
aphors that Irving uses to depict the outright eclecticism of modern art
deserve our attention. In contrast to the enchanted, pseudo-medieval
appearance of the library, the “predatory” work of the writers is repre-
sented in modern terms. The authors are portrayed as engaging “in the
very act of manufacturing books; it looks as if they are “constructing
some work of profound erudition.” As for the narrator, his interest hav-
ing been aroused by the strange proceedings, he sits down in a corner
and observes “the process of this book manufactory.”* By conjuring up
a view of literary composition that identifies imitation—that is, the
sham, eclectic book constructed in piecemeal fashion out of forgotten
texts—with mechanical reproduction and the work of the hand rather
than the work of the mind, Irving set the register for an extensive ante-
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bellum literary discourse on the increasing entanglements of authorship
and technology.

What is more, in order to state with utmost clarity his claim as to the
inferiority of many modern literary productions, Irving employs a vari-
ety of telling sexual metaphors. Thus, if modern authors repair to the
works of their literary “fathers” for inspiration and replenishment, it is
because they are cursed with “barrenness,” an explicitly sexual term that
signifies their dwindling creative resources. Priapic imagery of this kind
can be found throughout “The Art of Book-Making.” Its sexual troping
finally culminates in the incestuous scene quoted as the epigraph to this
chapter. In what readers today might rightly interpret as an intriguing
example of Harold Bloom’s thesis of literary influence, the passage in-
vokes a great chain of authors who, in accord with the laws of nature,
beget authors and of writers who “sleep with their fathers, that is to say,
with the authors who preceded them, and from whom they had sto-
len.”* It is worth noting that plagiarism has its roots in the Latin plagi-
arus, which signified a “kidnapper” or “seducer” as well as a literary
thief. To borrow intentionally from the ideas of another writer might
thus be described, according to Stephen Rachman, as an act of kidnap-
ping or assuming “false fatherhood.”?” What Irving then acknowledges
here, with a candor that will determine much of the rhetoric of antebel-
lum American literature, is that writing in Western culture is best de-
fined by its similarities to the power of procreation, and that therefore
the pen of an original writer, as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar have
suggested, was often considered “a metaphorical penis.”*

Although pertaining to works of art in general, sexually explicit con-
ceptualizations of the inventive process are especially endemic in the
realm of writing. Consider only the terminus technicus for the one who
writes, the auctor, or, in its modern variant, the author. It is indeed strik-
ing how the cultural ascription of literary composition as an act of en-
gendering rather than just constructing the written text coincides with
the very beginning of prose writing itself. In one of the earliest dis-
courses on the effects of literacy, Plato’s Phaidrus, writing is already de-
scribed as an act of dissemination, of “sowing immortal seed.”* And
according to Edward Said, an author has traditionally been understood
as “a person who originates or gives existence to something, a begetter,

father, or ancestor, a person also who sets forth written statements.”*’
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More significantly, perhaps, than being simply a metaphor for the al-
legedly male forces of genius, the capacity to beget, to father, a text is
closely imbricated with the idea of literary originality or, put differently,
the proprietary economic relation between writer and text. If we follow
Said’s analysis, auctoritas or authorship literally signifies invention and
production, the power of “an individual to initiate, institute, establish.”
Hence, the product of this power, the written text, is always something
new, that is, again in the words of Said, an “increase over what had been
there previously.”*!

Increase and the production of new ideas thus become key terms of
modern authorship; the true author, according to these modern ratio-
nalizations, is believed to create ex mibilo, or, as Edward Young aptly
put it, “the pen of an original writer ... out of a barren waste calls a
blooming spring.”*? Yet the network of connections between writing
and the genealogical imagery of procreation was also instrumental in
implementing the idea that the writer authorizes or has legal authority
over his fictional creations. “If the author/father is owner of his text
and of his reader’s attention,” Gilbert and Gubar observe, “he is also, of
course, owner/possessor of the subjects of his text, that is to say of those
figures, scenes, and events—those brain children—he has both incar-
nated in black and white and ‘bound’ in cloth or leather”* Hence, it
was mainly by foregrounding this gendered conception of ownership, of
literary paternity, that the modern view of the writer as originator and,
concurrently, spiritual and economic proprietor of his text was being es-

tablished.

Technology and the Romantic Politics of Disembodiment

What are the implications of this gender-oriented definition of literary
work for my discussion of technology and the emerging professional
identity of the modern author? As I pointed out earlier, the establish-
ment of literary authorship within the socioeconomic network of mod-
ern society required its differentiation from other highly specialized
areas, such as, for example, the increasingly dominant sphere of the
technological, and it rested on a rationalization of the inventive process
as being exempted from the materialist exigencies of capitalist produc-
tion. The idea of authorship, in other words, developed along the lines
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of strong antimaterialist biases that emphasized the spiritual over the
physical implications of writing.

Moreover, its social demarcation as being primarily engaged in the
representation of lofty philosophical ideas (rather than the tedious artic-
ulation of the real) directly reflects its aloofness in regard to the body—
an aloofness crucial to most of the sexual metaphors that were used to
delineate literary activity. Although replete with physical tropes of vari-
ous sorts, the rhetoric of the writer as progenitor or father of his text
never actually conflated the human body itself with the processes of tex-
tual procreation and production. For both writers and anatomists, the
act of creation was primarily spiritual and only secondly depended on
the materiality of the body. In his comprehensive study of attitudes to-
ward sex, gender, and the body in Western cultural history, Thomas La-
queur points out that discourses on biological reproduction usually
stressed the ethereal, non-sensory (male) over the purely corporeal (fe-
male) contributions to procreative processes. Made visible through the
agency of biological tropes, fatherhood, and, by inference, the artist’s
paternity in regard to the ideas he engenders, was nevertheless conceived
as representing basically—in Freud’s later terms—a conquest of intellec-
tuality over sensuality, of the more elevated and refined over the less
refined material forces of human nature.*

If we consider the synecdochic relationship between writing and en-
gendering as well as the emphasis placed on spiritual aspects of procre-
ation, it is only logical that the body should be seen as an impediment
to the writer’s work, an obstacle that cannot be wholly eliminated and
that therefore must be heeded with especial care. Echoing both the con-
temporary mechanist view of the body as a machine and the notion that
writing is metaphorically exercised with the body’s vital parts, the En-
glish poet John Armstrong advised the scholars and philosophes of his
day “to stand and sit by turns / As Nature prompts,” because “o’er your
leaves / To lean forever, cramps the vital parts, / And robs the fine ma-
chinery of its play”* While the remedy prescribed to counter the weak-
nesses of the body engaged in writing is a simple one, the message im-
plied here is at least equally apparent: the imagery hinges on the
antagonism of mental creativity on the one hand and the demands of
the body on the other, thereby suggesting a division between the un-
healthy work of the mind and the physiologically more appropriate
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work of the hand. From the viewpoint of eighteenth-century medical dis-
course, the only naturally healthy people, as Carol Flynn has shown, were
the poor, the laborers, and the working class, in short, anyone whose
intellectual faculties were not well developed and who was thus forced
to make his living by exercising the physical parts.** Ironically and some-
what paradoxically, the organicist concept of writing evolved out of the
ideological framework of a dichotomy between mind and matter that
conceived of the body as interfering with the spiritual work of the writer
and thus helped to denigrate the very site where nature enacts the bio-
logical processes that were taken to signify artistic creativity.

Not surprisingly, then, in dealing with the body as a symbolic foil
rather than a biological entity, we find the same antimaterialist biases at
work that were essential to differentiate the modern profession of au-
thorship from other specialized forms of social activity. Although it has
always been issues of technology, politics, and economics that have deter-
mined the range of distribution and accessibility of literary texts, the
scholarly assessment of their history and development has remained, un-
til quite recently, conspicuously silent as to these material factors of tex-
tual production.*” The obvious materiality of its subject notwithstand-
ing, traditional literary scholarship has obstinately concentrated on the
allegedly “timeless” content or, in Wordsworth’s famous phrase, on cer-
tain “classes of ideas” embedded in the textual product, ideas that were
thought to be miraculously free of any contamination by the materiality
of the medium itself.* In leaving the investigation of the material side
of book production to specialists other than literary scholars (i.e., histo-
rians of culture and economics), practitioners of academic exegesis only
replicated the disregard of literary authors for the complexity of actual
bookmaking, which involves, after all, textual technologies such as edit-
ing, printing, engraving, and, perhaps most important of all, the market-
ing of the finished product.

Concomitant with its representation as an intrinsically male act of
engendering, writing was thus also conceived as a disembodied process,
in other words, an effort to transcend both the bodily confines of the
writer and the material constraints of the text to be produced. That the
Romantic poetics of disembodiment were closely tied to contemporary
discussions of technology and its impact on the cultural status of the
author can be seen in Hawthorne’s metafictional short story “The Artist
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of the Beautiful” (1844), to pick just one telling example. The story,
which had rarely been considered in terms other than as a reiteration of
the major tenets of transcendentalism and, of course, Hawthorne’s dis-
trust and critique thereof, juxtaposes effectively the materialist foun-
dations of modern technological society and the ethereal, disembodied
ideals of the Romantic writer. Resonating with references to early indus-
trial manufacturing and the premium that Jacksonian America placed
on punctuality and the utilitarian ideal of the “useful” arts, “The Artist
of the Beautiful” is steeped in the cultural changes concurrent with rapid
technological advancement and the burgeoning of the American econ-
omy. Not only does Hawthorne apprehend the cultural conflict between
the practical and the beautiful by creating a character who is both, that
is, watchmaker and artist, but also he has his protagonist embark on a
symbolic project that defines many of the antebellum literary representa-
tions of authorship. In search of a material form for his aesthetic ideals,
Owen Warland builds a synthetic creature, a mechanical butterfly,
which reflects his artistic ambitions as well as the difficulties arising
from his ambivalent professional status.

In fact, this allegorical text hinges on a portrayal of the body as the
antithesis of everything that is beautiful and aesthetically important.
Once Owen has set his heart on the realization of an abstract concept,
biological life matters only insofar as it is instrumental to the accom-
plishment of his task. Since the technological—and the body as its
physico-material counterpart—operates in direct opposition to the art-
ist’s ethereal strivings, the story as a whole might well be taken as a
Romantic attempt to amalgamate the divergent forces of modern soci-
ety. The ironic and ambiguous ending, which leaves many readers puz-
zled as to the true relation of art and nature in the story, would thus refer
to the inclusion—rather than exclusion—of technology in the realm of
artistic production, and it might figure as an indication of the involve-
ment of even the most conservative of antebellum authors with the dom-
inant materialist forces of American society.

To investigate their own position within the cultural framework of
modernity, antebellum writers frequently created imaginary zones of
contact between the human and the technological —Romantic cyborgs,
as it were—thus allowing for the dramatization of their repulsed flight
from the body which they took as a symbolic marker of the materialist
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preference for matter over ideas. By the same token, authors of the
American Renaissance often conflated the mechanical processes they
saw at work in both the body and contemporary socicty and highlighted
the act of writing as a conduit for their critique of the modern down-
sizing of the imagination and the spiritual aspects of life in general.
In many of Poe’s major tales, writing figures prominently as a means of
overcoming the frailty of the flesh and the restrictions that the temporal-
ity of the body imposes on the Romantic author. Obsessed with repre-
senting human physicality through frequent reenactments of death,
these texts turn on the very moment when the body relapses, ultimately
and relentlessly, into pure materiality. Their various poet figures are hor-
rified by the specters of physical deterioration and the subsequent ex-
tinction of the body; yet through some agency of writing and/or reading,
they repeatedly manage to conjure up mirror images, distorted doubles
of the deceased biological models who survive solely in the imagination
of their haunted authors. In “Ligeia,” where the effect is heightened by
the victim’s own irrepressible desire to use writing as an antidote for the
approaching terrors of death (Ligeia has the narrator recite a poem of
her own throughout the deathbed scene), it is only the poet’s creative
faculties that conquer the threat of biological annihilation and thus ulti-
mately provide the mind with that soothing form of remembrance (or

doubling) that Poe so excessively enacts. It is important to notice, how-

ever, that the process of calling forth imaginative doubles itself follows
a mechanical, automated pattern which can be viewed (as we shall see
in chapter 3 on Poe’s technology-centered poetics) as a reflection of his at-
tempt to “objectify” the theoretical foundations of narrative and, thus,
to gear the author’s work more closely to the growing technologization
of the sociocultural environment.

His narrative and structural embrace of technological paradigms not-
withstanding, Poe also seems to insist on writing as a viable alternative
to the ongoing progress of science and technology. Like many of his
antebellum fellow writers, Poe came to conceive of technology as an ir-
resistible force, a utilitarian juggernaut that must be balanced by the cre-
ative spirit of the true artist. As he claims in “The Colloquy of Monos and
Una.” the advances in modern science and the practical arts in general
are but chimeras, an actual “retrogradation in true utility,” and it is the
poet’s fate to live and perish “amid the scorn of the ‘utilitarians.””** Or
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consider his treatment of the same topic in his “Sonnet—To Science”:
«science! True daughter of Old Time thou art! / Who alterest all things
with thy peering eyes. / Why preyest thou thus upon the poet’s heart, /
Vulture, whose wings are dull realities?”*° Here, as in many of his
philosophic tales and poems, science is depicted as obstructing rather
than opening up new avenues of knowledge. Its rigorous but short-
sighted methodology becomes the hallmark of intellectual vandalism, a
token of enormous power to be sure, yet a power that is concerned solely
with “dull realities.”

Invariably, Poe evokes images of the body as being defined and, simul-
taneously, “used up” by modern technology. In what is perhaps the first
portrayal of a true cyborg figure in American literature, the prosthetic
protagonist of “The Man That Was Used Up” (1839) adumbrates and
pushes to its limits the postmodern vision of a technologically enhanced
human body. In its satirical treatment of a character who vanishes com-
pletely behind his numerous artificial body parts—even his voice, the
only guarantor of the man’s actual existence, is supported by a “some-
what singular-looking machine”*'—the story takes issue not only with
the dominant ideological belief in the redeeming agency of technology
but also with the Romantic idea that the body is of lesser import, or
rather that it is possible to exist without a body at all.

Poe’s strategy of metaphorically conflating the body with the techno-
logical is by no means idiosyncratic. It is informed by and reflects the
influence of mechanical philosophy and the mechanistic descriptions of
the human body that became popular during the latter half of the eigh-
teenth century. That mechanical paradigms of nature as well as of hu-
man society had been strong in the early decades of the republic can be
gleaned from the awe and veneration with which Americans responded
to David Rittenhouse’s mechanical planetarium (1770), an invention
that earned him the sobriquet “the American Newton,” or from Na-
thaniel Bodwitch’s efforts to translate, in the same year of its publication
in France, the four-volume classic of the mathematical astronomer Pierre
Simon Marquis de Laplace, Mécanique céleste (1814-17)."* In fact, to
many Americans, as John Kasson has noted, “the characteristic qualities
of mechanization—regularity, uniformity, subordination, harmony, ef-
ficiency—appeared to offer a model for government and society in gen-
eral”s3 Since the mechanical worldview was based on the notion of an
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orderly universe, it served to fulfill the need for law and order concurrent
with the establishment of an egalitarian, democratic society.

As early as 1786, Dr. Benjamin Rush, founding member and first pres-
ident of the United Company of Philadelphia for Promoting American
Manufactures, extended the structural pattern of the machine into the
realm of public politics. “I consider it possible,” he wrote in a proposal
for American education, “to convert men into republican machines.
This must be done, if we expect them to perform their parts properly, in
the great machine of the government of the state”* Rush, who had
signed the Declaration of Independence and is said to have inspired as
well as bestowed the title on Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, was
among the many early Americans to welcome the machine as a symbol
of well-regulated, controllable behavior, a role model that allowed the
Puritan dream of the mind’s ultimate triumph over the body to come
true. As educator, reformer, and physician, Rush deemed nothing more
appalling than the loss of self-control. To counter the evil influences of
both the environment and the body on the moral faculty of the individ-
ual, he even designed a crude little machine, called the “Tranquilizer,”
with which he “treated” all kinds of aberrant behavior, including symp-
toms of manifest mental diseases.*” Ironically, then, Rush’s endeavor to
apply technology—as metaphor and as actual medico-technical de-

vice—for his educational and experimental purposes betrays a conver-

gence between the machine and contemporary cultural biases against
the body.

Since technology represented the antithesis of the “natural” and or-
ganic, it was increasingly interpreted as a means to free the mind of the
devastating impact of its physical confines. Given the incalculable risks
and abominable temptations lurking within the body, it needed to be
disciplined by the relentless work of a machinist pedagogy.*® Through
an interesting twist of signifiers, technology and the machine thus came
to serve as allies for achieving the dominance of mind over body, of the
self-regulating mental faculties over the morbid and rampant desires of
the flesh.

It would be only a few decades, however, before Thoreau would ex-
pose the synecdochic conflation of machinery and state as tyrannical
and therefore essentially un-American. The rhetoric as well as many of
the arguments presented in his celebrated essay “Resistance to Govern-
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ment” (1849) seem to respond directly to Rush’s republican techno-
topia. Voicing his disgust about the degree to which the heirs of the
great Revolution have been turned into corrupt little machines, Thoreau
dismisses the “perfect” citizen as a republican golem, an artificial mon-
ster that “command(s) no more respect than men of straw or a lump of
dirt.” As he writes in his classic protest against the government’s interfer-
ence with individual liberty: “The mass of men serve the State thus, not
as men mainly, but as machines with their bodies. . . . They put them-
selves on a level with wood and earth and stones; and wooden men can
perhaps be manufactured that will serve the purpose as well. . .. Yet
such as these even are commonly esteemed good citizens. . . . A wise
man will only be useful as a man, and not submit to be ‘clay.”” 57 What
Rush took to be the ultimate manifestation of republican ideals, that is,
the controlled, regular operation of citizens as machines, Thoreau iden-
tified as a token of mental tyranny and, perhaps even more telling, politi-
cal inefficiency. As this latter term suggests, in his allegiance to the free
and self-reliant character inherent in the American people, Thoreau him-
self makes ample use of a number of machinist tropes, and he invariably
subscribes to the politics of disembodiment that became so prominent
in Romantic discourse,

When Thoreau accuses the mass of Americans of serving the state not
as men but as “machines with their bodies,” his analysis does not merely
rest on the Cartesian division of mind and body, or rather the lack of
“conscience” which he found prevalent in most so-called good citizens;
it also plays on the alleged symbolic proximity of the physical and the
machine. Whereas in Rush the machine connotes the necessary suppres-
sion of bodily desire, in Thoreau his law-abiding fellow Americans are
transfigured into mindless slaves to the brute machinery of an unjust
power structure. Time and again Thoreau applies technological imagery
to describe the operation of state institutions as well as to promulgate
his own antinomian position: “If the injustice is part of the necessary
friction of the machine of government, let it go, let it go; perchance it
will wear smooth—certainly the machine will wear out.” When the evil
forces intrinsic to all governments have managed to grab hold of “a
spring, or a pulley, or a rope, or a crank,” then the time has arrived,
Thoreau advises his sympathetic readers, to “let your life be a counter
friction to stop the machine.”
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In order to comprehend the tangled skein of attitudes and responses
to technology in antebellum America, one must therefore be aware that
the machine did not just figure as the icon of a new era, a technological
future that many Americans were eagerly seeking. It also represented an
important epistemological paradigm with ramifications for almost every
area of human knowledge, and, what is perhaps more important, it co-
incided with the contemporary politics of disembodiment. As critics
have repeatedly observed, there is a direct relation between the develop-
ment of modern capitalist society with its technological foundations and
the repression and stigmatization of the body. With the increasing use
of machines to substitute mechanical for human labor, negative feelings
toward the body arose as well. As the United States, in the words of the
psychohistorian Ronald Takaki, “became more and more industrialized
in the nineteenth century, it became more and more repressive.”*”

At this point we should recall that the Romantic concept of writing
as a quasi-organic act of procreation was developed along the lines of
strong materialist biases and that Romantic artists repeatedly construed
the physical parts as adversaries of the creative process. It is precisely
this negative attitude toward the body, I would suggest, that made tech-
nology intriguing even to the loftiest of antebellum writers. Since the
technological encapsulates a promise eventually to replace the body al-
together, it was well suited to support—at least metaphorically—the
Romanticist striving for the spiritual and ethereal. What is more, it
would serve to articulate the cultural anxieties arising from America’s
rapid transition from a pastoral garden to a full-fledged capitalist mar-
ketplace. As technology, to use David Nye’s congenial phrase, became
the American way of experiencing the sublime—that is, the coupling of
the awe-inspiring manifestations of human technical achievement with
the awesome and spectacular in nature (as in the railroad, the Erie Ca-
nal, the bridge traversing Niagara Falls, and so on)—it also became a
symbol of the encroachment on, and ultimate displacement of, the body
by the machine.®®

Cyborgs and the Cultural Production of Meaning

Before I continue to trace more thoroughly the correspondences between
the history of authorship in America and its growing entanglement with
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the new forces of technology, it is important to ask why cybernetic bod-
ies were constantly conjured up in the emerging technological ecology
of American society and how they came to represent ideal spaces for
negotiating the contested ideologies of authorship and technology in
antebellum literature. To position my explorations of cybernetic imag-
ery in American Romantic writing in a contemporary theoretical frame-
work, I turn here to several critical assessments of the cyborg as epitome
of the technological deconstruction of biology and the social order.
Although there was, of course, no such thing as a “cyborg” during the
first half of the nineteenth century, my application of that term is valid
because, as 1 will show in the following chapters, cybernetic images
abounded in the literary culture of antebellum America.®* By calling
them “Romantic cyborgs,” I mean to establish, however, more of a sym-
bolic than an ontological lineage with their postmodern, posthuman
relatives.®? Their contemporary biochemical incarnations notwithstand-
ing, cyborgs are primarily fictional constructs, products of the cultural
imagination that invented them in order to try out new forms of compos-
ite identity and, at the same time, to affirm human control over the tech-
nological. Given its special import as a fictional representation of cul-
tural stereotypes, the imagery of the man-machine may be taken,
therefore, as a heuristic tool suitable for investigating the psychohistori-
cal foundations of the ongoing realignment of discourses on technology
and authorship in early nineteenth-century America.

In a seminal essay Katherine Hayles has noted that the cyborg today
has definitively left the realm of the grotesque and of science fiction:
“Made flesh and blood by colonizing [i.e., biogenetic] techniques that
earlier ages could scarcely have imagined, it is no longer a xenophobic
monster but a designer organism whose natural habitat is the laboratory
cage.”® Yet it is not only with reference to the artifactual bodies of the
laboratory (“chimeras,” as they are called in bioengineering lingo) that
we can speak of the emergence of cyborgs as postmodern reality. “By
the late twentieth century, our time,” claimed Donna Haraway, “we are
all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism;
in short we are cyborgs.”®*

Clearly, Haraway does not mean to say that all postmodern men and
women have actually turned into the kind of Maschinenwesen that read-
ers of science fiction are so well acquainted with. Rather she points to
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the fact that the cyborg has finally captured much of the contemporary
cultural imagination at large. Spawned by a flourishing industry of what
Gabriele Schwab has dubbed “imaginary cyborgization,” the cybernetic,
artificially manipulated body by now “affects practically all social
spheres.”® As leading characters in blockbuster productions such as Ro-
bocop, digitalized techno-mutants in avant-garde performances (Laurie
Anderson), executive cybernauts doing.business on the World Wide
Web of electronic marketing, or as the distorted bodies of cosmetic sur-
gery, cyborgs simultaneously represent and interrogate the dwindling
boundaries of postmodern identity. Since their existence can only be
credited to technological manipulation, they make apparent in unmis-
takable terms the power of advanced technology to challenge the limits
and definitions of the organic or natural body. On one of its various
semantic levels, then, the proliferation of cyborgs in postmodern techno-
cultures such as in the United States refers us once again to the Western
epistemological tradition of construing the body as a living machine, as
a biochemical entity that can easily be subjected to technological trans-
formation.

On yet a different level, however, the preeminent place that cyborg
figures occupy in contemporary culture might also be read as an indi-
cation of a more liberating development. Intrigued by its symbolic po-
tential, radical feminists such as Haraway have adopted the imagery of
the cyborg as a means of envisioning a world beyond the limitations of
race, class, and gender. For Haraway, who was trained as a biologist, the
innate heterogeneity of the cybernetic organism (as well as its represen-
tations in popular and commercial culture) is apt to demythologize the
biological markers of what is natural and what is not. Since the cyborg
is essentially a hybrid figure, a being/sign that is at the same time real
and fictional, human and non-human, natural and technological, it may
well be taken to represent the artificiality and constructedness of the
various concepts (e.g., nature, humanity, bestiality, technology) which
it incorporates. Nature, for example, can no longer be simply related
to human, organic, or non-artificial species in general. As Haraway
points out:

Nature for us [as humans] is made, as both fiction and fact. If organ-

isms are natural objects, it is crucial to remember that organisms are
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not born; they are made in world-changing technoscientific practices
by particular collective actors in particular times and places. . . . If
the world exists for us as “nature,” this designates a kind of relation-
ship, an achievement among many actors, not all of them human, not
all of them organic, not all of them technological. In its scientific em-
bodiments as well as in other forms, nature is made, but not entirely

by humans; it is a co-construction among humans and non-humans.*

By thus calling into question the myth of a genuinely “human” iden-
tity, the man-machines of contemporary discourse function in a twofold
way. First, they lay bare the composite artificial structure of naturalized
oppositions such as nature/culture, human/non-human, male/female,
and they serve as utopian projections of a world in which these opposi-
tions have been resolved into patterns of cooperation and partnership.
Second, cybernetic bodies seem to provide sites of cultural indetermi-
nacy that call forth radical ideological concepts and allow for the con-
stant reenactment of the many fantasies and fears associated with the
shaky status of the “posthuman” self.

It is this latter dimension of the cyborg as the focal point of contem-
porary debates over defining the self in a highly technological environ-
ment which is important here. Since cyborgs, as I have pointed out, act
as synecdochic representations of technology, they fulfill above all a

symbolic function. Ontologically, according to Haraway, the cyborg is :

“a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as well
as a creature of fiction.”¢” As a fictional construct, cyborgs “populate
worlds ambiguously natural and crafted,” and they do so as a reminder
of the polymorphous nature of reality and, especially, the constructed-
ness of what Haraway calls “border wars,” that is, the ideological
struggle over the differences between natural and artificial, mind and
body, male and female, organism and machine.** From this perspective,
then, the cyborg body, in the words of Gabriele Schwab, “becomes a
text, a screen onto which cultural fantasies, desires, fears, anxieties,
hopes, and utopias are projected. Cybernetic organisms inspire such
projections because they are products of a technological, or artificial,
manipulation of the body”® In order to probe the psychohistorical dy-
namics of the various.discourses over technology (an approach that tries
to go beyond the traditional dichotomy of utopian versus dystopian
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readings of the technological), Schwab defines the artificial body as “a
field of cathexis, an imaginary screen onto which psychic energies from
the most archaic to the most current may be projected.” 7

The way in which we approach the cyborg is thus largely independent
of its “real” implications for quotidian life. Far from being judged ac-
cording to what they are, namely an icon of the ongoing encroachment
of the technological, cyborgs figure as actants in the increasingly com-
plex process of defining subjectivity in the electronic, posthuman age. By
the same token, cyborgs can be seen equally as symbolizing “collective
fantasies” (Schwab) and as products of the individual imagination. In
each case they fulfill their symbolic function through a strategy of dou-
bling and mirroring, that is, in a very literal sense, by means of fiction.
As distorted representations of both the human and the technological,
cyborgs expose the ideological foundations of these concepts by trans-
ferring them onto the level of pure signification. In other words, they
allow us to articulate metaphorically what cannot be articulated liter-
ally: the concept of human identity.

Since identity (personal, cultural, professional) has no essence of its
own, it can only be grasped indirectly, that is, by way of projecting an
other or double of the original self. If it is true, as many postmodern
critics have argued, that the concept of identity and the concept of fic-
tion are closely related in that both rely on the construction of stories

(without the fictional framework of collective or individual storytelling,.

such as myth, history, autobiography, and so on, the concept of identity
would be impossible), then we must acknowledge the symbolic univer-
sality of the cyborg as a continuing dramatization of the modern self
vis-d-vis the technological system. Apart from their historic and cultural
specificity, cyborgs—because of their composite nature—illuminate the
limits and the ideological character of Western notions of identity, and
they bring to the fore the mimetic processes that are at work in the for-
mation of the subject. As projected mirror images of technological man,
cybernetic bodies ideally encapsulate what postmodern critics and psy-
choanalysts have singled out as the notorious “other” of human identity.

Along the same lines, the French sociologist Jean Baudrillard writes
of the difference between machines (as an example of “simulacra” of
the first order) and automata (according to Baudrillard’s taxonomy, sim-
ulacra of the second order):
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The machine overrides all, and with the machine equivalence comes
too. The automaton plays the part of courtier and good company;

it participates in the pre-Revolutionary French theatrical and social
games. The robot, on the other hand, as his name indicates, is a
worker: the theater is over and done with, the reign of the mechanical
man commences. The automaton is the analogy of man and remains

his interlocutor (they play chess together!).”

If we follow Baudrillard’s distinction, the cyborg figure might well be
understood as the modern successor to the automaton’s symbolic func-
tion as analogy and “interlocutor” of biological man. At the core of its
mediating agency in modern and postmodern fiction thus lies the idea
of creating an ontologically hybrid mirror image, an image that reflects
and, at the same time, alleviates the growing tensions between the hu-
man and the technological. Fascination and threat, attraction and de-
nial, difference and sameness: oscillating between these conflicting coor-
dinates the postmodern concepts of “alterity” and “otherness” seem to
capture nicely the symbolic function of the cyborg as mediator between
the human and the technological.

Studying the importance of cultural mimesis and reproduction, the
anthropologist Michael Taussig makes a similar claim as to the paradox-

ical nature of the relationship between self and other. As Taussig ex-

plains in Mimesis and Alterity:

Pulling you this way and that, mimesis plays this trick of dancing be-
tween the very same and the very different. An impossible but neces-
sary, indeed an everyday affair, mimesis registers both sameness and

difference, of being like, and of being Other. Creating stability from

this instability is no small task, yet all identity formation is engaged

in this habitually bracing activity in which the issue is not so much

staying the same, but maintaining sameness through alterity.”

From yet another perspective, Jacques Lacan highlights “the startling
spectacle” of the first encounter of the young child with his or her mirror
image as an essential precondition for the construction of identity. In
the Lacanian psychoanalytic framework, this moment of preconscious
recognition of the I figures as a primordial form of that process of identi-
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fication with an other which eventually leads to the creation of the sub-
ject. Bound up with the formation of the subject in an asymptotic rela-
tionship, this earliest image of the self is located wholly in the realm of
fiction, prefiguring, as it does, not just the mental permanence of the I
but also, through the agency of its asymmetrical representation in the
mirror, its alienation and distortion.”

Lacan’s concept of the formation of the subject hinges on the follow-
ing premises. First, there is the factitiousness of the controversial dis-
course of the self with his or her mirror image—an image that signifies
at once similarity and difference and that is apt to produce an idea of
subjectivity by relating the I to a distorted representation of its own.
And second, the doubling and ambiguous encounter (tuché) of the self
with its own image seems to be connected to what Lacan—following
Freud’s mechanist approach in The Interpretation of Dreams—calls the
“automaton,’ that is, the coming back or return of the repressed (as in
a dream).”™ In both instances, the formation of the self is mutually depen-
dent on the imagery of an other, on a negative double that constantly
informs our search for identity by fixing personal (or cultural, racial,
sexual, etc.) differences in a containable, visible object.

It is quite striking that the similarity between Lacan’s theory of the
formation of identity and the fictional creature of the cyborg should as

of yet have gone unnoticed. Because of their generic hybridity, cybernetic

bodies function precisely along the same lines as the inverted mirror im-
ages by which the self, if we follow Lacan’s analysis, continuously con-
strues and reassures itself of its own subjectivity. As with the androgy-
nous characters in Philip K. Dick’s science fiction novel Do Androids
Dream of Electric Sheep (1968), which was later made into the cult
movie Blade Runner (1982), we can be wholly assured neither of the vi-
sual markers of the human nor of those that define the identity of the cy-
borg. On the contrary, the very essence of the imagery of the man-ma-
chine turns on the fact that it resembles as much as it is estranged from
the organic body. In dealing with the cyborg, we are therefore constantly
engaged in negotiating the antagonist aspects of similarity and differ-
ence, of recognition and denial, just like the Lacanian I as it looks at its
reflection in the mirror. Driven by the narcissistic desire to affirm its
existence, the self sets out to identify what it is not; that is, it sorts out
what it finds to be incongruous with the real of its perception, and then,
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in a second step, discards all of the inverted aspects of its image as for-
eign to its own identity, as something that belongs to a different reality.

While the mimetic process may involve embodiment, that is, the re-
construction or doubling of the body, it also involves a disembodying
moment, and it is this aspect, I believe, that made the cyborg figure so
appealing to writers of the American Renaissance. As Taussig has sug-
gested, the mimetic faculty gives rise to a power relation between object
and double, a symbolic manifestation of power that is often released
through the subsequent destruction of the image (as in ritual burnings of
likenesses, totems, and so on).” The tendency to denigrate the corporeal
grounding of human existence by turning it into a technological double
that can easily be manipulated (or even destroyed) is visible in the sym-
bolic concept of the cyborg in a variety of ways. According to Kathleen
Woodward’s work on the relation between man and machine, the West-
ern approach to technology has always been marked by a paramount
interest in what machines think or feel rather than in the physical like-
ness to their creators. “As the phrase ‘artificial intelligence’ implies,”
Woodward writes in her brilliant essay “Prosthetic Emotions,” “the de-
bate over the increasingly blurred distinctions between humans and ma-
chines has been framed primarily in terms of a complex rationality.” 7
To this she adds the capacity for feeling that she sees at work in many
of the fictional evaluations of the machine and its technological exten-
sions—the android, the robot, and, more recently, the microcomputer.
What seems to be lacking in all of these techno-narratives, however, is
the reality or presence of the body as a major ingredient of the techno-
logical other. If machines are invariably conceived as technological pros-
theses that are designed to amplify the physical faculties of the body,
they are also built, according to this logic, to outdo, to surpass the hu-
man in the sphere of physicality altogether.

The concern, then, whether or not technology would, in the long run,
nefariously dominate human life was therefore always based on the
machine’s “character,” in other words, on its very humaneness. If the
“good” machine, as in Rush’s republicans-as-machines, was used to in-
voke the repressive utopia of disembodied, perfectly controllable men,
the “bad” guy, the machine out of control or run amok, was taken to
affirm, if only through its negation, the autonomy and otherness of the
human self. Cyborgs, real or imagined, thus encapsulate the emergence
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of a basic cultural conflict within modern society, namely, the dichoto-
mous tendencies of accelerated technological progress, on the one hand,
and the establishment of the individual as a self-reliant, autonomous
subject, on the other. Since the imagery of the man-machine seemed to
work both ways, as glaring metaphor for the widespread fear of techno-
logical encroachment and, simultaneously, as epitome and affirmation
of actual sociocultural change, it developed into a powerful collective
mirror image of modern technological man. What is more, it served to
negotiate the increasing number of antimodernist stances that sprang up
during the early stages of industrialization, opening up spaces for the
imaginative assessment of cultural anxieties. With the advance of tech-
nology in full swing, the multifaceted concept of the cyborg, which in
various guises had populated the myths and fictions of Western culture
for centuries, finally became an important tool for facilitating human
accommodation to the rapid progress of technology, a crucial instru-
ment, as Woodward puts it, of “technological socialization.”””

For a critical evaluation of the paradoxes inherent in the Romantic
notion of authorship, the symbolic responses to the initiation of modern
technology in antebellum America appear to be of particular interest.
Since Romanticist representations of technology and authorship were
quite often strikingly reinforcing, the composite imagery of the cyborg

figure—its anachronistic connotations notwithstanding—was used to

reflect on both the general mechanization of society and its more specific
consequences for the vision and work of the modern author. To examine
more closely the development of the modern notion of authorship in
America and the extent to which it was affected by the evolving techno-
logical environment, 1 bring together in the next chapter a series of ex-
amples pertaining to the diverse responses of early American authors to
technology and their attempts at negotiating symbolically the threat of
cultural “discontinuity” associated with the paramount presence of the
machine.
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AUTHéRSHIP AND TECHNOLOGY

The inventions in mechanic arts, the discoveries in natural philosophy,
navigation, and commerce, and the advancement of civilization and
humanity, have occasioned changes in the condition of the world and
the human character which would have astonished the most refined

nations of antiquity.

John Adams to Thomas Jefferson, June 28, 1813 ‘

In American cultural history, the life and works of Benjamin Franklin
stand out as a singular instance in which technological expertise and
literary authorship meet with natural ease." Among historians of tech-
nology, Franklin is not merely acknowledged as the inventor of numer-
ous household contrivances such as an improved wood-burning device,
the so-called Pennsylvania Fireplace or Franklin Stove, and an appara-
tus for taking down objects from high shelves also known as the “long-
arm.” He is equally remembered as the engineering spirit behind a new
clock design (the precursor of the famous “Ferguson clock”), an
umbrella-shaped anchor, bifocal glasses, and, perhaps his most signif-
icant contribution to technological progress, the lightning rod.> As for
his literary achievements, Franklin authored an autobiographical text
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that was soon to become, in the words of Kenneth Dauber, “America’s
Iliad.”* Moreover, in writing and editing an enormously successful al-
manac, he launched the tradition of the how-to book, a genuine Ameri-
can genre that conjoins—in its original Franklinesque form—rationalist
rhetoric, social progressivism, and the Protestant work ethic. Together
with the Autobiography, his Poor Richard’s Almanac (1732~57), which
commonly sold about ten thousand copies per issue and was translated
into more than fifteen languages, had a tremendous (if not always
healthy) impact on generations of Americans to come, writers of litera-
ture included.*

The conflation of life, technology, and authorship is also encapsulated
in an epitaph Franklin wrote for himself almost fifty years before he be-
gan working on the Autobiography, where he took up the idea again in
order to depict the scope and purpose of his autobiographical venture. In
the “Epitaph,” Franklin envisions his life not just as a text to be read but
as a text to be printed, thus willfully turning his body into dead, me-
chanically reproducible matter:

The Body of
B. Franklin,
Printer;
Like the Cover of an old Book,
Its Contents torn out,
And stript of its Lettering and Gilding,
Lies here, Food for Worms.
But the Work shall not be wholly lost:
For it will, as he believ’d, appear once more,
In a new & more perfect Edition,

Corrected and amended

By the Author.
He was born Jan. 6. 1706
Died 17 2

If one considers his professional background and learning—in 1728,
the year the “Epitaph” was composed, Franklin was about to set up his
own printing house—it is hardly surprising that he should conceive of
his life as an outdated “edition,” a worn-out book eagerly awaiting its
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second printing. What is more striking, however, is the post-factum
mode of the epitaph, that is, the underlying notion of the self transcend-
ing its biological confines by way of a mock death: even though the body
deteriorates (“Its Contents torn out, And stript of its Lettering and Gild-
ing”), the epic unity of life and work—as it is inscribed on paper—will
provide the possibility of survival by way of another, a more perfect
printing.

It is worth noting that the blurring of life, technology, and author-
ship in Franklins “Epitaph” capitalizes on two important aspects of the
eighteenth-century debate about writing and printing which I have tried
to outline in my introduction: the effects and consequences of the tech-
nology of print and the development of the author as creator and pro-
prietor of an original work of art. Franklin’s metaphor of himself as a
fading edition, a dated printing “resurrected” by the Author’s correc-
tions and amendments, distinctly reverberates with the myths and para-
doxes of the modern concept of authorship. Casting himself as a godlike
figure, the author in, as well as of, the “Epitaph” symbolically stands
for the power of redemption. In an era of steadily improving means of
mechanical reproduction—just note Franklin’s own contribution to the
improvement of the printing process—the profession of the author was
thus taken, if not as a path to wealth (given the lack of genuine copyright
laws, a rather unlikely prospect), then at least as a source of empow-

erment and authority.® By creating a textual framework for himself, the

writer, if we follow Franklin’s logic, becomes the author of at once an
original work of art and the evolving identity that is embedded in the
process of writing and editing.

Bios, Technology, and the Life of Writing

The autarkical, self-defining stance of the author also informs Franklin’s
famous autobiography. From the very beginning this astoundingly mod-
ern text highlights the opportunity, opened up by the mode of self-
writing that Franklin engages in, to manipulate, rewrite, and thereby
correct the course of one’s life. “I should have no Objection to a Repeti-
tion of the same Life from its Beginning,” he cunningly tells his readers,
“only asking the Advantage Authors have in a second Edition to correct
some Faults of the first.”” As a closer look reveals, Franklin indeed deals
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with the occurrences and events of his life as if they were bits and pieces
of a dated manuscript from which errata are expunged in order to make
it fit for another, more nearly perfect edition. Since his vita is designed
to represent a cumulative educational project, the imagery of “editorial”
work serves well to convey the idea of constant revision and ongoing
improvement. Analogous to the editor, whose task is to correct errors
and fill in omissions, the author of the autobiography continuously re-
works his past experience into strategies for future economic and so-
cial success.®

It seems important to me, however, that neither the Autobiography
nor the “Epitaph” draws our attention to the act of writing as such. Far
away yet from Romantic idealizations of authorship, which stress rather
the organic, corporeal aspects of writing, Franklin’s metonymic confla-
tion of life and text hinges completely on mechanical means, or, to be
more precise, on the technology of print. As Marlon Ross and other
critics have shown, printing confers authority, and it is that authority—
in the double sense of being authorized to manipulate the printed text
and, thereby, public opinion—which is at stake equally in Franklin’s
“Epitaph” and his exemplary eighteenth-century autobiography.

In both cases, Franklin seems to be fully aware of the impact of print-
ing technology and its capacity to distribute and make public the written

text on a very large scale. In the Autobiography we are repeatedly con-

fronted with the paradoxical raison d’étre of self-writing in the age of
print, of making accessible to a large audience the private details of an
individual life. Although Franklin formally addresses his forty-year-old
son as the principal reader of his text, he is equally conscious of the
numbers of potential readers who, perusing his narrative, might find
fault with his vanity and his self-indulgent style.” Time and again he
refers us to the act of reviewing, editing, and correcting manuscripts, a
task that has gained enormous significance through the prospect of “go-
ing into print.” What is really important about his text, then, as Franklin
openly avers, is not that it is written but rather that, by dint of the exem-
plary life of its author, it has been turned into printed matter. Franklin’s
preoccupation with metaphors of printing and revision is even more ap-
parent in the “Epitaph.” At a cursory glance, the conflation of life, tech-
nology, and authorship manifested in the poem could well be taken as
a reflection solely of the wide-ranging talents and learning of this Ameri-
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can representative of the Enlightenment. In view of the cultural author-
ity that the eighteenth century vested in the products of the printing
press, however, it might also be read as a paean to the technology of
print and its capacity to solidify the written word into an endless succes-
sion of revised editions and printings.

Prior to the Romantic period in America, as we can see in the case
of Franklin, technology and authorship more often than not coexisted
peacefully. The “fine” and the “useful” arts (a tellingly ideological term
for the gamut of manufacturing and mechanical trades) were both in-
formed by the same kind of creativity and inventiveness, concepts that
were then mainly taken to signify the congenial imitation of nature."
For Franklin, it was still a matter of course that scholars should be as
proficient in composing a poem or a speech as in constructing a piece
of machinery. Let them be instructed in mechanics, he writes in his “Pro-
posals Relating to the Education of Youth in Pennsylvania,” and thereby
be “informed of the principles of that art by which weak men perform
such wonders, labor is saved, manufactures expedited, etc. etc.”!! And
in 1751, the influential author-inventor-scientist advised the students
and faculty of the Philadelphia Academy that “the hours of each day are
to be divided and disposed in such a manner as that some classes may
be with the writing master, improving their hands; others with the math-
ematical master, learning arithmetic, accounts, geography, use of the
globes, drawing, mechanics etc.” '*

With mechanization increasingly leaving its imprint on everyday life,
however, this mingling of the artist of the real and the artist of the ideal
became a topic of heated controversy. As critics have repeatedly noted,
Romantic writers were deeply irritated by the looming presence of the
machine. As early as 1829, Thomas Carlyle, whose influence on Ameri-
can Romanticism is well documented, complained that his was no
longer a religious or philosophic age but the age of outward forces, of
automatic production and machinery. “Were we required to characterize
this age of ours by any single epithet,” he writes in his famous essay
“Signs of the Times,” “we should be tempted to call it, not an Heroical,
Devotional, Philosophical, or Moral Age, but above all others, the Me-
chanical Age. It is the Age of Machinery, in every outward and inward
sense of that word.”'* Although Carlyle’s aim is not to deny the compel-
ling forces of technological progress, his criticism is centered on the refu-
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tation of technology as the major paradigm of contemporary society.
Unlike Benjamin Franklin, who saw the benefit of integrating the fine
and the useful arts so that they might fertilize each other, the Romantic
scholar bewails the abandonment of the “inward department of knowl-
edge,” the demise of intellectual and philosophic inquiry. He is afraid
that from now on “what cannot be investigated and understood me-
chanically, cannot be investigated and understood at all.”'

For Carlyle, the composite image of the machine comprises a variety
of different negative referents, ranging from actual machines and the
distasteful social aspects of early industrial production to the “harden-
ing” of man’s sensibilities and the excessive emphasis on outward forces

as determinators of the human condition. Having thus articulated the-

conservative cultural biases of his times, Carlyle—in an interesting twist
of argumentation—goes on to demote the modern “Deity of Mecha-
nism.” “Man is not,” he declares emphatically, “the creature and prod-
uct of Mechanism; but in a far truer sense, its creator and producer.” '
By negating the myth of the machine as the new creator and its corollary,
the preponderance of technological paradigms in regard to the interpre-
tation of culture and the definition of human beings at large, Carlyle
addresses not just the practical negative consequences of technology but
the establishment of mechanical philosophy as the dominant worldview
of his era.

What might be gleaned from Carlyle’s critique of the mechanization
of contemporary culture, then, is the fact that even at this early stage,
technology has no clear designation; it is not a discrete entity, referring
to distinct and therefore clearly distinguishable sociocultural phenom-
ena; rather it is a site of converging discourses, a semantic construct that
seems to be at once inside and outside human culture (as representation
of its non-biological other). Its utilitarian etymology notwithstanding,
the concept of technology, from the very moment of its initiation into
modern society, signified not so much a method or a tool or a new man-
ner of doing things as a certain mindset, a symbolic way by which men
approach the complexity of nature and by which they believe they are
able to master the vagaries of human existence. It is true that in the
conception of Harvard professor Jacob Bigelow, whose influential Ele-
ments of Technology (1829) seems to have introduced the term to the
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American public, “technology” means just the former: the practical ap-
plication of science. Yet, if Bigelow’s approach was primarily utilitarian,
his encyclopedic text also communicates a sense of urgency and techno-
logical encroachment, a feeling that technology, apart from being simply
the application of science to the useful arts, is something that can no
longer be avoided, a new force that has already administered its own
laws and is following its own logic. “The augmented means of public
comfort and of individual luxury, the expense abridged and the labor
superseded, have been such,” Bigelow writes with an eye to the growing
social pessimism about the advancement of science and technology,
“that we could not return to the state of knowledge which existed even
fifty or sixty years ago, without suffering both intellectual and physical
degradation.”

Even Carlyle, whose now classic essay was published in the same year
as Bigelow’s Elements, ultimately joins in with the progressivist belief in
the unfaltering advance of science. Having brandished the age’s “me-
chanical” orientation for the greater part of his influential text, Carlyle
concludes by outlining his hopes for the future and by explicitly approv-
ing of the current state of learning and the arts:

Doubtless this age also is advancing. . . . Knowledge, education are
opening the eyes of the humblest; are increasing the number of think-
ing minds without limit. This is as it should be; for not in turning
back, not in resisting, but only in resolutely struggling forward, does
our life consist. . . . Indications we do see in other countries and in
our own, signs infinitely cheering to us, that Mechanism is not
always to be our hard taskmaster, but one day to be our pliant, all-

ministering servant.'”

What Carlyle, Bigelow, and many other early nineteenth-century com-
mentators on the fast-changing scene of modern life thus have in com-
mon is the feeling that, with the rapid advancement of the sciences and
the increasing output of mechanical inventions, an irrevocable shift, a
transition from an “organic,” pretechnological state to a culture contin-
uously producing and being shaped by technology has occurred.
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Early Cyborgs and the Rhetoric of American Romanticism

It has long been argued that the concept of technology should be based
on a complex system of interacting social and cultural factors.'® Rather
than merely being seen as marking a set of different techniques, technol-
ogy ought be examined instead as a powerful way of world-making, a
means of symbolically coming to terms with the modern environment."
This idea of technology as symbolic appropriation of the real is taken
up again by David Channell in The Vital Machine: A Study of Technol-
ogy and Organic Life (1991). Its broad, multifaceted theoretical assump-
tions notwithstanding, Channell sees the contemporary debate over
the breakdown of the boundaries between the technical or artificial and
what is still misleadingly called the natural as directly related to the much
older dichotomy of mechanical versus organic worldviews. Taking the
philosophy of symbolism developed by Ernst Cassirer and his disciple
Susanne Langer as a point of theoretical departure, Channell focuses
on how the mechanical worldview, promoted by such proto-modernist
figures as Descartes, Hobbes, Boyle, and Newton, came to provide “a
model for understanding organic life that differed from the model pro-
vided by the [older| organic world view.” By turning a specific technol-
ogy, the clockwork, into a symbol for all sorts of “natural” phenomena,
mechanical philosophy, according to Channell, laid the groundwork for
the ongoing technologizing of the modern world.?

As with many shifts of paradigms involving forms of sociocultural
behavior, however, one must be aware that there is often no clear-cut
distinction between the two worldviews, and that the established “or-
ganic” model was never replaced completely by what might be termed
the symbolism of the machine. This can be seen, [ would argue, not only
in the continuing presence of organicist tenets in modern philosophical
and literary discourses, of which Romanticism makes just one case in
point, but also in the emergence of hybrid symbolic figures such as the
man-machine or, in its more recent variant, the cybernetic organism.

As Channell rightly states, mechanical worldviews do not propagate
a “conflict between actual machines and organic processes.”*' On the
contrary, mechanical philosophers tend to project their understanding
of machinery onto the organic world, thus creating “mechanical organ-
isms.” By making universal the laws of mechanics, the Cartesian-
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Newtonian philosophical legacy led to an onslaught of mechanical para-
digms which can best be described as probing the vague and shifting
line between the living and the non-living, between the body and the
machine. By the mid-eighteenth century, it had become a popular and
widespread practice of anthropological discourse to interpret the human
body in machinist terms. As epitomized in Julien Offray de La Mettrie’s
influential treatise I’homme machine (1747), man was considered a me-
chanical entity that should be examined only in regard to its measurable
quantities and motions. With his method of investigating the human
body firmly grounded in the natural sciences, the notorious French phy-
sician and philosopher came to conclude that, like the cosmos at large,
“’homme est une machine.”?* La Mettrie’s conception of man as a bio-
logical machine was basically nothing but an elaboration of Descartes’s
by then well-established animal-automaton theory. Because of its claim
that the Cartesian model must be extended to humans as well—a daring
move that not only did away with the separation of body and soul but
also necessitated abolishing God as the organizing principle of bodily
functions altogether—it met with angry protests from Lutherans and
Catholics alike and finally forced its author to seek refuge at the court
of Frederick the Great of Prussia.

There is little doubt that the eighteenth century’s restructuring of the
“natural” body, which culminated in La Mettrie’s concept of the man-
machine, ultimately issued in the rising cultural importance and discur-
sive ubiquity of mechanical creatures or cyborgs. Yet in addition to its
function as a marker of the ongoing encroachment on the organic by
the technological, cybernetic imagery provided spaces for the staging
of both the pervasiveness of modern technological paradigms and the
nudging anxieties concurrent with the increasing dominance of the ma-
chine. Ready to represent such complexity, the cybernetic body finally
developed into a powerful metaphor of technological culture—a meta-
phor, one should add, that literary writers must have found especially
appealing when it came to defining the paradoxical status of authorship
within the ideological framework of modern society.

Among the first American writers to use the cyborg as a symbol of
various cultural and social deficiencies was the prominent critic and pol-
itician James Kirke Paulding. His collections of short fiction, sketches,
and sardonic, Swiftean criticism of contemporary life readily attest to
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the preoccupation of early nineteenth-century discourse with mechani-
zation and its dehumanizing, emasculating effects on society. While at-
tacking all sorts of modern phenomena (from Pestalozzi’s “new school”
of learning to urbanization and the mechanics of socially encoded be-
havior), Paulding repeatedly deploys machinist imagery to ridicule the
human race’s “gradual advance to a state of comparative perfectibility”
through “the daily discoveries in science [and] the vast improvement in
the mechanical arts.”2* Accordingly, modern man—especially when clad
in the latest fashion—is described as being nothing but a walking “ro-
bot,” and he appears to represent more an “improvement in the race of
automatons” than a human being.?*

As with many of his literary colleagues, for Paulding, automata en-
capsulated the machinery of industrialized, capitalist society at large.
Put in such perspective, the (technical) limitations imposed on the an-
droid’s body all but equaled the psychophysical restrictions called for by
the brutal regime of industrial production and, of no lesser importance,
the repressive demands of bourgeois etiquette.?* To this early American
writer, the staccato motions of the robot and the meticulously choreo-
graphed interplay of its body parts appeared at once as the model and
mirror image of modern man. What is more, the android’s staggering
gait glaringly signified the threatening liminality of the human who has

become a machine, a lifeless monster determined not so much by his or

her free will as by the demands of its artificial organism.

That the cybernetic image was put to widespread use in American
sociocultural criticism during the first half of the nineteenth century can
also be seen in Melville’s Typee (1844). Echoing equally Rousseau’s nat-
ural philosophy and Paulding’s sardonic writings in Salmagundi, Mel-
ville, in one of the key passages of the novel, favorably compares the gay
and innocent lives of the Marquesan cannibals who had rescued him to
the stiffness and artificiality of American culture. Their women in par-
ticular, he quips with an eye on his primarily female, middle-class reader-
ship, are “not filled with envyings of each other’s charms, nor displaying
the ridiculous affectations of gentility, nor yet moving in whalebone cor-
sets, like so many automatons, but free, inartificially happy, and uncon-
strained.”?¢

The rhetoric of mechanical metamorphosis, of humans being turned
into machines, which is prevalent in many of Paulding’s works, finally
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culminated in an extended short story significantly titled “The Man Ma-
chine.” Although Paulding was generally known to empathize with the
working class, this highly allegorical text took aim at utopian reformers
of the workman’s plight. Designed as a commentary on Robert Owen’s
New View of Society (1813), and a critique especially of Owen’s own
utopian experiment at New Harmony, “The Man Machine” satirizes
with sardonic bile the totalitarian aspects of a closed, overregulated uto-
pia, an alternative society, according to Paulding’s argument, patterned
after the factory system and its technological foundation: the machine.
Before he addresses the reformer’s community directly, the narrator gives
us an account of his experiences as a child laborer in a cotton factory, a
veritable limbo to Owen’s utopian New Harmony. This was the realm of
“Productive Labour,” the new goddess of the machine age, a voracious,
stupefying power that slowly turned its victims into machinelike autom-
ata: “We became stupified in mind, and the functions of our bodies
gradually obeyed the impulses of the engine, which gave life and motion
to the machinery. By the time I had been there three years, I became
sensible that my soul had transmigrated into a spinning jenney, and that
I had actually become a piece of machinery.”?’

Paulding’s anxiety over a world dominated by machinery and its in-
flexible, rigorous regime is distinctly informed by the increasing mecha-

nization of everyday life and its impact on the values and morals of the

early republic. Since he singled out the machine as the motor behind
different forms of social and cultural change—including paper money,
banks, foreign fashions, and even utopian communities—Paulding
comes close, as Gerald Gerber has noted, to prefiguring Carlyle’s classic
critique of technology as the dominant “sign” of the new century.?®
What is more, by capitalizing on the well-established imagery of La Met-
trie’s mechanical man, an imagery that by then had been rid of its icono-
clastic religious implications and was now taken to signify the grim and
sterilizing consequences of modern industrial production, the author
of “The Man Machine” paved the way for the rhetorical strategies of
American Romanticism and its obsessive blurring of the organic with
the mechanical.

If we follow the numerous critics of nineteenth-century cultural dis-
course, the impact of modern technology on the consciousness and
imagination of antebellum Americans must have been tremendous. “As
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the machine turned country into city, serf-like peasants into slave-like
workers, distance into time, hours into minutes, land into capital, and
the ideal of a primitive Arcadia into the idea of a highly industrialized
utopia,” writes H. Bruce Franklin, “it loomed huge in the everyday con-
sciousness of almost everybody.”?? In order to grasp the enormous cul-
tural change that Americans experienced during the nineteenth century,
one has to recall that the population of the United States had exploded
from roughly 5 million in 1800 to more than 77 million in 1900. At the
turn of the nineteenth century only 322,000 or a mere 6 percent of all
Americans lived in cities. A hundred years later the ratio had changed
to 40 percent, or a total of over 30 million people.?® Simultaneously, the
rapid invention of new technological devices dramatically altered the
lifestyle of almost every American. Among the many that influenced the
attitudes and perceptions of mid-nineteenth-century Americans were,
just to name the most consequential ones, the power loom, the sewing
machine, the steam-driven flatbed press, the locomotive, the steamboat,
and the development of anesthesia. Moreover, the era was marked by
new technologies of communication (telegraphy and the telephone) and,
equally important, representation (photography, the spectroscope, and
the phonograph).

The extent to which technological ingenuity must have been inscribed

on American minds of that period can be gleaned from a late entry in

Emerson’s journal. “The splendors of this age outshine all other re-
corded ages,” Emerson wrote in 1871, adding a list of recent innovations
that he believed to be important driving forces of modern history: “In
my lifetime, have been wrought five miracles, namely, 1. the Steamboat;
2. the railroad; 3. the Electric telegraph; 4. the application of the Spec-
troscope to astronomy; 5. the photograph; five miracles which have al-
tered the relations of nations to each other.” ! Even if one is not prepared
to conceive of these inventions as the primary agents changing the con-
ditions of modern life, a view increasingly questioned by historians of
technology, it is quite clear that for most contemporary observers, tech-
nological progress signified not just a revolution in the improvement of
tools, as Thoreau sarcastically put it, but the ambivalent prospects of
modernity itself.*?

In his pioneering study The Machine in the Garden, Leo Marx has
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perceptively revealed the ambiguous stances on technology advanced by
American Romanticism. Of the various examples that Marx analyzes in
detail, Thoreau’s autobiographical account of his philosophic experi-
ment at Walden Pond stands out as the most striking proof of the idio-
syncratic way in which Americans negotiated the divergent forces of cul-
ture and nature, of modernization and the allegedly pristine landscapes
of the New World. Having denounced the increasing intrusion of wild
nature by the rapidly growing railroad system for much of his remark-
able autobiography, Thoreau suddenly switches from the harsh denial of
technological progress to a softer, more placating register. Seen from
the undistorted perspective of the pastoral setting at Walden Pond, the
railroad appears to take on a different and more complex meaning. As if
he had never singled out the “fiery dragon,” this “devilish iron horse . . .
with a thousand men in his belly”** as arch-signifier and representative
of mechanization gone awry, Thoreau now rereads the same smoke-
spurting monster as a token of hope and, if only by indirection, an af-
firmation of America’s technological future. “The cars never pause to
look at it,” he writes, meaning the beautiful landscape of Walden Pond;

yet I fancy that the engineers, and firemen and brakemen, and those
passengers who have a season ticket and see it often, are better men
for the sight. The engineer does not forget at night, or his nature does
not, that he has beheld this vision of serenity and purity once at least
during the day. Though seen but once, it helps to wash out State
Street and the engine’s soot. One proposes that it be called “God’s
DropZad

Although Leo Marx strangely neglected this passage, it forcefully cor-
roborates his interpretation of Thoreau’s text as well as his main the-
sis with regard to American Romanticism in general. When confronted
with the emerging cultural authority of science and technology, Roman-
tic writers, according to Marx, took refuge in the long-standing belief
in the redeeming abundance of nature as perhaps “the most important
single distinguishing characteristic of American life.”?5 Certainly, Tho-
reau draws our attention to the fact that there is no world beyond the
machine: even over the bucolic idyll of Walden Pond the railroad literally
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casts its soot-laden shadow (which Marx takes also as a shadow upon
the Emersonian reliance on nature as a sign of truth). Yet by attributing
to the sublime landscape the power to redeem, to “wash out” the nega-
tive consequences associated with the onslaught of technology, Thoreau
also fashions a glimmer of hope from the rather bleak spectacle, and he
foresees a future in which the technological and the natural and organic
would no longer be at odds.

That the ongoing mechanization of American life, as the now classic
studies of Leo Marx and, more recently, Cecelia Tichi have shown, could
have been fitted so well into its leading ideologies, Puritanism and the
pastoral, is indeed striking.** Yet Americans not only managed to har-
ness their utopian conception of America to that of the “middle land-
scape” (Marx’s term for the absorption of the machine into the pastoral
idea of the garden) or to an “engineered New Earth” (Tichi), but also
increasingly came to view technology as the only creative force there is.
Convinced of the aesthetic and moral superiority of the machine and
its inventor, parochial advocates of technology professed, according to
historian John Kasson, “that the distinction between technological pur-
suits and supposedly more lofty and refined artistic enterprises was at
heart artificial, [and] that mechanical achievements evinced creative in-
telligence as great in its way as did poetry or painting.”?” Moreover, by
directly affecting the conditions of the social body in toto, the artist of
the real, that is, the mechanic and engineer, was called upon to replace
the artist of the ideal. “A steamer,” declared Thomas Ewbank, from
1849 to 1852 United States commissioner of patents, “is a mightier epic
than the Iliad, and Whitney, Jacquard, and Blanchard, might laugh even
Virgil, and Milton, and Tasso, to scorn.”3*

To this challenge antebellum writers responded by questioning the
invasion of the machine and its presumed creative power. Even Emerson,
who had originally embraced the technical achievements of science and
the useful arts as a means to “a farther good,” eventually adopted a
more ambivalent tone when it came to modern technology. In his essay
“Nature,” Emerson observes how all parts of nature (including man-
made machinery) “incessantly work into each other’s hands for the
profit of man.”* By taking care of the drudgery of quotidian life, science
and technology, as Emerson points out, will ultimately allow modern
man to set himself to a more spiritual task, to follow his true calling:
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The private poor man has cities, ships, canals, bridges, built for him.
He goes to the post-office, and the human race run on his errands; to
the book-shop, and the human race read and write of all that hap-
pens for him; to the court-house, and nations repair his wrongs. He
sets his house upon the road, and the human race go forth every
morning, and shovel out the snow and cut a path for him. . . . The
catalogue is endless, and the examples so obvious, that I shall leave
them to the reader’s reflection, with the general remark, that this mer-
cenary benefit is one which has respect to a farther good. A man is
fed, not that he may be fed, but that he may work.*

Had Emerson thus believed, as he confided to his journal in 1843,
that “Machinery & Transcendentalism agree well,”#! after his second
visit to England he cautioned his fellow citizens that exaggerated enthu-
siasm for the machine and its presumed powers might ultimately turn
against its human creators: “A man must keep an eye on his servants, if
he would not have them rule him. Man is a shrewd inventor, and is ever
taking the hint of a new machine from his own structure, adapting some
secret of his own anatomy in iron, wood, and leather to some required
function in the work of the world. But it is found that the machine un-
mans the user. What he gains in making cloth, he loses in general
power,”#?

At first glance, Emerson’s critique seems to reiterate what Carlyle had
already attacked some thirty years earlier as the age’s naive and therefore
fatal confidence in technology. If we inspect Emerson’s comments more
thoroughly, however, we find that he actually addresses the question of
the modern dependence on machinery from a very different angle.
Whereas Carlyle stops short of giving his readers any clue to why mecha-
nization has taken command of the cultural and intellectual life of his
times, Emerson goes further into some of the basic premises of tech-
nological man. By projecting the pattern of human anatomy onto the
world of steel and steam, the modern inventor, according to Emerson’s
analysis, forsakes not only control over his own body but also control
over the machine that he created.

To the same degree that technology usurps the principles and func-
tions of the living body, man himself will turn into a mechanical entity,
will become un-man, or rather unmanned, by the machine. Significantly
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and somewhat paradoxically, it is thus by envisioning the engineer as
emulating nature (and thereby becoming himself estranged from the nat-
ural) that Emerson articulates his critique of the contemporary obses-
sion with the material world. His argument becomes even more puzzling
if we take into account that in his essay “The Poet,” Emerson explicitly
designates the natural as the very force that triggers and informs all true
artistic endeavors. The poet, says Emerson, “stands one step nearer to
things, and sees the flowing or metamorphosis . . . and following with
his eyes the life, uses the forms which express that life, and so his speech
flows with the flowing of nature.”** What, then, one has to ask, is wrong
with the engineer, who, having taken his hints from nature, does not
stop at these natural facts but strives to transcend them into a higher
form made of lasting and more powerful materials? It seems to me that
in order to answer this question we should not need recourse to the
often cited antagonism between the Romantic writer and the increas-
ingly dominating scientist and technician, but should investigate instead
their essential proximity, especially when it comes to their common at-
tempt to express, control, and expand the realm of the natural.

For all their alleged disparities, there is indeed a striking similarity
between the way in which the modern view of the author as at once the
inventor and proprietor of his text(s) and that of the engineer as the

godlike creator of useful things has been constructed. Both groups—the _

masters of the word and the masters of machines and scientific tech-
niques—were not only partaking in the increasing differentiation and
specialization of their respective trades (a process that finally culminated
in two distinct cultures of “experts”),* but also struggling to have the
political powers establish copyright and patent laws that would procure
a dependable economic basis for both professions. In each case, the
foundation for the institution of protective laws and regulations was
basically the same: the belief that writers and inventors alike who pro-
duce an original idea should be considered the sole proprietors and thus
be guaranteed the right to market and exploit the application of that
idea.*

Given the considerable overlap in regard to their professional identity,
it is no wonder that, in order to determine the methods of scientific
discovery, nineteenth-century scientists and inventors openly referred to
the faculty of imagination, a faculty traditionally associated more with
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the act of composing a poem than with the work of scientists and techni-
cians. In his widely read challenge to the Baconian method of induction
(which emphasized the mechanical operations of experimentation and
observation as the basic means of scientific research), the German chem-
ist Justus von Liebig captured poignantly the mood among many of his
scientific colleagues. Echoing the growing dissatisfaction with positivist
materialism, Liebig came to conclude that “the mental Faculty which
constitutes the poet and the artist is the same as that whence discoveries
and progress in science spring.”*

On the other side of the Atlantic, the effort to span the gap between
the fine and the useful arts equally dominated public discourse for much
of the latter half of the nineteenth century. The fact that American artists
such as the painter Charles Willson Peale and the sculptor Hiram Pow-
ers held a strong interest in machinery (and, vice versa, engineers such
as Robert Fulton and Samuel F. B. Morse began their careers as paint-
ers) helped to substantiate, as John Kasson notes, “the comparisons that
observers of technology frequently drew between machines and the fine
arts and their contention that the two sprang from related imagina-
tions.”

Emerson also appears to acknowledge the idea of the inherent same-
ness of the technological and artistic imagination when he writes that
“we love the poet, the inventor, who in any form, whether in an ode or
in an action or in looks and behavior, has yielded us a new thought. He
unlocks our chains and admits us to a new scene.”*® Whenever the artist
of the Real, the inventor and mechanician, is capable of mustering the
strength and ingenuity that yield an original creation, he may well be
counted among the Romantic geniuses of the word. As Emerson makes
clear, however, it is precisely the lack of inventiveness, the waning of
originality, that has become the primary marker of modernity. It then
follows for this New England philosopher that “the fountains of inven-
tion and beauty in modern society are all but dried up.”*’ By the same
token, he expatiates at length on the uninspired, because entirely eco-
nomic, nature of modern life. “Is not the selfish and even cruel aspect,”
Emerson asks toward the end of his essay “Art,” “which belongs to our
great mechanical works, to mills, railways, and machinery, the effect of
the mercenary impulses which these works obey?”* It is therefore not
the mechanical artifacts themselves that ought to be shunned but rather
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the economic premises out of which these advancements of modern
technology evolved, or, in other words, the commercialization of cul-
ture. Only when we proceed from the belief in the holy unity of nature
(which transcendentalists believed to comprise the material world as
well) will we “raise to a divine use the railroad, the insurance office, the
joint-stock company; our law, our primary assemblies, our commerce,
the galvanic battery, the electric jar, the prism, and the chemist’s retort;
in which we seek now only an economical use.”*!

This passage makes apparent that Emerson’s view of technology ex-
ceeds its restrictive definition as pertaining only to machinery, applied
science, or a mere system of tools. Anticipating a more encompassing ap-
proach toward technical improvements, he perceives technology as par-
taking in a larger process of social and cultural change. Emerson defies
the wide-ranging reification that has come to characterize modern soci-
ety, and he emphasizes over and over the loss of vitality and genius that
accompanies it. In so doing, he conjures up highly gendered images of
the ongoing mechanization of modern life, and he pictures the tangled
web of technology, culture, and society in terms of a transgression be-
tween man and machine—a transgression, [ argue, that also epitomizes
the liminality and cultural anxieties of modern authorship and, at the
same time, functions as a mirror image for its growing entanglement
with technology and the commercialization of American society.

As I pointed out earlier, Emerson calls attention to the fact that mod-
ern man, by copying the laws of nature and transferring them to the
material world of steel and stone, turns himself into a machine, into a
man castrated (unmanned) and thereby cut loose from his procreative
energies. The priapic wording of Emerson’s discourse is equally strong
when he addresses the kind of beauty for which so many of his contem-
poraries indulged a superficial admiration as “an effeminate, prudent,
sickly beauty, which is not beauty.”** Emerson uses metaphors of sex
and gender to distinguish the true from the false poet, to separate the
authentic from the inauthentic, the inspired from the uninspired artist.*
If he disparages the productive powers associated with modern machin-
ery as stale, castrating, and essentially feminine, the reasons are readily
evident: Emerson, like many other nineteenth-century American au-
thors, wanted to boost his own sense of professional identity.

Within the framework of what he identifies in English Traits as the
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machinery of laissez-faire capitalism, a machinery based on deception,
dissimulation, and sham,** the poet represents the forces of divine, origi-
nal creation: “The poet is the sayer, the namer, and represents beauty. He
isa sovereign and stands on the centre. . . . Beauty is the creator of the uni-
verse.” S5 By yoking together the work of the poet and the work of na-
ture, Emerson dissociates his profession from the fraudulent aspects of
modern technological society. Unlike the products of the mechanic and
engineer, whose professional values are based on the idea of imitating
and thereby seeking mastery over nature, the work of art epitomizes the
natural world.*® It is, in fact, an expression of nature “in miniature.”
And, like all natural things, it eternally reproduces itself. “The beauty
of nature,” says Emerson, “reforms itself in the mind, and not for barren
contemplation, but for new creation.”*” What is more, since in art na-
ture works through the will and imagination of the poet to herald and
fulfill her works, the artist acts as mediator between the diverging forces
of modernity. For it is the task of the poet to reunite “things to nature
and the Whole—re-attaching even artificial things and violation of na-
ture [such as the factory village and the railway], to nature, by a deeper
insight.” 5 It is therefore not the view of the grandiose landscape as such
that alleviates the negative consequences of modern technology (as
Marx—following Thoreau—suggests in his idea of the “middle land-
scape”), but the touch of the poet, the unifying powers of true art. Only
in the form of artistic representation—a representation that at the same
time encapsulates and transcends its material referent—does nature ne-
gotiate the processes of modernization in a conciliatory manner.

“What, in its very essence, is so short-lived as a modern book?”

This shift from the site of the natural to the person, from the landscape
to the writer who captures its essence and thereby suspends the dwin-
dling authority conferred on his work by the evolving technological so-
ciety, possesses seminal significance for the development of the modern
concept of authorship. Though mostly neglected by critics of Romanti-
cism and nineteenth-century cultural history alike, the urgent need to
establish the profession of the writer within the growing differentiation
of American society had a tremendous impact on the way authors ad-
dressed the topic of technology. When analyzed with an eye to the sim-
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ilarities rather than the oft-cited disparities between these forms of
professional specialization, the many representations of science and
technology in early nineteenth-century American literature reveal to an
astonishing degree the influence that technological paradigms and scien-
tific methods wielded over the composition of literary texts. Although
the vast majority of texts dealing with technology cannot be viewed as
blunt refutations of the forces of modernity, neither were they simply
naive adoptions of the utilitarian, mechanist worldview rampant in early
capitalist America. Instead, writers chose to communicate their ambiva-
lence toward the dominant culture of technology, as well as their profes-
sional dependence on that culture, by constantly imagining sites of
transgression between the realm of the ideal and the realm of the real,
between the writer and the technician.

Over the span of nearly a century, the images themselves were, of
course, widely varied, as were the associations attached to them by con-
temporary readers. More often than not, however, literary interroga-
tions of the divergent professional spheres of technology and authorship
follow a similar symbolic pattern: in order to visualize the precarious
status of the modern author, they reenact symbolic encounters between
the organic and the inorganic, between the body and the machine. In
so doing, nineteenth-century representations of technology continue the

thetorical tradition of mechanical philosophy and its concomitant anal-

ogy of man and machine while, at the same time, repudiating its basic
ideological premises. Against the backdrop of rising capitalism, these
writers were projecting their professional and cultural anxieties onto the
imaginary screen of a hybrid body, a fictional construct that cuts across
the realms of the human and the technological, thus representing the
author’s difficult struggle for identity within a highly effective culture of
technical invention and production.

As the nineteenth century progressed, American writers were more
constrained than ever to negotiate their growing entanglement and dis-
content with the new forces of technology. Within the period from the
1830s to the 1860s, a time span that marked the publication of practi-
cally all major works of the so-called American Renaissance, the reading
public in the United States had grown significantly. Owing to technolog-
ical innovations in both the profession of printing and American society
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at large, the production and dissemination of books had virtually ex-
ploded. The introduction of the steam-driven flatbed press by Isaac Ad-
ams (1836) and the new techniques of stereotyping and, somewhat later,
electrotyping (1841) almost instantly transformed the process of print-
ing into a fully industrialized operation. The railroad also contributed
to boosting the American book trade. First, it speeded up considerably
the marketing and distribution of the finished product, the printed
book, and second, it opened new spaces for the consumption of reading
matter, a fact that prompted the publisher George Putnam to introduce
in the 1850s his best-selling series of “Railroad Classics,” which were
advertised as being “small enough to be put into a pocket” but with
“print . .. large enough to be read without damaging the eyes.”** To-
gether with a variety of innovations in other areas—of obvious impor-
tance, for example, was the large-scale manufacture of cheap steel spec-
tacles which improved the eyesight of those who couldn’t afford the
more costly eyeglasses made of precious metals—the technological in-
novations of printing, as Ronald Zboray claims, provided access to the
book market for many in the lower middle class—people who, until
then, had been shut out of the world of print.

Despite its alluring financial prospects, however, many antebellum
writers were anything but satisfied with the expansion and commodifi-
cation of American reading culture. As can be gleaned from Melville’s
correspondence with his publishers, and especially with his friend and
fellow writer Nathaniel Hawthorne, the increasing economic value of
the book added considerably to the pressures on ambitious authors
who—Ilike Melville himself—struggled to make a living by the pen
while adhering to the lofty ideals of originality and creative authorship.
As he famously put it in a letter to Hawthorne:

In a week or so, I go to New York, to bury myself in a third-story
room, and work and slave on my “Whale” while it is driving through
the press. That is the only way I can finish it now,—I am so pulled
hither and thither by circumstances. The calm, the coolness, the silent
grass-growing mood in which a man ought always to compose,—
that, I fear, can seldom be mine. Dollars damn me; and the malicious

Devil is forever grinning in upon me, holding the door ajar. . .. What
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I feel most moved to write, that is banned,—it will not pay. Yet, alto-
gether, write the other way I cannot. So the product is a final hash,
and all my books are botches.®

These lines, as critics have repeatedly pointed out, clearly articulate
the bleakness of Melville’s own financial straits, or, in the words of E. O.
Matthiessen, the “distorting anguish involved in coining a serious book
for bread.”¢! Yet they also point toward the technical transformation of
the book market, which was now able to cater to an ever-growing num-
ber of undiscriminating readers, thereby streamlining the content of the
books for sale as well as the processes of writing and composing literary
texts. The technologically determined spawning of readership not only
gave rise to the more marketable forms of the short story and the serial-
ized novel respectively, but also left its mark on the changing needs of
antebellum publishers, who were now eagerly looking for sizable and
therefore saleable books. What is more, with the capacity to calibrate
the number of new editions to the actual demands of readers (a possibil-
ity opened up by the technique of stereotyping, which allowed for the
casting of a second set of type from which subsequent editions could be
printed easily), the costs and time of production decreased considerably.
In addition to improvements in bookbinding and the manufacture of
raw paper, the advanced means of printing technology thus triggered an

avalanche of both new and, to a slightly lesser degree, reprinted books,

which climaxed in a total of 733 works published in 1853 alone (an
increase of about 8oo percent over the preceding two decades).®?

If the proliferation of books in antebellum America initiated a pre-
viously unknown culture of reading, it did so at the expense of ambi-
tious literary authors trying to elude the fate of becoming what Frank
Norris would viciously term “novelists to order—while you wait.” ¢
Moreover, for many American Romantics the flourishing commerce of
reading and writing was no longer apt to guarantee the unique spiritual
character of the written word. The profanation and sacrilege they saw
at work in the process of modern publishing is captured best in a poem
by Emily Dickinson:

Publication—is the Auction
Of the Mind of Man—
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Poverty—be justifying

For so foul a thing

Possibly—but We—would rather
From Our Garret go
White—Unto the White Creator—

Than invest—Qur Snow—

Thought belong to Him who gave it—
Then—to Him Who bear

Its Corporeal illustration—Sell

The Royal Air—

In the Parcel—Be the Merchant
Of the Heavenly Grace—
But reduce no Human Spirit

To Disgrace of Price—**

If Emerson still acknowledged the poet’s intrinsic “necessity to be pub-
lished,” " it seems that Dickinson abandoned the prospect of publication
altogether. Even though her secluded life in her parents’ Amherst house
makes her something of an exception among American writers of the
mid-nineteenth century, Dickinson’s poem conveys well the abhorrence
with which many Romantic authors confronted the increasing commod-
ification and marketing of literary texts.* “Sell The Royal Air,” “Mer-
chant Of the Heavenly Grace,” “Disgrace of Price”: with these and other
biblically infused terms, Dickinson decries the commodification of the
printed text and expounds the “holiness,” the exceptional standing of
the writer, who—as mediator between God and man—is called upon
to bear the “Corporeal illustration™ of heavenly ideas.

Of all antebellum authors, however, it is Melville who betrayed the
keenest awareness of the fast-changing commercial nature of the Ameri-
can book market. Thus, in his “Dollars damn me” letter to Hawthorne,
he expresses his ambiguity about writing his momentous and most am-
bitious work, Moby-Dick (1851), by claiming that there is probably “no
use in elaborating what, in its very essence, is so short-lived as a modern
book.”¢” Time and again Melville denounces in his correspondence with
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his editors and publishers the dwindling influence that serious writers
are able to bring to bear upon issues of copyright and publishing poli-
cies, and he deplores the growing output of serialized, fast-written
books that are geared solely to the lucrative excerpt process in literary
magazines. “This country and nearly all its affairs,” he once complained
to his English publisher Richard Bentley, “are governed by sturdy back-
woodsmen—noble fellows enough, but not at all literary, & who care
not a fig for any authors except those who write those most saleable of
all books nowadays—ie—the newspaper, & magazines.”*?

In his apprehension about the modern book market and the con-
straints it put on the work and identity of the literary author, Melville
was by no means breaking new ground. As Kathryn McKee has shown,
many of the letters and notebook entries of Melville’s neighbor and liter-
ary ally Nathaniel Hawthorne bespeak his misgivings and, what is more,
his artistic self-consciousness about the limitations of the popular short
story form, a genre on which Hawthorne depended financially for much
of his early career and by which he felt increasingly trapped as it became
his only means of economic survival.*” In a notebook entry of June
1843, he attests to the anguish and dissatisfaction associated with this
fast and demanding mode of literary production: “The necessity of keep-
ing my brain at work eats into my comfort. . . . I keep myself uneasy,
and produce little, and almost nothing that is worth producing.””* Mag-
azine work, according to Nina Baym, required Hawthorne to write
quickly and steadily, which left “no time for fantasizing, for waiting
until an idea ripened, for picking, choosing, and discarding”7* As Baym
contends, had Hawthorne wanted to embark on a novel-length project
at this point, he would have been doomed to fail simply because the
magazine work demanded too much time and stamina.

Although Hawthorne finally managed to overcome the obstacles set
up by the technological changes in the publishing business, many of the
texts dating from this flagging stage of his career attest to his acute sense
of the growing cultural importance of technology, as well as its detri-
mental effects on the individual author.”> Whereas stories such as “The
Old Apple Dealer” and “The Celestial Railroad” take issue with the
naive technological optimism promulgated by many of Hawthorne’s
contemporaries, his self-reflexive metafictional discourses in “The Artist
of the Beautiful,” “Drowne’s Wooden Image,” and “The Birth-mark”
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deal more specifically with the ideological foundations of Romantic
writing, and they use cybernetic imagery in order to articulate the com-
plex and paradoxical status of authorship in antebellum America. Like
most of his fellow Romantic writers, Hawthorne was never a staunch
technophobe, nor did he coldly turn his back on a young nation that
welcomed technological progress as a means to further economic and
political independence. Although his idealist aesthetic and the lingering
influence of his austere Puritan background made him suspicious, to
say the least, of antebellum progressivism, Hawthorne was by no means
merely a Romantic reactionary or antimodernist. Neither, certainly, was
his the Whitmanesque stance of the poet hailing the nation’s rapid mod-
ernization and mechanical ingenuity. Rather, as Henry Fairbanks has
argued, “Hawthorne had relatively little to say of the mechanical inven-
tions which were just beginning to change the face of civilization.””?
Given the personal circumstances under which he labored to establish
himself as a professional writer, it was only natural, however, that he
became increasingly aware of the wide-ranging social and psychological
effects of technology and, what was even more galling to him, the writ-
er's growing entanglement with this influential force of modern life.
Among the major writers of the American Renaissance, only Walt
Whitman seems to have embraced fervently the marvelous inventions

of a rising technological society, thereby emerging as the nation’s most

influential and steadfast singer of modernity. Whitman’s achievement, as
Miles Orvell has pointed out, was precisely to have rooted his art in the
most characteristic features of his time: the new forces of science and
technology.” Nowhere is Whitman’s enthusiasm for technology more ap-
parent than in his preface to the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass. “The
American poets are to enclose old and new,” he writes in an idiosyn-
cratic prose style that perfectly mirrors the verve and stamina of his po-
ems, “to him enter the essences of the real things and past and present
events . . . the noble character of the young mechanics and of all free
American workmen and workwomen . . . the factories and mercantile
life and laborsaving machinery. . . . For such the expression of the Amer-
ican poet is to be transcendant and new.””’

As he continues to enumerate the marvels and technical achievements
that garnered the attention of antebellum Americans, Whitman be-
comes even more explicit about the leading role that science and tech-
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nology assume in regard to modern poetry. They not only act as encour-
agement and support for the poet who sets out to capture the spirit of
contemporary America but also provide the formal means—that is, the
structure and language—for this prodigious task. It is true, says Whit-
man, that “the anatomist, chemist, astronomer, geologist, phrenologist,
spiritualist, mathematician, historian and lexicographer are not poets,
but they are the lawgivers of poets and their construction underlies the
structure of every perfect poem.”7¢

If we consider his emphatic adoption of science and the new forms of
industrial production, it is not surprising that Whitman also hailed the
technically enhanced dissemination and marketing of his art. “Of the
twenty-four modern mammoth two-double, three-double, and four-
double cylinder presses now in the world, printing by steam.” he boasts
in a letter to Emerson, “twenty-one of them are in These States.””” What
is more, while for writers such as Hawthorne and Melville the newly
invented technique of stereotyping and, as a result, the expansion of
antebellum book production represented the bane of their artistic proj-
ect, the multiplying of copies and new editions seemed to blend in nicely
with the kind of career that Whitman, from the very start, had laid out
for himself. “These thirty-two Poems I stereotype,” he told Emerson,
“to print several thousand copies of it. I much enjoy making poems. . . .

I keep on till T make a hundred, and then several hundred—perhaps

a thousand.””®

Sheer numbers as well as the mass production of literary texts were
certainly not to intimidate the energetic singer of the New World. On
the contrary, the unhampered proliferation of data and information, be
they literary or prosaic, is itself, as Whitman asserts in the same letter
to Emerson, an essential ingredient of modern American culture, a token
of the widening spectrum of reckless and free modes of life that were
never elsewhere thought possible. Because of its unique celebratory
style, his paean to the cultural importance of reading in antebellum
America deserves to be quoted at length:

The twelve thousand large and small shops for dispensing books
and newspapers—the same number of public libraries, any one of
which has all the reading wanted to equip a man or woman for Amer-

ican reading—the three thousand different newspapers, the nutri-
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ment of the imperfect ones coming in just as usefully as any—the
story papers, various, full of strong-flavored romances, widely circu-
lated—the one-cent and two-cent journals—the political ones, no
matter what side—the weeklies in the country—the sporting and
pictorial papers—the monthly magazines, with plentiful imported
feed—the sentimental novels, numberless copies of them—the low-
priced flaring tales, adventures, biographies—all are prophetic, All
waft rapidly on. I see that they swell wide, for reasons. I am not
troubled at the movement of them, but greatly pleased. I see plying
shuttles, the active ephemeral myriads of books also, faithfully weav-
ing the garments of men. . . . What a progress popular reading and
writing has made in fifty years! What a progress fifty years hence!
The time is at hand when inherent literature will be a main part of

These States, as general as steam power, iron, corn, beef, fish.”?

Whereas Emerson detested the economic entanglement of his art, and
Thoreau, pushing the antimaterialism of his mentor even further, hoped
to see the written word enshrined as “the choicest of relics,” Whitman
engages a different approach to the variegated modes of writing and
reading that mark modern American society.®® For this protean repre-
sentative of his times, the diversity and sheer amount of printed material
available are already indicative of a great literary future for America.
Although his attitude toward the blessings of modern technology, espe-
cially during and after the Civil War, was bound to become more and
more complex, at the outset of his career Whitman was stunned by the
promising potential that he saw embedded in the wave of new machin-
ery, and he ardently believed that it was the task of every true poet to
hitch his work to the tremendous resources of mechanical ingenuity. By
thus wedding his artistic endeavor to contemporary technological ad-
vancement, Whitman provided a model for subsequent generations of
Americans such as Hart Crane, John Dos Passos, William Carlos Wil-
liams, Wallace Stevens, Claes Oldenburg, and Andy Warhol who would
continue the ongoing project of the realignment of art and technology
in modern industrial society.

In one of his notorious self-reviews, Whitman called special attention
to the photographic portrait on the cover page of Leaves of Grass which
he claimed represented synecdochically the contents of the book and the
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body and soul of its producer: “Its author is Walt Whitman and his
book is a reproduction of the author. His name is not on the frontis-
piece, but his portrait, half-length, is. The contents of the book form a
daguerreotype of his inner being, and the title page bears a representa-
tion of its physical tabernacle.”*! The semiotic chain of substitutions that
is implied here—the daguerreotype representing the book representing
the man—forcibly suggests the author’s affirmative, unrestrained atti-
tude toward the modern means of technical reproduction. Insofar as
Whitman conceives of both the printed text and his photographic por-
trait, respectively, as a repository of the living author, his review is
strangely reminiscent of Franklin’s “Epitaph.” Similar to Franklin with
his belief in the redeeming power of the technology of print (as ex-
pressed in his idea of a “second edition” of his life), Whitman appears
to be unperturbed by the dynamics of modern publishing and its ten-
dency to turn the author, to modify Foucault’s famous phrase, into a
pure function of the text, a dead signifier of the division between the
marketable commodity, on the one hand, and its human, nontechnologi-
cal originator, on the other.

What is even more remarkable, by offering his photograph as an
equivalent for his “authentic,” biological self, Whitman assumed the cy-
bernetic posture, which had troubled so many of his Romantic fellow
writers, with astonishing ease. More than a century after the polytech-
nical genius of Benjamin Franklin, here again was a poet who adopted
the mimetic faculties inherent in the new modes of technical (re)produc-
tion, thus making a claim for the increasing mechanical incarnation of
the author as text or, in this case, as daguerreotype.
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Is it too wild a thought, that my fate may have assumed this image
of myself, and therefore haunts me with such inevitable pertinacity,
originating every act which it appears to imitate, while it deludes me
by pretending to share the events, of which it is merely the emblem and

the prophecy?

Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Monsieur Du Miroir”

Among antebellum writers who responded in their work to the ubiqui-
tous presence of the machine in mid-nineteenth-century America, Na-
thaniel Hawthorne stands out as one of the most critical and ambiguous
voices. At the time he embarked on a fledgling literary career during the
early 1830s, Hawthorne had already witnessed the opening of the first
textile mill in Waltham, Massachusetts (1814), the first crossing of the
Atlantic by the steamship Savannab (1819), the opening of the Erie Ca-
nal (1825), and the beginning of the first steam locomotive service in
Carbondale, Pennsylvania (1829). If Hawthorne took issue with his
country’s euphoric response to such technological achievements in many
of his short stories, sketches, notebooks entries, and, at least peripher-
ally, his second novel, The House of the Seven Gables (1851), he was
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also trying to position himself within a fictional framework that would
bring into conjunction his idealist notions of art and his ultimate insight
into the primacy of the material world. To negotiate the paradoxical
complexity of this position, Hawthorne repeatedly relied on cybernetic
imagery as a form of symbolic self-representation that best captured the
rapidly changing conditions of modern society and the effects thereof
on the work of literary authors.

The threat of technological encroachment, of being “un-manned,” as
Emerson put it, by the all-encompassing machine, figures prominently
in many of Hawthorne’s shorter works. If we take into account that the
modern form of the short story was itself an offshoot of technological
innovations that speeded up the printing process and, at the same time,
significantly changed the conditions of antebellum publishing, it is not
hard to see why short fiction, above all other literary genres, should be-
come the major representational mode of early nineteenth-century dis-
courses on technology. Although utopian novels concerned with techno-
logical progress and its social consequences abound toward the end of
the century, there is little doubt that for the period before the Civil War,
the bulk of literary cultural criticism is primarily associated with the
short story form.! Although the formal complexity and far-reaching im-
plications of his treatment of technology have been constantly over-

looked, Hawthorne is well known for having cast his apprehensions

about the ongoing mechanization of American society in a number of
highly ambivalent short stories. Regardless of the range of topics and
narrative tools these stories bring to bear on the issue of technology,
they all seem to register the fact that the rapid initiation of new inven-
tions and scientific techniques marked a crucial and defining moment in
the course of modern history.

In his famous satire “The Celestial Railroad,” Hawthorne put to the
test the driving role in history that many of his contemporaries ascribed
to the onrush of new inventions. Since its interest in technological issues
is primarily symbolic, “The Celestial Railroad” appears to be his most
critical text in regard to antebellum progressivism. What is more, Haw-
thorne’s burlesque rewriting of Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress has often
served to indicate his negative stance on modern technology in general.?
Certainly, machines dominate the allegorical setting of the story. Not
only does the modern Christian alleviate the burdens of his pilgrimage
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to the Celestial City by riding on the newly established railroad, but also
he encounters various engineering achievements such as, for example, a
daring bridge whose foundations have been secured by “some scientific
process,” a tunnel lit by a network of gas lamps, and a steam-driven
ferryboat.’ Hawthorne’s description of these improvements is indeed
steeped in the language of the technological feats of his time to such an
extent that a 1992 study of structural engineering refers to “The Celes-
tial Railroad” as a fictional representation of the moment when “engi-
neering began to apply the scientific method to structural problems” and
“its practitioners had to address the question of structural failure and
structural success more explicitly.”*

His many allusions to contemporary technical accomplishments not-
withstanding, Hawthorne’s adoption of technological metaphors in the
story is closely tied to his critical stance on specific cultural practices and
philosophical trends. When the narrator finally arrives at the present-
day Vanity Fair, where “almost every street has its church and . . . the rev-
erend clergy are nowhere held in higher respect” (139), he ridicules the
traveling lecturers of the burgeoning libertarian sects as employing “a
sort of machinery” designed to distribute knowledge without the en-
cumbrance of true learning. Since the passage also involves the text’s
only reference to literary discourse, it bears being quoted in its entirety:

The labors of these eminent divines are aided by those of innumer-
able lecturers, who diffuse such a various profundity, in all subjects
of human or celestial science, that any man may acquire an omnigen-
ous erudition, without the trouble of even learning to read. Thus liter-
ature is etherealized by assuming for its medium the human voice;
and knowledge, depositing all its heavier particles—except, doubt-
less, its gold—becomes exhaled into a sound, which forthwith steals
into the ever-open ear of the community. These ingenious methods
constitute a sort of machinery, by which thought and study are done
to every person’s hand, without his putting himself to the slightest in-

convenience in the matter. (139)

On the surface a critique of facile latitudinarianism and the wide-
spread fad of providing instruction through oral rather than literary dis-
course, this passage also betrays Hawthorne’s anxiety about the ongoing
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mechanization of American society. He does not, of course, conflate the
actual use of machines with their effects on the cultural sphere; yet the
machine metaphor he applies to the switch from written to oral educa-
tional modes is quite telling.” The “etherealizing” of literature that
seems to be at the bottom of his complaint epitomizes the difficult posi-
tion of the literary author within the framework of an increasingly dif-
ferentiated sphere of cultural production. Much as Hawthorne tries to
defend the superior quality of the literary text (versus the sheer quantity
of trivial lectures), his rhetorical strategy in “The Celestial Railroad”
also lays bare the degree to which he himself appropriated the forces of
modernization. Because Hawthorne thought of the shallow libertarian
sects as a movement inevitably leading to moral and intellectual destruc-
tion, to use machinery—and, what is more, the most heroic machine of
his times, the railroad—as an emblem of such inevitability reflects the
symbolic power of modern technology, a power that held in thrall even
the most conservative of antebellum writers.

Although it cannot be disputed that the mechanical ride to the godly
city eventually turns into a technotopian nightmare, “The Celestial Rail-
road” is primarily an amusing burlesque on the liberal theology of Uni-
tarians and transcendentalists and only secondly a representation of
contemporary technological change. If we want to put Hawthorne’s
view of technology into perspective, therefore, a brief discussion of “The
Old Apple Dealer,” an often overlooked sketch that probably inspired
Melville’s “Bartleby the Scrivener,” might be more rewarding. In this
treacherously casual story Hawthorne juxtaposes the stationary posture
of an old fruit seller to the enormous power and momentum identified
with a train’s shrieking engine. At a cursory glance, it seems as if the
narrator remains caught within the popular rhetorical framework of
personifying the railroad as the modern fiend, the incarnation of the
“fiery dragon” or mythic monster. If we read more carefully, however, it
becomes quite clear that Hawthorne sensed acutely the dramatic cul-
tural and psychological changes concomitant with the introduction of
mass transportation. Just consider his depiction of the train’s arrival at
the railroad station: “The travellers swarm forth from the cars. All are
full of the momentum which they have caught from their mode of con-
veyance. It seems as if the whole world, both morally and physically,
were detached from its old standfasts and set in rapid motion.” ¢
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Not only does this passage communicate a feeling of cataclysmic
change, namely, that with the velocity of the railroad the world itself is
spun into a relentless, ever-increasing forward motion; but also it con-
jures up a view of technology that is at once broader and more analytical
than the popular stereotype of the “steam fiend.” This proto-modernist
approach to technology, I would argue, hinges on the infectious charac-
ter not of the machine as such but rather of the secondary effects on the
psyche of its users. The rapid progression of the rattling cars is described
as transmitting its momentum onto the rushing travelers, thereby accel-
erating the rhythm of both individual and communal life. The influence
of technology, as Hawthorne keenly observes, does not subside with the
stopping of the engine or, for that matter, the disembarking of the pas-
sengers. By permanently affecting the cultural codes and behavior of
those exposed to it, technological progress becomes indelibly inscribed
in the very structure of modern society.”

Although the narrator registers a physical and symbolic antagonism
between the old apple dealer and the smoke-spurting machine, the rest
of mankind appears to have adapted well to the altered conditions of
historical progress: “He [the apple dealer] and the steam fiend are each
other’s antipodes; the latter’s the type of all that go ahead, and the old
man the representative of that melancholy class who, by some sad witch-
craft, are doomed never to share in the world’s exulting progress. Thus
the contrast between mankind and this desolate brother becomes pictur-
esque, and even sublime” (445-46). As a representative of the rearguard
forces in history, the old man suddenly turns into a pitiful anachronism,
a solitary, desolate sight amid the bustle of arriving cars and swarming
travelers. In order to make his retrograde, antiquated appearance even
more convincing, Hawthorne introduces a rival merchant of candies and
cakes who likewise frequents the railroad depot, “a very smart and well-
dressed boy of ten years old or thereabouts, who skips briskly hither
and thither, addressing the passengers in a pert voice, yet with somewhat
of good breeding in his tone and pronunciation” (444-45). The differ-
ence in age and agility that sets the two men apart is worth noting. Al-
though both are operating on the same small-scale level of business, the
younger peddler seems to encapsulate perfectly the inexorable rhythm

of the machine. His entire attitude, the swiftness of his movements as
well as the aggressive yet always clearly enunciated overtures to his
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potential clients, mirrors the commercial spirit and technological self-
confidence of antebellum America.

For the old man, by contrast, there is no place within the fast-
changing framework of modern society; his static way of life and the
train’s emblematic velocity are “each other’s antipodes.” To be sure, by
no means does Hawthorne condemn the onward course of history and
its tragic implications for the old apple dealer. Rather, he makes him the
fleeting object of his professional interest, thus positioning the artist as
mediator between the waning forces of the past and the rising power of
America’s technological future.* While his stagnant existence is avow-
edly anachronistic, for the poet the old man’s sunken face retains “a
volume of deeper and more comprehensive import than all that the wis-
est mortals have given to the world” (446). As a consequence, however,
the now “sublime” product of poetic imagination is marginalized to an
even greater degree. Since sublimity, according to Burke’s famous defi-
nition, presupposes a physical and emotional distance between the sub-
lime event and the observer, the apple dealer seems to be as far removed
from the poet as from actual society.” If this pathetic character is alien-
ated from contemporary technological progress, his literary transforma-
tion into a token of sublimity is thus bound to reinforce rather than to
undermine his precarious social status.

The Romantic notion of the writer’s capacity to transform the mate-

rial confines of ordinary men into everlasting works of art looms large
in “The Old Apple Dealer.” Toward the end of his tale, the narrator
invokes the “spiritual essence” of the main character, an essence that
shall be redeemed in a region far removed from his present one. Since
this remark is directly preceded by a self-reflexive reference to the height-
ened sensibility of literary authors, we must infer that in this concluding
passage the narrator is talking about his own text, or, in broader terms,
the realm of all literary discourse. His portrait of the old apple dealer is
neither “cast in iron” nor “hewn in everlasting adamant” (446), yet its
spiritual essence is sure to survive. Much like “the vapours that vanish
away while the essence flits upward to the Infinite” (446), the written
text ultimately slips the shackles of its physical-textual embodiment,
thereby entering the “Hall of Fantasy,” that lofty dome, as Hawthorne
calls it elsewhere, “likely to endure longer than the most substantial
structure that ever cumbered the earth.”'® This Neoplatonic bifurcation
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of values—the ethereal but lasting products of the imagination, on the
one hand, and their material manifestations, the physical markers of
reality such as buildings, manufactures, the railroad, the printing press
(and its final product, the marketable book), on the other—is typical
of Hawthorne’s assessment of the contested relations between literary
authorship and modern technology. What is more, it determined to a
great extent his choice of mirror images and cybernetic doubles as
modes of representation that enabled him to articulate and, at least tem-
porarily, suspend the tension between the material conditions of writing
and the writer’s lofty aspiration to create eternal ideas.

The disparity between the poetical imagination and what Hawthorne
came to consider the blunt, mathematical accuracy of the technocrat
informed his literary career from the very beginning, In “Old Ticonder-
oga—A Picture of the Past,” an early travel sketch originally conceived
as part of a group of experimental narratives known as “The Story
Teller,” Hawthorne expounds at length on the differences and respective
values of these faculties.'" During the first of several visits to Fort Ticon-
deroga, a colonial battle site eliciting memories of fierce encounters and
heroic warfare, Oberon, the presumed narrator of the story, is guided
by a young graduate in military engineering. It is hardly surprising that
Oberon immediately registers their diverging responses to the historical
site. Where the traveling poet sees nothing but a confusion of battered

masonry and turf-covered hills of stone, his military guide detects the -

straight outlines of strategic architecture. Where the narrator’s unscien-
tific glance can discern no regularity, the young engineer is perfectly at
home: “He fathomed the meaning of every ditch, and formed an entire
plan of the fortress from its half-obliterated lines. His description of
Ticonderoga would be as accurate as a geometrical theorem, and as bar-
ren of the poetry that has clustered round its decay.” '?

In contrast with the scientist and his detached, straightforward anal-
ysis, Oberon is interested more in the poetic dimension embedded in the
labyrinth of moldy walls and abandoned ramparts:

I viewed Ticonderoga as a place of ancient strength, in ruins for half
a century; where flags of three nations had successively waved, and
none waved now; where armies had struggled, so long ago that the

bones of the slain were mouldered; where Peace had found a heritage
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in the forsaken haunts of War. Now the young West Pointer, with his
lectures on ravelins, counterscarps, angles, and covered ways, made it
an affair of brick and mortar and hewn stone, arranged on certain
regular principles, having a good deal to do with mathematics but

nothing at all with poetry. (187)

Accuracy versus confusion, mathematics versus poetry, the brick-and-
mortar approach of the engineer versus the imaginative associations of
the poet: these are the key oppositions on which Hawthorne rests his
conception of creative writing.!* In doing so, he fervently rejects the
Franklinesque ideal of a cross-fertilization between the useful and the
fine arts, between technology and literature. Rather than merely putting
historical fragments back into geometrical order, the poet conjures up a
“new” past, recreates the human drama of bygone conflict according to
his own view. He thus resembles the hoary veteran who, barely remem-
bering the details of his former military engagement, reinvigorates the
deserted scene with the colorful concoctions of his myth-laden war sto-
ries. When it comes to interpreting the material markers of history,
“next to such a companion,” as Oberon muses in conclusion, “the best
is one’s own fancy” (188). It is important to note, however, that Haw-
thorne’s emphasis on poetic idealization—vis-a-vis the profane percep-

tion of the young engineer—was never meant just to cover up the

squalid aspects of his material surroundings. What he sought from the
very beginning of his literary career, and what he would eventually find
in the cyborg figure, was a form of representation of the real that en-
abled him to rise symbolically above the treacherous simplicity of mere
appearances.

That Franklin actually figures as a forerunner and emblem of the tech-
nological worldview represented by the young engineer in the story can
be further supported. While indulging in the dreamlike dramatization
of a heroic past, the narrator of “Old Ticonderoga” is suddenly called
back to the present by the shrill signal of a steamboat, conspicuously
named Franklin. Because of the numerous ferries, freighters, and lumber
boats that frequent nearby Lake Champlain, the whole country now
strikes him as but “a cultivated farm.” With his poetic visions of a glori-
ous past vanishing among the dull “realities,” Oberon’s tale thus ends
on a melancholic if somewhat ambivalent note. Like Irving’s “Rip van
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Winkle,” Hawthorne’s traveling storyteller registers “the lapse of time
and change of circumstances,” or, more precisely, America’s metamor-
phosis from virgin land to capitalist market place. Yet he also addresses
the important role of literary authors under the new economic and so-
cial conditions. As mediators between an idealist past and a materialist
present, these authors are called upon to put forth visions of the nation’s
historical roots that reach beyond the brick-and-mortar philosophy of
contemporary technocrats.

The Writer’s View of the Laboratory

It should not go unnoticed that Hawthorne ultimately revised his rigid
distinction between the two professions. In his famous triad of stories
dealing with his vocation as a writer, “The Birth-mark,” “Drowne’s
Wooden Image,” and “The Artist of the Beautiful,” Hawthorne deliber-
ately blurred the lines between the representatives of science and tech-
nology and the representatives of artistic imagination. Of these auto-
referential narratives, published in relatively rapid succession from
March 1843 to July, 1844, “The Birth-mark” seems to have been his
earliest attempt to resolve the inherent tensions of modern authorship
by adopting cybernetic imagery. In order to make visible the material
constraints on the labor of writing, or, for that matter, of artistic en-
deavor in general, Hawthorne involves all three characters of this semi-
nal text in a series of border-crossing gestures and disjunctive represen-
tations. Not only are the scientist Aylmer and his assistant Aminadab,
as Liz Rosenberg has pointed out, “alter egos, mirror images,” but also
Hawthorne calls attention, according to Cindy Weinstein, to the “radi-
cal nature” of Aylmer’s wife, Georgiana’s, “transition from the domestic
space to Aylmer’s laboratory”'* By the same token, the text is just as
indeterminate when it comes to its most decisive feature, Aylmer’s pro-
fession: the ambitious scientist also figures as a male artist trying to
compete, in the words of Nicholas Bromell, with “the power of women’s
labor.” 15 On the surface a tale of oppression, gender, and the costs of
contemporary progressivism (scientific and otherwise), “The Birth-
mark” thus appears to be equally concerned with issues of representa-
tion, the definition of labor in antebellum America, and, finally, the role
of the artist in an increasingly differentiated market economy.'
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Because of its allegorical technique, the story relies heavily on the con-
figuration of its major characters and their representational value. Its
theme is misleadingly simple. Aylmer, an idealistic scientist, pursues
with his wife’s consent the fatal project of erasing a crimson birthmark
from her otherwise perfect face. In preparation for the alchemical pro-
cess necessary to remove this “visible mark of earthly imperfection,”
Georgiana takes up residence in Aylmer’s laboratory.!” This is an am-
biguous move that makes her a passive object of her husband’s scien-
tific experiments and, at the same time, an accomplice in their mutual
scheme of transcending the biological confines of the body.'* With the
help of Aminadab, the lab assistant in charge of the practical details of
his employer’s experiments, Aylmer eventually succeeds in eradicating
the birthmark, only to realize that his now “perfect” wife is slowly dying
from the unforeseen consequences of his interference with nature. Ami-
nadab, who has opposed his master’s quest for perfection all along, liter-
ally gets the final laugh. Representing sheer physicality and the material
conditions of life—Aylmer at one point addresses him as “thou human
machine” (51)—Aminadab utters only “a hoarse, chuckling laugh” to
mark their tragic defeat. Having dared to improve on nature’s eternal
scheme, the Promethean scientist figure, in what seems to be the quintes-
sence of this intriguing allegory, is left with nothing but the physical

remains of a perfect woman, while “her soul, lingering a moment near

her husband, took its heavenward flight” (56).

If most critics were eager to identify the allegorical characters of
Aylmer and his assistant as opposed to Hawthorne’s authorial position,
many of those who recognized the poetic aspects of Aylmer’s perfec-
tionism likewise denied that he represents any concerns other than the
author’s general anxiety about professional excess.'” Certainly Aylmer is
not a fully developed author figure, yet he is equipped with more than
just the peripheral markers of poetic talent. In this context it is impor-
tant to consider that Aylmer is the author not just of daring scientific
experiments but of an autobiographical text as well, a scientific account
of his professional career in which “every man of genius, in whatever
sphere, might recognize the image of his own experience” (49). Long
before the fatal incident, Aylmer’s text connects its author to the spiri-
tual strivings of art and makes explicit his continual effort to transcend
the material grounding of his profession. As readers are informed, “the
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book, in truth, was both the history and emblem of his ardent, ambi-
tious, imaginative, yet practical and laborious, life. He handled physical
details, as if there were nothing beyond them; yet spiritualized them all,
and redeemed himself from materialism, by his strong and eager aspira-
tion towards the infinite. In his grasp, the veriest clod of earth assumed
asoul” (49). Aylmer’s long-standing desire to “redeem” himself from ma-
terialism is reflected by the rigid differentiation of labor within his pro-
fessional domain. By delegating the tedious chores of the laboratory to
Aminadab, Aylmer tries to cleanse his experiments of the contagion of
earthly matters the same way he tries to eliminate the incriminating
stigma from Georgiana’s cheek. Just as he discards everything but the
spiritual aspects of his profession, he wants the birthmark excised from
the personification of his scientific ideals.

That Georgiana functions as mirror image and screen onto which Ayl-
mer projects his idealized notions about his work is further supported
by his claim that she “had led [him] deeper than ever into the heart of
science” and that “even Pygmalion, when his sculptured woman assumed
life” (41), could have felt no greater ecstasy than he himself will once
her imperfect nature is corrected. The fact that he explicitly compares
his scientific efforts to those of the Greek sculptor Pygmalion once again
calls attention to Aylmer’s self-representation as artist in disguise.”” What
it also shows, however, is the symbolic tension between artistic labor,

the feminine, and the practical demands of authorship in antebellum

America. For Aylmer, Georgiana figures primarily as a paradigm of his
ongoing entanglement with the material foundations of art, an entangle-
ment he wishes to overcome symbolically, first, by conflating it with the
Victorian anxiety about female sexuality, and second, by his attempt to
improve and thereby ultimately regain control over Georgiana’s body.
Since the scientific means by which he hopes to achieve the separation
of impure physis, on the one hand, and spiritual perfection, on the other,
are themselves dependent on the execution of material processes, Ayl-
mer’s position is somewhat ambiguous. His efforts cannot but lead to
structural failure, not because he dares to improve on nature’s flawed
design, but because he underestimates the practical implications of his
work altogether.

As Weinstein notes, Hawthorne’s story might also be read as a critical
commentary on contemporary assessments of fiction, especially the idea
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that the best works of fiction successfully conceal the techniques by
which they are composed. “The figure of the author’s hand,” Weinstein
writes, “provided critics with a short-handed way of criticizing a
text. .. . Authorial labor had to remain invisible in order for literature
to remain outside the fray.”*' Although I doubt that the concealment of
an author’s tools was, as a form of critical caveat, endemic only among
antebellum reviewers, Weinstein’s point may well illustrate the inherent
paradoxes of modern authorship. Although books had become as
profitable a product as any other commodity in mid-nineteenth-century
America, their authors, according to the Romantic ideology of literary
work, must not be affected by the laws of the marketplace. If we replace
Weinsteins structural term “writing techniques” with the machinery
(technical, economic, and political) implicated in the process of book-
making at large, we are much closer to the roots of Hawthorne’s ex-
pressed authorial anxiety in stories such as “The Birth-mark.” If the
written text, as Thoreau euphorically put it, “is the choicest of relics
[and] the work of art nearest to life itself,” its mode of production and
subsequent marketing are surely a different matter.22 The strenuous di-
chotomy of Romantic notions about art and its material manifestations
in modern capitalist society has a continuous presence in Hawthorne’s
works. In “The Birth-mark,” and even more explicitly in his auto-
referential, programmatic story “The Artist of the Beautiful,” he seems

to be articulating this dichotomy in terms of a play of allegorical images

whose composite, cybernetic nature betrays his constant awareness of
the tangled relations of writing and technology.

Cybernetic imagery is indeed the most important structural device in
“The Birth-mark.” It tends to undermine the stiff, allegorical configura-
tion of the story’s main characters, and it functions as a structural medi-
ator for the impeding forces of technology. Hawthorne’s use of the cy-
borg ranges from an actual man-machine (Aminadab) to Aylmer’s dream
of enhancing the human body by scientific means. Obviously, Aminadab
comes closest to our contemporary understanding of the cyborg. His
composite nature as “human machine” makes him the antitype of both
Georgiana’s biologically deficient body and the emaciated, intellectual
figure of Aylmer.>* Given his special placement in Hawthorne’s allegori-
cal scheme, Aminadab appears to be a sign of the body’s resistance to
artificial improvement (he openly opposes his master’s wish to remove
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the birthmark) and, simultaneously, the incarnation of the body as ma-
chine, as ultimate functional and controllable entity. With his “great me-
chanical readiness” (43), this Romantic cyborg is perfectly fitted for the
menial work of the laboratory, a task that demands the minutest execu-
tion of the experiments without any understanding of a single scientific
principle. While Georgiana’s body refuses to be rid of the tiny mark of
its biological determinacy, Aminadab represents that determinacy to
such a degree that he is transfigured into a soulless machine, a slave to
nature as much as to his cerebral master.

The machinist metaphor is of utmost significance here. If eighteenth-
century mechanical philosophy had recourse to the machine as explana-
tory model of body functions (as in La Mettrie’s L'homme machine),
Romantic literary discourse tended to conjoin the human and the ma-
chine for disciplinary reasons. Since Romantics took the body, especially
its female, reproductive version, to represent synecdochically the mate-
rial forces of nature, the imagery of mechanical regularity and perfec-
tion appeared equally adequate to hold in check and, ultimately, wield
control over both women and technology.

The relations between the body, technology, and Romantic writing
are complex if not paradoxical. To claim that antebellum authors were
interested only in defying the negative influence of modern technology

would thus be as problematic as overlooking their obvious aesthetic bi- :

ases. The question of technology in regard to the major representatives
of the American Renaissance must rather be treated as dialectical. Since
antebellum authors were surrounded by an increasingly technological
culture, it is only logical that they absorbed to varying degrees the lan-
guage and metaphors of their fellow citizens. My intention here is thus
to substantiate the contradictory Romantic adoption of mechanical par-
adigms by referring to other discursive fields in mid-nineteenth-century
America. A good example of how the apparent order and regularity of
the machine had come to pass as a model of social education and moral
restraint is the famous Lowell textile mills in Massachusetts. Beginning
operation in 1815, the Lowell mills soon developed into an important
industrial site whose basic processes of cloth manufacturing were nearly
all made possible by newly invented machines. The history of the mills
as well as their rigid operating schedule and social regime are well docu-
mented.” Yet what makes this factory town especially interesting for
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my argument is not its often cited role in preparing Americans for indus-
trialization on a large scale but the fact that its mechanized work pro-
cesses provided metaphors of containment and control in regard to the
body.

Lowell’s work force was made up primarily of young, unmarried
women who were hired on a temporary basis and, after having operated
the power looms for some four to five years, went back home to country.
Because of the moral corruption and depravity traditionally associated
with factory life, mill owners, local supporters, and progressive politi-
cians joined in defending the mills as a form of republican “moral in-
stitution,” an industrial school where the female worker’s “intellect is
strengthened, her moral sense quickened, her manners refined, her
whole character elevated and improved, by the privileges and discipline
of her factory life.”** In addition to the orderly institutional setup of the
factory itself, the relentless regime of the machines, proponents of Low-
ell’s social ideology believed, would surely have a positive, restraining
influence on the operatives.

The belief in the disciplinary power of machinery was even shared by
the mill girls themselves. As Lucy Larcom, one of the principal contribu-
tors to the Lowell Offering who had worked at the mills during the late
18305 and early 1840s, tells us in her autobiography: “Even the long
hours, the early rising, and the regularity enforced by the clangor of the
bell were good discipline for one who was naturally inclined to dally
and to dream, and who loved her own personal liberty with a willful
rebellion against control. Perhaps I could have brought myself into the
limitations of order and method in no other way.”?¢ If the female work-
ers had thus internalized the “rigid code of morality under which they
lived,”?” the moral lesson of the machine was rarely lost on the mill’s
many visitors either. Elated by what he perceived as the quintessential
manifestation of law and order, the Unitarian minister Henry Colman
noted that “the moral spectacle here presented is in itself beautiful and
sublime.” Taking the automated mills as a model for society at large,
Colman wanted Americans to function just like a machine, in which
“each part retain[ed] its place, perform[ed] its duty,” but which would
come to a halt if the operator ever relaxed his or her attention and went
morally astray.?®

Such uplifting comments on the moral impact of machinery were typi-
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cal of antebellum social discourse. What is more, they also reflected the
dominant scientific approach to mechanized labor. One of the most
prominent commentators on the new modes of industrial production
was the British inventor and professor of mathematics at Cambridge,
Charles Babbage. Babbage is now famous for having designed one of
the first crude computers, a calculating engine that could be pro-
grammed with a stack of punch cards, yet he is also known as the author
of an important socioeconomic treatise later titled The Economry of Ma-
chinery and Manufactures (1832). For Babbage, as much as for other
contemporary observers, one of the major functions and advantages of
machinery was to discipline the human work force. Once the workers
became attuned to the machine, their vices and weaknesses would be
held in check, and the regularity, and thus controllability, of mechan-
ized labor would ultimately be transferred, according to Babbage’s
technology-centered economy, to its human counterpart. “One great ad-
vantage which we may derive from machinery is from the check which it
affords against the inattention, the idleness, or the dishonesty of human
agents,” he wrote.”? Rather than being just a means of enhancing the
production of goods, in this mathematician’s view of the modern factory
system machines figure as both control mechanism and overarching eco-
nomic paradigm, thereby allowing Babbage to envision the workers as
pacified automata and the work process as a series of calculable, auto-
mated interactions between man and machine.

The cyborgean underworker in “The Birth-mark” clearly represents
this widespread authoritarian understanding of technology. Because of
his synecdochic connection with the mechanical chores of the labora-
tory, Aminadab has turned into a human machine, an enslaved cyborg
whose ignorance of any scientific principles makes him completely de-
pendent on Aylmer’s “mental” work. Semantically, his “great mechan-
ical readiness” suggests not just practical skills but also absolute relia-
bility, including the willingness to act only according to a superior’s
instruction. From this perspective, then, Hawthorne’s laboratory per-
fectly embodies the power structure and division of labor within modern
society. His critique of Aylmer’s aesthetic perfectionism notwithstand-
ing, the lab assistant never actually interferes with any of the experi-
ments as such. Because of the restrictive character of mechanical labor,
Aminadab’s protest remains purely rhetorical, a melodramatic gesture
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that falls short of effectively challenging the dubious authority of both
science and art.

It is quite striking how Hawthorne advocates contemporary beliefs in
the disciplinary potential of technology and, at the same time, blows the
whistle on the artist’s presumptuous enterprise. While his general dis-
trust of the onrush of machinery has often been taken for granted, this
barely camouflaged allegory of modern working conditions tells a dif-
ferent story. In “The Birth-mark,” Hawthorne questions neither the ap-
plication of technology as such nor its practical results, that is, the trans-
mutation of workers into consenting, calculable machines. Far from
embracing so-called Romantic rationalizations of the marketplace, he
cautiously navigates the tensions and paradoxes inherent in modern
authorship. By symbolically conjoining—rather than separating—the
spheres of brawn and brain, of physical and mental work, Hawthorne
strays from the beaten path of contemporary socioeconomic and aes-
thetic discourses in many decisive ways.

Visual Technology and the Politics of Self-Representation

In order to appreciate fully Hawthorne’s ideologically loaded represen-
tation of creative work, one must keep in mind that the first half of the
nineteenth century, when the bulk of what is now considered “classic”
American literature was being produced, had also given birth to the
middle class in America, an event that had widespread ramifications for
the identity and social status of professional writers. Reflecting the
growing specialization of the marketplace, which in turn opened up ave-
nues for non-manual, “white-collar” occupations, the new social cate-
gory covered not just the emerging class of businessmen, clerks, sales-
men, and supervisors but the modern artist as well, who had just
managed to dissociate himself from the eighteenth-century stigma of ar-
tisanal, that is, manual, labor.>® For Hawthorne and his fellow writers,
manual labor thus became the dividing line that set off their own work
from that of the rest of society. Stories such as “The Birth-mark” are
therefore, according to Joel Pfister, “not merely symptomatic literary re-
sponses to the experience of social change and contradiction; they reveal
aspects of the formation of the subjectivity of a middle class that rose
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to economic and cultural hegemony within the whirlpool of rapid social
transformations.” !

If many of Hawthorne’s earlier works must be read within this wider
context of the formation of new forms of subjectivity, they are equally
indicative, I would argue, of his effort to import into his fiction aspects
of contemporary technology on a scale yet to be acknowledged. True,
Hawthorne often bemoaned, as Pfister reminds us, the drabness of man-
ual occupations, especially when personally involved in them (as during
his time at the Boston Custom House).? Yet he also expressed consider-
able admiration for the shrewdness of human invention and the heroic
relations that connect man to the machine. Just consider the following
entry in his notebooks on March 6, 1856, written shortly after he visited
the newly established Mersey Iron Foundry in England, then one of the

major gun manufacturers in the world:

After inspecting the gun, we went through other portions of the estab-
lishment, and saw iron in various stages of manufacture. [ am not usu-
ally interested in manufacturing processes, being quite unable to un-
derstand them, at least in cotton-machinery, or the like; but here
there were such exhibitions of mighty strength, both of men and ma-
chines, that T had a satisfaction in looking on. . . . Trip-hammers are
very pleasant objects to look at, working so massively as they do, and
yet so accurately, chewing up, as it were, the hot iron, and fashioning
it into shape, with a sort of mighty and gigantic gentleness in their
mode of action. What great things man has contrived, and is continu-
ally performing! What a noble brute he is! . . . T had a respect for
these stalwart workmen, who seemed to be near kindred of the ma-
chines amid which they wrought—mighty men sure enough, smiting
stoutly, and looking at the fierce eyes of the furnace fearlessly, and
handling the iron when it would have taken the skin off from ordi-
nary fingers. They looked strong, indeed, but pale; for the hot atmo-
sphere, in which they live, cannot but be deleterious, and I suppose
their very strength wears them quickly out. But I would rather live

ten years as an iron-smith than fifty as a tailor.??

Not only do these remarks glaringly contradict the negative connota-
tions of technology-determined characters such as Aminadab and Rob-
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ert Danforth, the brawny, gigantic blacksmith of “The Artist of the
Beautiful,” but also they reveal Hawthorne’s indecision in the face of the
diverging patterns of antebellum conceptualizations of work. Wary of
distinguishing his own artistic project from the rampant materialism of
modern society, Hawthorne was nonetheless attracted by the cultural
authority of technical inventions and the symbolic dimension unfolding
from the psychological and physical adjustment of men to machines.
Many of Hawthorne’s major tales of the period between 1846, when
he published Mosses from an Old Manse, and 1850, the year he finished
his first novel, The Scarlet Letter, 1 see therefore as a continuous reen-
actment of his battle for symbolic coherence, a battle in which Haw-
thorne frequently enlists cybernetic imagery to provide a unifying vision
of Romantic spiritual epistemology, on the one hand, and the demands
of the marketplace, on the other. This is also why the mechanical un-
derworker in “The Birth-mark” cannot merely be taken as an antitype
to either the scientist/artist figure or his wife. Since Aylmer himself is
marked as a “composite man” whose “spirit [is] burthened with clay
and working in matter” (49), the lab assistant more likely represents the
material dependency of even the most ethereal of artistic endeavors, a
dependency that his master keeps struggling to deny. By the same token,
Aminadab does not share the pathological reading of the birthmark as

a sign of earthly imperfection. His final laugh thus reveals a more ade- ‘

quate understanding of the nature of Aylmer’s work. That the brutish
and supposedly insensate cyborg has to act twice as mouthpiece for the
author’s self-reflexive stance offers further evidence of Hawthorne’s de-
sire to overcome the increasingly inflexible specialization of labor in an-
tebellum society and, perhaps even more important, of his insight into
the material grounding of all production, including the creation of
works of art.3

The point to be established here, then, is that Hawthorne’s use of me-
chanical paradigms was by no means a one-directional enterprise inevi-
tably leading to the apotheosis of Romantic spirituality. If, as in “The
Procession of Life,” Hawthorne speaks of the “demon of machinery”
who is about to annihilate the soul, in stories such as “The Old Apple
Dealer,” “The Birth-mark,” and, finally, the programmatic “Drowne’s
Wooden Image” and “The Artist of the Beautiful” he is equally aware of
the pitfalls of an idealist aesthetic severed from its cultural, economic,
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and technological context.* To shore up my argument that the cyborg
figure must have appeared to him as a perfect model to account for the
ambiguity of his authorial position, it is important to note that Haw-
thorne had long been obsessed with self-representation, especially in re-
gard to mirror images and visual forms of discourse at large. ;
The trapdoors of representation, of seeing one’s self transformed into
an other that resembles and, at the same time, is an oblique distortion
of the original self, are clearly the center of attention in his early sketch
“Monsieur Du Miroir.” In this ingenious text the narrator explores the
deconstructive effects of doubling and mirroring in a manner that in-
stantaneously calls to mind Lacan’s emphasis on the formative influence
of the mirror stage. If Lacan emphasizes the factitiousness of human
identity by correlating the construction of the self with the imaginative
responses to its distorted reflection in the mirror, so does the narrator
of “Monsieur Du Miroir.” Here is how he rationalizes the perpetual
presence of his mirror image, this intimate double who, by some myste-
rious scheme, has intermingled with the fated course of his life: “Is it
too wild a thought, that my fate may have assumed this image of myself,
and therefore haunts me with such inevitable pertinacity, originating ev-
ery act which it appears to imitate, while it deludes me by pretending to
share the events, of which it is merely the emblem and the prophecy?”3
The implications of this reversal of causality between the reflected im-
age and its material source are quite striking. Since the former possesses
the power of originating (rather than merely reflecting) events, the latter
appears determined entirely by the doings of its ethereal, symbolic
double. Steering cautiously around the epistemological snares of this
insight into the significance of representation, Hawthorne’s narrator is
still full of doubt “which of [them] is the visionary form, or whether each
be not the other’s mystery, and both twin brethren of one fate, in mutu-
ally reflected spheres” (171). Although Hawthorne goes to great lengths
to emphasize the mutual dependency of the “authentic” self and its re-
flection in the mirror, in “Monsieur Du Miroir” this does not lead to
a revision of puritanical assessments of the human interest in self-
representation as treacherous and basically blasphemous. Given his re-
lentless probings of the shaky foundations of human identity, his con-
cluding remarks in fact reveal an absurd, self-censoring attitude: “Thus
do mortals deify, as it were, a mere shadow of themselves, a spectre of
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human reason, and ask of that to unveil the mysteries, which Divine
Intelligence has revealed so far needful to our guidance, and hid the
restil (17iE);

If “Monsieur Du Miroir” ends on a rather conventional note, it does
inaugurate, however, Hawthorne’s rewriting of Romantic conceptions
of representation. According to M. H. Abrams’s classic study on this
topic, the Romantic account of poetic invention differed from its
eighteenth-century predecessors in that it replaced the mechanical the-
ory of association with an organicist essentialism, or, to put it differ-
ently, the analogy of art as an assemblage of ready-made material with
that of art as an original, creative process comparable only to growing
a plant. While Coleridge used the latter analogy strictly in connection
with the superior faculty of the imagination, he retained the former (me-
chanical) analogy to describe the imitative mode associated with fancy.
The passivity and mechanical character of fancy he saw embodied in the
root metaphor of the mirror, a metaphor that contrasts blatantly with
the alleged vitality of imagination capable of generating and producing
a form of its own. Fancy, for Coleridge, is a “mirrorment,” repeating
simply what is already there, its aggregative and associative power acting
only by a sort of juxtaposition.’” Significantly, and somewhat paradoxi-
cally, Hawthorne’s adoption of the mirror image in “Monsieur Du Mir-
oir” exceeds its figurative meaning in Romantic poetic theory and, si-
multaneously, reenforces it on the level of morality. Far from conceiving
“mirrorment” as merely a mechanical reflection, Hawthorne shied away
at first from the consequences of his radical reconceptualization of rep-
resentation. Once he had thus pondered the role of the reflected image
as an important factor in the formation of subjectivity, it was only a
matter of time before he would exploit fully its epistemological ramifi-
cations.

Considerable critical attention has been drawn to the fact that in The
House of the Seven Gables, Hawthorne adopted the newly invented
technique of the daguerreotype to establish what might be called his
personal hermeneutics of visual representation.’® This text, as Alan
Trachtenberg has cogently noted, incorporates to a considerable degree
contemporary discourses on photographic representation, and it seems
as if by 1851, when the novel was originally published, that the blasphe-
mous notion of “mirrorment” has turned into a publicly accepted prac-
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tice.* Just recall Hepzibah’s anxiety about the glamorous world of com-
merce in antebellum cities that, by sheer contrast, made the prospects of
setting up a provincial “cent-shop” of her own look utterly discourag-
ing: “Groceries, toy-shops, dry-goods stores, with their immense panes
of plate-glass, their gorgeous fixtures, their vast and complete assort-
ments of merchandize, in which fortunes have been invested; and those
noble mirrors at the farther end of each establishment, doubling all this
wealth by a brightly burnished vista of unrealities!”*

Yet this is far from the only instance in which mirror images figure
prominently in The House of the Seven Gables. Since one of its major
characters is a professional daguerreotypist whose photographic repro-
ductions are directly implicated in the unraveling of the complex plot, it
is appropriate to say that technical modes of visual representation are
among the core issues of Hawthorne’s second novel. While the popular
imagination wanted the daguerreotype to be a transparent copy of the
original, Hawthorne’s daguerreotypist embodies instead the ambiguities
and reversed power relations of visual discourse. In this “humble line of
art.” neither the subject nor the photographer is in a position to control
the chemically reproduced image. On the contrary, in the crucial picture
of Judge Pyncheon, which the “Daguerreotypist” has “taken, over and
over again, and still with no better result” (91), the differences between
the appearance of the original person and the stern expression of the
reproduced figure remain utterly striking. Pyncheon’s skillful efforts at
concealment notwithstanding, the photographic process—or so it seems
to be Hawthorne’s astonishing plea for this modern means of visual re-
production—relentlessly brings to the fore the secret connection be-
tween the contemporary judge and his devious, puritanical ancestor.*'

While using the daguerreotype to expose the hypocrisy of Judge Pyn-
cheon, Hawthorne also positions mechanical reproductions within a
particular system of meaning. In The House of the Seven Gables, it is
very clear that the camera, as Trachtenberg suggests, “serves the discur-
sive needs of its practitioners and clients.”** Since it does not have an
independent ideology, its deconstructive momentum, the tendency to
subvert the mere surface view of reality, is therefore not inherent in the
specific technique by which the picture was produced; rather it reflects
the discursive context (narrative and otherwise) in which the “modern
engine of visibility,” to quote Trachtenberg again, is applied. In Haw-
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thorne’s case, this context, I would argue, was related to the difficult
task of accounting for the ongoing technologizing of antebellum society
and the impact thereof on the identity and work of the modern author.
While the invention of photography had triggered an outpouring of me-
chanical mirror images in its own right, the need for a master image, a
visual narrative that would reflect the changing conditions of creative
work and, simultaneously, mesh with the cultural landscape of mid-
nineteenth-century America, was of paramount importance. This is per-
haps what Walter Benn Michaels had in mind when he called the da-
guerreotype a means of seeing “through to the fixed truth behind the
fluctuating movements of the ‘public character.’”* To compress the
fleeting signs of transition and change into a single image, to arrest sym-
bolically the moment when the old social order is superseded by the
unforgiving laws of the marketplace, had thus become a primary func-
tion of Hawthorne’s hermeneutics of visual representation.

In “The Birth-mark,” a story obsessed with mirror images and all
forms of aesthetic replications, Hawthorne had already put the da-
guerreotype to such epistemic use.* The mechanical reproduction of
Georgiana’s face, however, reveals not so much the hidden features of
the original as the nagging anxiety of the daguerreotypist:

[Aylmer] proposed to take her portrait by a scientific process of his
own invention. It was to be effected by rays of light striking upon a
polished plate of metal. Georgiana assented—but, on looking at the
result, was affrighted to find the features of the portrait blurred and
indefinable; while the minute figure of a hand appeared where the
cheek should have been. Aylmer snatched the metallic plate, and

threw it into a jar of corrosive acid. (45)

Georgiana’s mechanical portrait mirrors once more the artist’s vain at-
tempt to overcome the material confinement of his work.

Above all else, the hand figures for Aylmer as a persistent marker of
“earthly imperfection” Read in the larger social, economic, and politi-
cal context, however, it also reflects contemporary concerns about the
growing division of manual and mental labor as well as the conflicted
search of the modern author for his or her professional identity. Because
of its innate ambiguity, the daguerreotype seems to provide a fitting met-
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aphor for the social and technological changes that determined antebel-
Jum America. Based on a mechanical process of reproduction, it would
of necessity link its subject to the material foundations of reality. Much
like the picture of Georgiana, which automatically zooms in on the
birthmark, visual representations such as the daguerreotype or, some-
what later, the photograph are wont to foreground the mechanism of
production.

It is interesting to note that the human body did not lend itself easily
at first to being photographed. As if resisting the highly symbolic trans-
mutation into chemical matter (the fixing of one’s image on plate or
paper), humans did not come out well in early photography. This was
due to the fact that, with limited light sources and only rudimentary
photographic chemicals available, moving objects were either blurred or
grotesquely distorted from the long period of exposure. Early critics of
the daguerreotype often complained about this major faule. As one com-
mentator scathingly described a group of plates, “Masses of greenery
appeared only as silhouettes, and nowhere were any people to be seen;
in a word color and life, the two parents of poetry, were lacking.”* Yet
the fixing of living images on a chemically coated plate proved to be a
problematic venture not just in terms of practical photography. It also
launched questions as to the ontology of the representation itself. Ar-
rested in time, space, and motion, were the reproduced subjects still to
be counted among the living, or were they, as Michaels suggests, in some
sense already dead?* Purporting to transcend the confines of biology by
way of a chemical-mechanical process, photographic reproductions of
the human body could well be considered as cutting across the human
and the technological, the living and the non-living. Early photography
thus offers another example of Hawthorne’s interest in cybernetic imag-
ery, an interest spawned by the desire to realign the divided discourses
on authorship and technology in mid-nineteenth-century America.

The Mechanician Turns Artist

Nowhere does this need for reconciliation with the leading role of tech-
nology in the literal and figurative construction of modern American
society emerge more plainly than in “Drowne’s Wooden Image” and
“The Artist of the Beautiful.” Read often as allegorical representations
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of Hawthorne’s Romantic view of art, both stories expressly combine
issues of technology and the stratification of labor with aesthetic dis-
course. Although they do not abstain from exposing the author’s discon-
tent with the machine age, these auto-referential texts also direct our
attention to the contested status of authorship in a cultural sphere where
technology was increasingly conceived as a force of original production
and authenticity. Adopting many of the arguments launched in favor of
photography’s alleged realism (as opposed to the inferior mode of “artis-
tic” representation), an article in the Christian Examiner in 1869 re-
flects the extent to which Hawthorne’s contemporaries had become bi-
ased against the mimetic strategies of the fine arts.”” According to its
author, John C. Kimball, “it is not passion and power, beauty and sub-
limity, themselves, which [the fine arts] set before us but their appear-
ance. Their mission, or at least their means, is to deceive.” Machinery,
by contrast, is said to bear “something of the same relation to art that
real life does to the stage, that the hero who performs a deed does to
the actor who shows it forth.”+8

To this accusation Hawthorne would of course respond by insisting
that literary representation is not just a treacherous reflection of the real
world but an idealization, a transformation of the real into an image of
pure spirituality which must then be viewed as the representation of
an original artistic idea.** Yet he was also convinced that the products
of the mind cannot (and should not) be cut off completely from their
material underpinnings. Artistic creations—and here Hawthorne ap-
pears to deviate from both Romantic antimodernism and New England
transcendentalism—are tied up inextricably with the physical medium
through which they are conveyed to the public.

To acknowledge the material grounding of creative work—that is,
the mutual dependency of the text (as tangible, commercial item) and
the ideas it represents—is among the primary objectives of “Drowne’s
Wooden Image.” Given just a cursory glance, the story seems to advo-
cate conventional Romantic topics such as the distinction between
purely mechanical and artistic forms of representation, aesthetic spiritu-
ality, and the figure of the artist as creator of an original work of art.
Traditionally it has thus been taken as a linear translation of Haw-
thorne’s Romantic conception of art into fiction.*® Yet such reductive
readings only perpetuate the dominant evaluation of Romanticism as
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an escapist and essentially self-serving ideology. What is more, they tend
to suppress the recurrent textual allusions to the interfaces of art and the
material, economic, and political conditions under which it is produced.

“Drowne’s Wooden Image” once more brings to the fore one of Haw-
thorne’s favorite topics: the transformation of a representative of the
working class into an artist. Drowne is a young woodcarver whose re-
productions of human figures, though wrought with outstanding talent,
as yet lack the final stroke of genius. When Copley, a celebrated painter
and member of the Boston cultural elite, comes to visit Drowne’s humble
workshop, he calls him a “Yankee mechanic,” a manual laborer in thrall
to the production of cheap imitations of nature. But Drowne works hard
to overcome the inherent restrictions of his “mechanical” occupation.
That the aspiring craftsman finally succeeds in infusing into one of his
wooden likenesses the “ethereal essence of humanity” would appear to
connect him to Hawthorne’s most famous mechanician-turned-artist
figure, Owen Warland in “The Artist of the Beautiful.”*! What many
readers have missed, however, is not just that each story accentuates
different aspects of the creative process at hand, but also that in both
cases artistic inspiration is shown to be highly controversial, publicly
unacknowledged, and ostensibly short-lived. Thus, Drowne creates but
once, and even for this finest piece of art, the wooden image of an exotic
female figure, he seems not to have chosen the right material, “If this
work were in marble.” as the patronizing Bostonian tells him, “it would
make you famous at once; nay, I would almost affirm that it would make
an era in the art” (313).

The outward appearance of Drowne’s achievement becomes even
more of an issue when the painter insinuates that, for artistic purposes,
the statue must remain unpainted. The appeal to functional simplicity
contradicts the practical requirements of the commissioned work (she is
designed to be used as a ship’s figurehead and elicits a fervent response
from Drowne, who, behaving like a “true” artist, brushes aside any aes-
thetic laws outside his own universe of production: “I know nothing of
marble statuary, and nothing of a sculptor’s rules of art. . .. Let others
do what they may with marble, and adopt what rules they choose. If I
can produce my desired effect by painted wood, those rules are not for
me, and I have a right to disregard them” (313).

Given the economic circumstances under which he labors, Drowne’s
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rebellious gesture reveals itself as an act of sheer irony. While eschewing
the aesthetics of the cultural establishment on the one hand, he tacitly
complies on the other with the expectations of his client, Captain Hun-
newell, who had ordered a conventional—that is, fully painted—fig-
urehead. That Drowne’s image is going to embellish a vessel significantly
named the Cynosure might thus be read as an indication that the am-
bitious woodcarver has sold himself to the devil of commerce.? Yet it
might also be taken as a sign of Hawthorne’s disillusionment with Ro-
mantic conceptions of creative work in general.

Such a nonconformist reading could be further corroborated by a tex-
tual reference that has as yet escaped critical attention altogether. It has
long been a staple of Romantic theory that true artists should be able to
create ex nihilo, that their work should add to the mass of things already
in existence. “In one sense, and in great measure, to be peculiar is to be
original,” writes Poe in his review of Hawthorne’s tales, “and than the
true originality there is no higher literary virtue.”’* Innovativeness and
authenticity are also major factors in separating Drowne’s finest product
from the heap of decorative carvings he has manufactured earlier. If his
figureheads, his cheap busts, and grotesque urns were all designed after
popular allegorical models, this latest statue embodies the spirit of a
woman who has no match either in real life or in mythology. It is “as if,
not being actually human, yet so like humanity, she must therefore be

something preternatural” (314). Because of its composite ontology, the

female figure wields a lasting influence on the public’s imagination.
Among Drowne’s Puritan peers there are not a few who would swear
having seen her transmogrify into an actual human being as she and
Hunnewell were entering the vessel for its next voyage. Within the
framework of Romanticism, the constant commingling of matter and
spirit, of the real and the represented body, assumes major significance.
To transform dead matter into the ethereal yet lasting mode of artistic
discourse was, after all, one of the uppermost concerns of Romantic aes-
thetics.

If the Romantic artist is called upon to exceed—rather than simply
reproduce—the material limitations imposed on his work, this does not,
however, apply to Drowne’s wooden image. As I pointed out earlier, even
his most artistic carving is marked by the stigma of commercial produc-
tion, of being designed according to the express wishes and specifica-
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tions of his client. What is more, Hawthorne makes it very clear that the
awe-inspiring image is itself essentially a reproduction of a living person,
a young Portuguese lady who had fled her country because of political
rebellion and who is now sheltered by Captain Hunnewell. Significantly
placed at the very end of the story, this information cannot but expose
the exaggerated encomiums to Drowne’s artistic achievement for what
they are: a strained effort at artistic exceptionalism and a naive attempt
to secure social renown for the artist outside the overpowering influence
of American capitalism. By introducing the authentic model of the fig-
urchead, Hawthorne demotes its claim to both aesthetic originality and
professional idealism. Neither the general concept nor the physical de-
tails of the statue have sprung from Drowne’s imagination. As a stun-
ningly faithful reproduction of the original, the figure stands out primar-
ily for its superior technical execution. And as a commissioned, true-
to-life rendering of his client’s secret lover, it tacitly participates in the
commercialization and marketing of art which Hawthorne, especially
during these early stages of his career, experienced as an unavoidable yet
extremely stressful struggle for survival.

Two years before the story originally appeared in Godey’s Magazine
and Lady’s Book, he had confided in his notebook: “The fight with the
world—rthe struggle of a man among men—the agony of the universal
effort to wrench the means of life from a host of greedy competitors—
all this seems like a dream to me.”** Although the dreamlike suspension
of professional competition refers, above all else, to the private respite
Hawthorne found in his recent marriage to Sophia Peabody, it was auto-
referential texts such as “The Birth-mark,” “Drowne’s Wooden Image,”
and “The Artist of the Beautiful” that allowed him to articulate allegor-
ically the sociocultural implications of authorship in antebellum
America.

Of these stories, “The Artist of the Beautiful” clearly marks the culmi-
nation of Hawthorne’s critique of Romantic ideology. By stressing the
practical consequences of the artist’s search for complete autonomy, the
text explicitly questions the Romantic idea of art as an autochthonous,
independent mode of production. Moreover, in “The Artist of the Beau-
tiful,” Hawthorne brings to bear with even greater force the image of
the cyborg on his representation of contemporary technology and its
impact on the writer’s profession. Had Emerson ever written a short
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story, as a contemporary British reviewer poignantly remarked, he
would have written “The Artist of the Beautiful.”** According to the
sheaves of critical comment, a majority of which would readily sub-
scribe to that perception, the story’s most prominent feature is its narrat-
ivization of artistic production from the perspective of American tran-
scendentalism. True, the story of Owen Warland and his search for the
ultimate aesthetic ideal reverberates with a variety of transcendentalist
tenets: the polarities of reason and understanding, imagination and
fancy, materialism and idealism, to name just a few. Very few commen-
tators, however, have noticed that these topics are introduced in terms
of a far-reaching crisis of modernization and cultural conflict.’¢ Only if
we read “The Artist of the Beautiful” as a parable of artistic work under
the shifting social conditions of modernity are we able to account for its
widespread allusions to machines (such as steam engines or the cotton
gin), to automata (the Man of Brass by Albert Magnus, Bacon’s Brazen
Head, and a few other mechanical apparitions), to reproduction or, as
the only woman in the text has it, “the notion of putting spirit into
machinery,” and last but not least, to authorship and the fledgling iden-
tity of the professional writer.’”

It is certainly not by accident that the main character, Owen Warland,
is above all a gifted if somewhat distracted mechanic and only secondly

the hapless artist of the beautiful. Although the two vocations are obvi-

ously at odds, a fact that accounts for much of the plot, it is quite re-
markable how snugly the discourse on aesthetics is incorporated into a
discourse on mechanics. After all, it is not a painting, sculpture, or poem
that Owen Warland aspires to create but a mechanical butterfly, that
is, a living machine or, in the terms of this study, a Romantic cyborg.
Hawthorne’s choice of a replicated animal as the symbolic embodiment
of the artist’s aesthetic dream is by no means arbitrary. It reflects the
widespread practice of imitating the biological by technical means, a
practice that has long marked the Western attitude toward technology.
As a result of the heightened interest in mechanical paradigms (of
which La Mettrie’s physiological reworking of the Cartesian béte-
machine is just one case in point), the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries became especially obsessed with the construction of an-
imated machines or automata.*® The historian of technology Derek De
Solla Price has suggested that “some strong innate urge toward mecha-
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nistic explanation led to the making of automata, and that from autom-
ata has evolved much of our technology, particularly the part embracing
fine mechanism and scientific instrumentation.”* To put it another way,
the numerous toys and automated gadgets that populated the drawing
rooms of the affluent classes were not just instrumental in furthering
technological progress; they were also taken as explanatory models of
widespread natural and cultural phenomena, including the increasing
mechanization of capitalist societies.

A prominent name in the annals of inventors of automata is Wolfgang
Ritter von Kempelen (1703-1804). Although he is best known for his
successful diplomatic career at the court of Empress Maria Theresa, von
Kempelen was also engaged in constructing two of the most famous
machines of his time: the so-called Chess Turk of 1769 and the Talking
Machine (1778), which, although it could not really talk, was able to
utter various well-distinguished mechanical sounds. The Chess Turk, by
contrast, had only the appearance of a machine. The marvelous contriv-
ance looked like a mechanized replica of a Turk that would play chess,
accompanied by the obtrusive cranking and whirring of machinery. Yet
it was fraudulent. The midget hiding inside and operating its elaborate
mechanism was so ingeniously concealed that the Chess Turk fooled
most of its admiring spectators, including Frederick the Great, Napo-
leon I, and, later on, the American public. When, in 1826; the mechan-
ician and entrepreneur Johann Nepomuk Maelzel brought the Turk to
the United States, where it was continuously on exhibition until de-
stroyed by a fire in Peale’s museum in Philadelphia in 1854, it drew con-
siderable public as well as literary attention. The mystery enclosed in
this sham automaton prompted Poe to provide a criminalist solution in
an essay titled “Maelzel’s Chess Player” (1836), and it is thought to have
inspired Ambrose Bierce’s ingenious story “Moxon’s Master” (1893), in
which a chess-playing robot attacks his inventor when it loses to him.

Beyond this unmediated influence on American literature, the Chess
Turk as well as the many other automata that were built during the late
eighteenth century and throughout the nineteenth are important be-
cause of their role as symbolic representations of the shift from agricul-
tural to fully industrialized production and its concomitant cultural and
behavioral changes. Above all else, automata were intricate, cunning
little machines in their own right. More often than not, the interior,
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which was regularly exposed to the public after the show, revealed a
complex design of mechanical parts mysteriously set in motion by the
experienced hand of the craftsman; hence, these animated machines ide-
ally epitomized the technical knowhow and ingenuity of early modern
manufacturing. Yet, in a way no less obvious than their being taken as
icons of the latest advances in technology, automata also represented
the social machinery of industrialized society. When seen in action, their
staccato moves and the meticulously choreographed interplay of “body”
parts might be read as at once the model and mirror image of modern
man. Put in such perspective, the technical limitations imposed on the
android’s body all but equaled the psycho-physical restrictions called for
by the brutal regime of industrial production and the repressive de-
mands of mechanical labor. Moreover, owing to the transparency of
their working principle, automata were the target of all sorts of materi-
alist fictions of control and domination. They were read as “living”
proof of the idea of a well-regulated cosmos, of a natural world that
could no longer withhold its secrets from rational man and would in
due time yield to his conquering spirit.

While the animated toys devised by the leading mechanicians of the
late eighteenth century corresponded nicely with the rhetoric and eco-
nomic practice of early capitalist societies, their literary counterparts,
the man-machines (and woman-machines, to be sure) of Romantic liter-
ature and nineteenth-century fiction in general betrayed a different atti-
tude toward the promises of modern science and technology. Here the
staggering gait of the android often signified the threatening liminality
of the human who has become a machine, a lifeless monster determined
not so much by his or her free will as by the demands of its artificial
organism. It is important to note here that many of the dystopian projec-
tions of technology in nineteenth-century literature are centered on this
idea of the encroachment on the body by the machine. Unlike the popu-
lar mechanical android, which was but an elaborate mechanism openly
imitating the human, the fictional automaton was more like a modern
cyborg, an imaginary concept comprising at once material and visceral
components. By centering “The Artist of the Beautiful” on the produc-
tion of a mechanical butterfly, Hawthorne draws on all of these different
attitudes toward animated machines. From its awe-inspiring “natural-
ness” to the sensibility with which it responds to the unwitting observer,
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this living machine obviously served a wide range of contemporary asso-
ciations with technology.

Among the far-reaching implications of the initiation of machinery
into modern society, the notion of evading organic reproduction by way
of mechanical inventions, symbolically made visible in the construction
of robots or automata, is instrumental for an understanding of “The
Artist of the Beautiful”¢ As one can readily see, Hawthorne’s parable
of the technician-turned-artist abounds with allusions to technology, re-
production, and gender. Thus, Owen Warland is introduced as a tinkerer
with ladies’ watches, a person of childlike sensibilities and a delicate,
effeminate stature. “If any human spirit could have sufficiently rever-
enced the processes so sacred in his eyes,” the narrator tells us, “it must
have been a woman’s” (460). Accordingly, it is the visible shape of An-
nie, the reluctant object of Owen’s sexual desire, in which “the spiritual
power that he worshipped, and on whose altar he hoped to lay a not
unworthy offering, was made manifest to him” (464). His struggle to
produce a spiritualized automaton likewise is cast in terms of a procre-
ative sexual act or, what is perhaps more to the point, an exercise in
artistic parthenogenesis. As the disbelief of his peers leads him to re-
mark, the mechanical creature “may well be said to possess life, for it
had absorbed [his] own being into itself” (324). It is therefore not the

marvelous contrivance as such that distinguishes the artist from the tech-

nician but the act of instilling life into matter.

In the end, however, the Promethean deed proves to be ephemeral and
transitory. While the artist has painfully been delivering the offspring of
his spirit, “organic nature,” as one critic puts it, “has passed him by.”¢!
Annie, who is now married to the town’s blacksmith (a striking incarna-
tion of Hawthorne’s idea of the working class), has become a matron
and mother. It is certainly ironic that the tiny mechanism is finally
crushed by the clumsy hands of Annie’s child. What was meant as a
bridal gift for his former love eventually becomes a sacrifice to the forces
of biological reproduction, a highly ambiguous offering on the altar of
femininity. By juxtaposing in this manner organic, mechanical, and ar-
tistic procreation, “The Artist of the Beautiful” unmistakably adds to
established Romantic discourses on authenticity and original produc-
tion. Insofar as it articulates an anxiety about both the machine and
female reproductive capacities, the emphasis is shifted, however, from
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merely a reflection on aesthetics to a critical assessment of the tangled
relations of technology, gender, and professional writing.

How do these reflections relate to the question of authorship? As I
mentioned earlier, in order to have the watchmaker become an artist,
Hawthorne supplies him with the power to animate, to spiritualize ma-
chinery. His ambition is not “to be honored with the paternity of a new
kind of cotton machine,” as he vehemently affirms, but to produce a
“new species of life and motion” (453, 466). It is thus not by imitating
nature but by competing with it, by putting forth “the ideal which na-
ture has proposed to herself in all her creatures, but has never taken
pains to realize” (466), that Owen Warland assumes authorship. At this
point, however, the story seems to verge on sheer paradox: If the forces
of reproduction are essentially female, as the text seems to suggest, how
could authorship then prevail as a predominantly male activity?

There is little doubt that Hawthorne conceives of the crude mechani-
cal forces of the real as pure maleness, associated with the strength and
generative power of paternity. “No child of yours,” quips the brawny
blacksmith, taking in Owen’s delicate frame, “will have iron joints and
sinews” (453). And as for Annie, the young woman proves to be as
much “a creature of his own as the mysterious piece of mechanism?”
(464). Having fancied her his equal and ally, the artist is at last utterly

deceived. Given their reproductive capacity, as the story persistently im-

plies, women are inextricably bound up with the realm of matter and
practical reason. It is therefore only by replacing female reproductive
power with an alternative power, at once generative and spiritual, that
Hawthorne is able to reconcile the forces of organic and artistic produc-
tion. Insofar as he represents nature’s procreative principle on a more
refined and consummated level, the artist simultaneously incorporates
and transcends the feminine. While negotiating the antagonistic powers
of generation for his artistic purposes, the man of art, according to Haw-
thorne’s gendered analysis, reaches for a subtler, more ethereal form of
paternity. However frail and transient his imaginative child may be, as
carrier and conduit of an original idea it takes on a quality more real
than reality itself. “When the artist rose high enough to achieve the
beautiful,” as we learn in the concluding paragraph of the story, “the
symbol by which he made it perceptible to mortal senses became of little
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value in his eyes while his spirit possessed itself in the enjoyment of the
reality” (475).

Owen Warland perfectly embodies the ambiguities of artistic produc-
tion in antebellum America. Not only does the name reflect his voca-
tional crisis, that is, the “warring” ideals of mechanical and mental la-
bor, but also his original occupation situates him within a discursive
field that was closely connected to the early industrialization of Ameri-
can society and its corollary republican utilitarianism (hence the mani-
fold references to punctuality, regularity, and utilitarian values in gen-
eral).? Since the structuring of everyday life around dependable
measurements of time was crucial in the transition from agricultural to
industrial society, the watchmaker becomes an appropriate site for the
narrativization of cultural change and conflict.

According to the cultural historian Lewis Mumford, “the clock not
the steam-engine, is the key machine of the modern industrial age.”*
Like perhaps no other single mechanism, the clock at once furthers and
symbolically represents the development of industrial society. The mod-
ern timepiece not only became a ubiquitous symbol of mechanical inge-
nuity, but also was itself an accurate automatic machine:

There had been power-machines before the clock . . . but here was a
new kind of power-machine, in which the source of power and the
transmission were of such a nature as to ensure the even flow of en-
ergy throughout the works and to make possible regular production
and a standardized product. In its relationship to determinable quanti-
ties of energy, standardization, to automatic action, and finally to its
own special product, accurate timing, the clock has been the fore-

most machine in modern technics.®

With its protagonist professionally rooted in the production, repair-
ing, and operation of timekeeping instruments, “The Artist of the Beau-
tiful” should be read, above all else, as a commentary on the process of
industrialization and its concomitant reliance on the clock as a key ma-
chine of the modern age. Moreover, by focusing on the gendered dynam-
ics of reproduction, Hawthorne touched on a contested issue of his day.
At a time when many Americans were beginning to think of machinery
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as an authentic generative force in its own right, Hawthorne’s self-
reflexive parable effectively probed the interstices of mechanical and ar-
tistic production. And it seemed to bring forth a view of the artist as far
more practical-minded than most critics were willing accept.

This view hinged on the conviction that there is no way out of technol-
ogy, and that therefore the artist must not merely accept the material
foundations of his work but actively seek to reconcile it with the de-
mands of modernization. As Hawthorne took pains to explain in much
of his earlier work, the particular contribution of the writer to modern
society is not to defy technological progress as such but to add to it a
spiritual dimension, a historical perspective that contains and at the
same time alleviates the frictions caused by social change. Setting the
register for many of the discourses to come on technology and author-
ship, these strikingly up-to-date texts should no longer be excluded from
the study of what some critics cogently called nineteenth-century Amer-
ica’s “covert culture.” 5
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The fable implies that the individual to possess himself, must some-
times return from his own labor to embrace all the other laborers. But
unfortunately, this original unit, this fountain of power, has been so dis-
tributed to multitudes, has been so minutely subdivided and peddled
out, that it is spilled into drops, and cannot be gathered. The state of
society is one in which the members have suffered amputation from
the trunk, and strut about so many walking monsters,—a good finger,

a neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a man.

Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The American Scholar”

Poe’s literary career perfectly exhibits the politics and paradoxes of
modern authorship. While various critics insisted that his eclectic, auto-
referential style prefigured the death of the authorial self as an autono-
mous producer of art, Poe actually committed much of his nonfictional
writing to establishing “literary labor,” to borrow his own frequently used
term, as a full-grown profession within the economic structure of ante-
bellum America.! Although he would not have subscribed to the pro-
gressivist belief in the wonder-working agency of technology, he was
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nevertheless in favor of the increasing technologizing of literary activity,
adopting it as a tool to replace the metaphysical grounding of European
Romanticism by a strictly constructivist, if not always coherent, poetical
theory. And in contrast to the antimaterialism and otherworldliness on
which these Romantic approaches to literature customarily depended,
Poe never condemned the economic dependency of professional author-
ship as such (although he did complain about the meager salaries paid
to literary workers).2 As a shrewd observer of the literary marketplace, he
would eagerly cater to its shifting aesthetic preferences. Hence, after the
economic depression of the late 1830s, he concentrated on the writing of
relatively lucrative tales while at the same time dramatically reducing the
production of unsaleable poetry.* In keeping with his market-oriented
writing policies, Poe himself was deeply involved in the publishing in-
dustry, by then one of the most important economic sectors in the
United States.* As editor of several leading literary magazines, which
were all located in the nation’s financial and economic centers (notably,
Philadelphia and New York), he was fully aware of the material influ-
ences on the modern writer. Since social conditions permeated not only
his production of literature proper but also his work as literary critic,
theoretical essayist, and magazine editor, Poe appears to be an ideal fig-
ure for exploring the professionalization of creative writing and its con-
nection to the larger economic and technological system.

Poe’s primary concern in life, as one critic rightly put it, was “being

an author or engaging in authorship.”’ Consequently, the philosophy
and techniques of writing figure prominently in both his fictional and
his theoretical texts. If his enthusiastic evaluation of creative work occa-
sionally came close to Emersonian essentialism, Poe did not share the
transcendentalists’ notion of art as a metaphysical enterprise. Rather he
emphasized the material reality of the literary text itself, that is, the
physical medium by which an original idea is communicated (its textual
representation) and, of no less importance, its physical-psychic effects
on the audience. If, in the latter case, it is the writer who applies certain
textual technologies in order to control the reader’s emotional responses,
in the former the author himself appears determined by the technologi-
cal conditions of his writing. Since Poe’s interest in manipulating the
reader through the meticulous execution of literary technique has al-
ready been sufficiently-documented, I will focus in what follows on the
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complex relationship between writer and text or, more speciﬁcaAlly, the
technology of literary production and its impact on the practices of
modern authorship.®
The technological determinacy of writing is a major issue in two of
Poe’s nonfictional prose pieces in particular, both of which were either
neglected or persistently underrated by literary critics: ﬁr?t, the specu-
lative article “Anastatic Printing” (1845) and, second, his early essay
“Maelzel’s Chess-Player” (1836), his piece about a famous chess-playing
automaton that was on exhibit in many major American cities during
the 1830s and 1840s.” Although the latter text does not touch direcFly
on the topic of writing, the skillful deconstruction of Maelzel’s claim
that his artificial chess player consisted only of “pure machinery” can
be easily linked to Poe’s own poetological project. What is more, it brings
to the fore once again the imagery of the cyborg. While questioning the
existence of a logically reasoning automaton, “Maelzel’s Chess-Player”
conjures up a clearly cyborgean vision: a human being COI]tI"Ol]lng a-nd
operating the mechanism from inside the machine. By thus illustrating
the conflation of mind and matter, the physical wedding of the human
to the machine, the essay provides us with a perfect blueprint for Poe’s
technology-dominated poetics.
Yet “Maelzel’s Chess-Player” is not the only text in which Poe ex-
plores the cyborg’s widespread symbolic ramifications. Looking at his

tales, one cannot fail to note that Poe was obsessed with the uncanny

sphere where the living blurs with the non-living. Along these lines one
encounters everywhere in his fiction protagonists who either are sus-
pended between life and death (“Loss of Breath,” “A Tale of the Ragged
Mountains,” “The Man That Was Used Up”),* appear to have con-
quered death symbolically (“Ligeia,” “The Oval Portrait,” “Fleonora”),
or experience the horrors of living entombment (“The Fall of the House
of Usher,” “The Premature Burial,” The Narrative of Arthur Gordon
Pym) and extended, metaphorical death scenes (“The Pit and thf’f Pendu-
lum,” “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar,” “A Descent into the
Maelstrom™).? :
Although many of these texts implicate technology to varying de-
grees, it is in the political satire “The Man That Was Used Up” that Poe
grounds his argument entirely on cyborgean imagery. The story,. on
which I center my discussion here, powerfully underwrites the relations
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between authorship and technology. As a quasi-authentic historical fig-
ure, its cyborg protagonist epitomizes not just the linguistic constructed-
ness of literary texts and their fictional characters, but the technologiza-
tion of all discourse, including the representation of past events. By thus
extending the relevance of textual technology to fields of discourse other
than pure literature, specifically the emerging area of historical study,
Poe envisions the literary author as both a professional perfectly adapted
to modern technological society and a member of an intellectual van-
guard whose technical expertise is essential in deciphering the tropolog-
ical character of our understanding of reality in general. In blazing con-
trast with the Romantic search for transcendent truth, for a “world
elsewhere,” to borrow Richard Poirier's famous phrase, Poe situated his
conception of the real solely within the realm of literary discourse.!©
That his deconstructive endeavor often relies on the structural heteroge-
neity of the cyborg figure could be taken, then, as a further indication
of his antagonism to Romantic literary politics as well as his efforts to
place the professional writer within a cultural framework that became
increasingly infused with technological paradigms.

As the German critic Max Bense has pointed out, technology takes
the place of ideology in Poe’s work.!! Insofar as he repudiates the Ro-
mantic belief in the imaginative and aesthetic transparency of the world,
Poe shifts the emphasis from metaphysics to methodology, or, in differ-
ent terms, from ideological assumptions about the content and produc-
tion of art to a technological, constructivist explanation of how and why

art works. “Most writers,” says Poe in “The Philosophy of Compo-
sition” —

poets in especial—prefer having it understood that they compose by
a species of fine frenzy—an ecstatic intuition—and would positively
shudder at letting the public take a peep behind the scenes, at the
elaborate and vacillating crudities of thought—at the true purposes
seized only at the last moment—at the innumerable glimpses of idea
that arrived not at the maturity of full view—at the fully marured
fancies discarded in despair as unmanageable—at the cautious selec-
tions and rejections—ar the painful erasures and interpolations—in a
word, at the wheels and pinions—the tackle for scene-shifting—the
step-ladders and demon-traps—the cock’s feathers, the red paint and
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the black patches, which, in ninety-nine cases out of the hundred,

constitute the properties of the literary histrio.'?

Not so Poe himself. In “The Philosophy of Composition,” “The Poetic
Principle,” “The Rationale of Verse,” and many of his literary reviews,
he invites the reader precisely to glimpse the “wheels and pinions” that
operate the machinery of poetry and fiction. The adoption of techflical
terminology in this passage can hardly be overlooked. Wheels, pinions,
tackles, step-ladders, demon-traps: such phrasing clearly invokes Poe’s
technological conception of literary texts. While the writer is free to
select specific modes of composition, the text itself appears as a complex
mechanical aggregate of interchangeable parts. Artistic creation, ac-
cording to this view, is a painstaking, cumulative process. It is based not
so much on the originality of ideas, as Poe maintains in his response to
an alleged plagiarism in “The Raven,” as on novel combinations of what
is already known, in other words, on the novelty of the writer’s style.!?
By thus treating creative writing as a form of textual technology whose
ordering principles could be laid bare and whose achievements could be
reproduced over and over again, Poe transferred the technology-laden,
utilitarian rhetoric of Jacksonian America to the level of poetical theory.

With its emphasis on reworking previously written material, Poe’s
technological poetics comes dangerously close to advocating literary
theft. In fact, Poe’s remarks on this subject are far from being consistent.
On the one hand, he publicly admonished major writers such as Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow for stealing from well-known English texts, and,
on the other, he tried to dispel allegations of plagiarism in regard to his
own work by stating that one could not expect a writer to invent new
forms and ideas from scratch. Likewise, in his introduction to Pinakidia,
he repeatedly draws attention to the secondhand nature of the classic
compilations of brevities and aphorisms (“audacious pilferings from
those vast storehouses of brief facts, memoranda, and opinions in gen-
eral literature”)," only to claim later on that his own example of the
genre consisted mostly of “original” material. In “Marginalia 35 Poe
is perhaps at his most outspoken on the issue of plagiarism. After a
quotation from Boileau’s Satire, he insists that there are “fellows who
really have no right—some individuals have—to purloin the property
of their predecessors.” That some authors must not exploit older sources

101



I02

CHAPTER THREE

is directly related, according to Poe’s discriminatory logic, to their lack
of technical skills, the fact that their “clumsily stolen bulls never fail of
leaving behind them ample evidence of having been dragged into the
chief-den by the tail '3

The juxtaposition of writers who are entitled to creative recycling and
those who are not assumes major significance in regard to Poe’s tech-
nocratic definition of professional authorship. What distinguishes these
two groups is not so much the opaque notion of the “true” poet and his
eminent place in the culture of learning—this would have been Emer-
son’ line of argument—as the command of literary technique. As Poe
implies in his prefatory remarks to “Marginalia,” a genre that is in itself
a perfect example of his notion of recontextualization, it is of utmost
importance that the pasting together of isolated, fragmented texts re-
mains “imperceptible.” Because it illustrates metaphorically the en-
croachment of technology on Poe’s theory of composition, the opening
paragraph of “Marginalia” bears being quoted in full:

In getting my books, I have been always solicitous of an ample mar-
gin; this is not so much through any love of the thing in itself, how-
ever agreeable, as for the facility it affords me of pencilling suggested
thoughts, agreements and differences of opinion, or brief critical com-
ments in general. Where what I have to note is too much to be in-
cluded within the narrow limits of a margin, I commit it to a slip of
paper, and deposit it between the leaves; taking care to secure it by

an imperceptible portion of gum tragacanth paste. (107)

The textual process implied here is actually threefold. First, there is
the merging of one’s own (marginal) text with that of another writer; in
a second step, then, the original text is severed from the commentary it
has engendered in the reader; and third, the now autonomous fragments
of derivative text are recontextualized, that is, made “original,” through
their compilation as marginalia. The means by which Poe purports to
connect physically the more voluminous separate notes to the original
book are particularly interesting, Gum tragacanth, after all, is not just
any ordinary glue but a paste used for the preparation of scientific speci-
mens, a use Poe must have been aware of through his collaboration with
Thomas Wyatt in preparing The Conchologist’s First Book in 1839.16 If
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the paste originally serves biologists in disguising the act of “reconstitut-
ing” a dead animal to its former shape, it is equally fitting for a descrip-
tion of how to make the blending of original and derivative text “imper-
ceptible.”

The list of texts in which Poe comments on the uses and abuses of
copying literary property is long and covers much of his divergent fic-
tional and critical output. The recycling of texts written by other au-
thors, however, constituted more than a recurring theme in Poe’s oeuvre;
it was actually at the very basis of his understanding of literary work.
As Stephen Rachman has argued, Poe redesigned the concept of plagia-
rism to suit his own poetological needs, that is, to support the establish-
ment of a theory of creation “where texts are lifted but put to different
ends, ends that are paradoxically creative and ‘original,” which call into
question our concepts of literary property and proprietorship.”!” More-
over, to vindicate his rewriting of the Romantic idea of originality in
accordance with the changing definitions of modern authorship, Poe in-
troduced scientific techniques as a metaphorical point of reference for
the composition of literary texts, thereby highlighting simultaneously
the intimate relations between writing and technology and the growing
impact of technological discourse on areas of work other than the

purely technological.

Technology and Originality

It is worth noting that Poe did not give up on artistic originality alto-
gether. Insofar as he replaced original ideas with the praxis-centered con-
cept of literary technique, he seems to have avoided the ideological pit-
falls of hard-core Romanticist essentialism. Yet in one of his later works,
“The Power of Words™ (1845), he also argued for the “physical” capac-
ity of discourse to engender, to “speak into birth,” the “passions of the
most turbulent and unhallowed hearts.”® In doing so, Poe once again
opened the door to ideological assessments of authorship. If the poet’s
profession—like any other modern profession—depends on a fixed set
of technical skills, the physical foundation of literary work, the written
text itself, is still depicted by Poe as if it were able to transcend miracu-
lously its innate materiality. The structural incommensurability of this
position has led numerous critics to dismiss Poe’s theory of artistic cre-
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ation as shallow and inconclusive.'” From my own perspective, however,
his ambiguous enunciations about artistic originality reflect instead his
attempt to redefine authorship under conditions of modern technology.
Accepting the influence of technological paradigms on the writer’s pro-
fession, Poe seems to suggest that he must adapt to these new conditions
and not, as European Romanticism had it, resist them. By the same to-
ken, he was trying to offer a description of poetic imagination that
would have no difficulty responding to America’s belief in the progres-
sive power of technology and that thus would strengthen the writer’s posi-
tion within the professional stratifications of modern society.

An intriguing example of how technical inventions might influence
the formal modes of translating ideas into written texts is Poe’s article
“Anastatic Printing,” an early piece on writing and technology which
he published in The Broadway Journal in 1845. Although the technical
procedure described here was by no means fictional, the way in which
Poe extrapolates from the widespread social and literary ramifications
of this particular mode of printing is not simply “original”—in Poe’s
sense of putting existing ideas to new poetic purposes—but stunningly
farsighted, especially read today by readers accustomed to computerized
forms of writing and publishing. Anastatic printing, which is also
known as “relief etching,” can scarcely be regarded as a “new” inven-
tion. It refers to a process of printing already in use at the turn of the
eighteenth century, in which a design is transferred to a zinc plate by
etching out the rest of the surface. The result is that the design is slightly
raised in relief and the plate, when washed with a solution of gum, yields
a facsimile impression of the original. The whole process, which obvi-
ously resembles lithography, had been used mainly for the reproduction
of elaborately illustrated texts such as, for example, William Blake’s illu-
minated edition of The Songs of Innocence and Experience (1794).
Why, then, would Poe hail this well-known printing technique as a new
technology that was destined to “revolutionize the world?”2°

Despite its great advantages for professional writers, as Poe com-
plains, anastatic printing had never excited the universal attention and
the amount of critical commentary associated with inventions far less
important than this revolutionary technique. Consequently, he sees the
public negligence of the process as the result of an overabundance of
strange and unfamiliar things, an inflation of novelty owing to the stag-
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gering achievements of modern science and technology. Because
nineteenth-century Americans have become “so habituated to new in-
ventions,” Poe deftly explains, they “no longer get from newness the
vivid interest which should appertain to the new.” In other words, mod-
ern man “receives the impression of novelty so continuously that it is at
length no novelty to receive it” (84). If it has become increasingly diffi-
cult to acknowledge the truly novel among the continuous onrush of
novelties, to establish the newness of anastatic printing appears to be
even more challenging. Being essentially a modification of previously
existing technologies (namely, etching, electography, and lithography), it
does not signal the discovery of an “original” process or method. Rather
it combines and improves on techniques already inaugurated, thus
allowing their latent technological potential to materialize in new ways.

Yet what makes anastatic printing so appealing to Poe is not just the
structural overlap with his theory of composition, which likewise em-
phasizes novel combinations of established ideas, but its long-term ef-
fects on the work of the writer. From the outset, Poe insists that the new
technique will ultimately do away with conventional modes of reproduc-
tion. For example, by speeding up the preparation of stereotype plates,
from which large numbers of identical copies might be printed, it could
help to increase the production and dissemination of printed matter

considerably. More important, however, it could also revolutionize the

process of stereotyping as such. Instead of printing from plates set in
type, anastatic printing would allow texts to be reproduced as facsimile
versions of the original manuscript.2! Since publishers were frequently
“forced to re-set works which they have neglected to stereotype, think-
ing them unworthy of the expense,” with the new method such eco-
nomic considerations would become superfluous because, as Poe takes
pains to point out, “a publisher has only to print as many copies as are
immediately demanded. He need print no more than a dozen, indeed,
unless he feels perfectly confident of success. Preserving one copy, he
can from this, at no other cost than that of the zinc, produce with any
desirable rapidity, as many impressions as he may think proper” (85).
The tendency to reduce production costs, especially in those cases in
which saleability determines the publication, or rather non-publication,
of texts that are highly worthy yet presumably low in circulation value,
must thus be counted as one of the prime advantages of anastatic print-
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ing. Not only could it help to make it cheap and easy “to diffuse knowl-
edge and amusement” (85) among the public, but also it would do so
on a very large scale. Since it would evade the time-consuming process of
setting type, “a hundred thousand impressions per hour, or even infi-
nitely more, can be taken of any newspaper, or similar publication” (85).

There is little doubt that in “Anastatic Printing” Poe is far from oppos-
ing technological progress. In an interesting twist of argument, he uses
technology as leverage to overcome the material determinacy of modern
society by turning it into a place where information is superabundant
and where written texts—regardless of their economic value—have be-
come the most important and accessible of all commodities. Reading
Poe’s enthusiastic appraisal of this new printing procedure, one is there-
fore tempted to question the view that Romantic writers saw technology
as a surrogate enemy which they attacked in order to preserve an elitist
literary culture against the reign of the emerging masses.” What we en-
counter here is, on the contrary, a stance perfectly at ease not just with
the laws of the marketplace and its corollary, the mass production of
literary texts, but also with the prospects of technology acting as media-
tor between the individual writer and the larger society.

If the economical benefits of anastatic printing are already tremen-
dous, the ways in which it affects the working conditions of literary
authors are at least equally promising. To begin with, the new technique
will have a disciplinary impact on the composition of and the ideas pre-
sented by a certain text. Since there is an “easily intelligible reciprocal
influence between the thing written and the manner of writing” (86),
it follows that an improvement in style will inevitably be noted as an
improvement in terms of content. Insofar as the former is concerned,
this will be achieved, according to Poe, by the increased accuracy, conci-
sion, and distinctness of presentation expected from a manuscript that
will go into print without the guidance of editors or publishers.

In addition to streamlining the form of the manuscript, anastatic
printing will also dramatically increase the writer’s authority over his
text. As Poe repeatedly mentions, it allows the printer to reproduce new
copies directly from the original manuscript, thereby eliminating the te-
dious and expensive process of typesetting. Traditionally, the manuscript
was considered to be a transitory stage, a necessary yet provisional form
of text that served as an intermediary between the writer, on the one
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hand, and the product of the printing press, the material book, on the
other. From the writer’s perspective, however, the final book itself sel-
dom surpassed the manuscript “either in accuracy or in beauty” Thus,
conventional reproduction often made the original text susceptible to
the “ruinous intervention of the publisher” (85). Not so with anastatic
printing. If he chooses to have his text printed according to the new
procedure, “all that a man of letters need do, will be to pay some atten-
tion to legibility of MS. arrange his pages to suit himself, and stereotype
them instantaneously, as arranged. He may intersperse them with his
own drawings, or with anything to please his own fancy, in the certainty
of being fairly brought before his readers, with all the freshness of bis
original conception about him” (85; my emphasis).

The ability to preserve and, simultaneously, convey to the reader the
“aura” of the original manuscript appears to be the most important
factor associated with anastatic printing. Put another way, what Poe is
advocating here is in fact the replacement of an established technology
by a new one that is more sophisticated than the former and would serve
better to alleviate the alienating conditions of modern book production.
If Walter Benjamin is correct in assuming that works of art, when turned
into mass-produced commodities, will lose the “aura” of uniqueness
and authenticity, then Poe had already devised a way out of this modern
dilemma.** By promulgating anastatic printing as a more fitting tech-
nique with respect to the project of bookmaking, he managed to turn
technology itself into an essential palliative for the writer’s estrangement
from his privately written, soon-to-be published text. :

Apart from the rather oblique, highly biased inferences as to anastatic
printing’s purported potential for providing occupation for women writ-
ers, the most astounding insight presented by Poe is related to his assess-
ment of literary works as determined equally by literary and mechanical
labor.2* “The value of every book,” as seems to be the bottom line of
Poe’s professional commitment to this new technology, “is a compound
of its literary value and its physical or mechanical value as the product
of physical labor applied to the physical material” (86). At present, he
believes, the latter value (that is, the material, economic foundations of
the book market) greatly dominates even the most esteemed of literary

texts.
Yet if anastatic printing could be instituted as the general mode of
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reproduction, the proportion between the literary and the physical value
of a book thus produced would immediately be reversed: “The new con-
dition will at once give the ascendancy to the literary value, and thus by
their literary values will books come to be estimated among men. The
wealthy gentleman of elegant leisure will lose the vantage ground now
afforded him, and will be forced to tilt on terms of equality with the
poor devil author” (86). Paradoxically, Poe seems to be convinced that
the literary value of the modern book could be enhanced not by evading
technology but by gearing it more closely to the needs of “poor devil”
authors. His is therefore an utterly utilitarian view of technology, a view
that comes strikingly close to Jefferson’s ideal of a “democratic” tech-
nology.** Imitating the revolutionary rhetoric of the founding fathers,
Poe condemns the present state of the literary world as an “anomalous
congress, in which the majority of the members are constrained to listen
in silence while all the eloquence proceeds from a privileged few” (86).
What is more, he conjures up a counter-state, a “new régime” where
publication is based on literary rather than social values, and in which
“the humblest will speak as often and as freely as the most exalted, and
will be sure of receiving just that amount of attention which the intrinsic
merit of their speeches may deserve” (86).

Poe concludes by reminding the reader that the implementation of an
ostensibly democratic printing technology would by no means make le-
gal protection of individual authors superfluous. His final caveat once
more underwrites the degree to which his discussion is indebted to con-
temporary discourses on the status of authorship. If the discovery of
anastatic printing led to a more adequate evaluation of books, an evalu-
ation that prefers their literary value to their physical appeal as cultural
commodity, this would then render the issue of copyright laws even
more pressing. “It has been shown,” he claims in the concluding para-
graph of the essay, “that in depressing the value of the physigue of a
book, the invention will proportionally elevate the value of its morale,
and since it is the latter value alone which the copy-right laws are needed
to protect, the necessity of the protection will be only the more urgent
and more obvious than ever” (86).

As one can readily see, the overriding agenda of “Anastatic Printing”
is to strengthen the writer’s professional position within American soci-
ety. To control more effectively the dissemination and economic exploi-
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tation of one’s own text (either by making the printing process more
transparent or by giving authors the legal rights to their intellectual
property) is one important incentive for Poe’s endeavor. Yet there is also
the notion that the literary profession will prevail even under conditions
of modern technology. Moreover, Poe perceives writing and technology
as two mutually dependent, intersecting activities. Since the former has
failed to recognize the advantages of the latter, anastatic printing cannot
yet be established as a major means of reproduction. Once the new tech-
nique is applied on a more regular basis, however, its positive impact on
the work and style of literary authors will instantly become apparent.

Playing Chess

Before we move on to a discussion of the cyborg figure in “The Man
That Was Used Up,” it might be rewarding to turn briefly to another of
Poe’s miscellaneous essays, “Maelzel’s Chess-Player,” a text that reveals
in unique terms the author’s interest in charting the link between hu-
mans and machines in modern society. “Maelzel’s Chess-Player” was
first published in the Southern Literary Messenger in 1836, shortly after
Poe attended a public exhibition of Maelzel’s famous chess-playing au-
tomaton in Richmond. The device featured the body of an exotic figure,
supposedly a Turkish sultan, which sat, with its legs crossed, atop a
wooden box that housed the intricate machinery Maelzel repeatedly ex-
posed to his audiences during the show. One could clearly hear the
cranking of the wheels, pinions, and levers that drove the Turk’s left arm
across the board on top of the box and, even more impressive, enabled
him to decide on the correct moves to be made against his volunteer
contestant. Because of its marvelous performance, the “Chess-Turk” at-
tracted considerable public attention, most of which focused on the
question whether the automaton was in fact only a machine.>® There
had already been a number of attempts to solve the riddle of its modus
operandi, and it is in response to these often bizarre explanations that
Poe offers his own solution—a solution derived entirely from inductive
reasoning.

Given only a cursory glance, the essay presents itself primarily as a
forerunner of the three Dupin stories, in which Poe developed his idea
of “ratiocination” as a scientific strategy marked by intuitive insight.*”
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Yet it equally prefigures Poe’s composite image of modern authorship
and the technological conditions that made it possible. Although “Mael-
zel’s Chess-Player” clearly precedes the ratiocinative method by being
creative as well as logical, the text ultimately transfers the blending of
scientific and imaginative methodology onto a level of much wider so-
ciopolitical import.

From the start, Poe situates his deconstruction of the operating prin-
ciple of the mechanical chess player within the larger framework of ma-
chines imitating the human. It is also worth noting that by no means
does he deny the miraculous achievements of human engineering. On
the contrary, Poe places the chess player in the long tradition of “won-
derful automata,” precisely because he believes it 70t to be a pure ma-
chine. What may sound quite paradoxical on the surface is only logical
once we consider the exceptional performance of Maelzel’s apparatus.
Since it purports to excel in a game in which no move, no step can be
predetermined, a chess-playing automaton inevitably cuts across dis-
courses on artificial intelligence, that is, the issue of whether machines
are capable of executing the same kind of intellectual reasoning as hu-
man beings.

In order to make his point as convincing as possible, Poe compares
the chess player to the most advanced mechanical invention of his time,
Charles Babbage’s famous calculating machine.?® “What shall we think
of an engine of wood and metal,” asks Poe, “which cannot only com-
pute astronomical and navigation tables to any given extent, but render
the exactitude of its operations mathematically certain through its
power of correcting its possible errors? What shall we think of a ma-
chine which cannot only accomplish all this, but actually print off its
elaborate results, when obtained, without the slightest intervention of
the intellect of man?”2 Even the remarkable performance of this power-
ful computational device, as Poe takes care to explain, does not in the
least compare with the ingenuity required by the game of chess. How-
ever complex the calculations of Babbage’s machine might be, they can
all be deduced from data, that is, a pool of information that, by its very
nature, is fixed and determined.

Not so the operations of Maelzel’s chess player. Here, there is no pos-
sibility to predict what moves will be made at any particular stage of the
game, and, in contrast to the calculating process, the data on which its
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operations are founded are inherently variable. Yet if there is “no anal-
ogy whatever between the operations of the Chess-Player and those of
the calculating machine of Mr. Babbage,” it follows either that the
Chess-Turk is the “most wonderful of the inventions of mankind” (11)
or that it is operated by more than just mechanical agency.

It should have become sufficiently clear by now that Poe believes the
latter alternative to be more promising and thus continues to investigate
the possible solutions that could explain the operations of the Chess-
Turk. This is not the place to go into the sundry details of Poe’s captivat-
ing analysis, yet a general outline of his argument might help to eluci-
date the multiple theoretical layers of this important text. After elaborat-
ing on the peculiar status of Maelzel’s machine within the tradition of
humanized automata and, in a second step, meticulously describing the
idiosyncratic modes of its operation, Poe finally offers seventeen points
of substantiation of what he considers the only “logical” solution,
namely, that the moves are directed by someone who is concealed inside
the box while the interior is exhibited.

Most of these points are quite convincing on their own, taken collec-
tively; the pivot on which they all turn, however, is clearly the lack of
mechanical routine in the chess player itself. Since it would have been in
Maelzel’s interest to make the device appear as mechanical as possible
(to see a crude machine perform such astonishing moves, as Poe argues,
must of necessity increase the effect on the audience), it follows that its
attempt to imitate human behavior can only be part of an intricate
scheme of concealing the very humanness it pretends to possess. As with
many other features inessential to the operations of the machine—the
rolling of eyes and shaking of the head when it ponders a complex situa-
tion—are thus performed solely “with the design of exciting in the spec-
tator the false idea of mechanism” (30).

At this juncture it is worth commenting on the essay’s topical connec-
tion with Poe’s three detective stories, above all “The Purloined Letter,”
a text that hinges on the elaborate strategies of “concealment” adopted
by each of its various protagonists. If “Maelzel’s Chess-Player” prefig-
ures the ratiocinative sleuthing of the Dupin trilogy, it does so mainly
by emphasizing not the moment of detection but the act of covering up
what has already been spelled out to the reader. Thus, in both instances
the deed itself (the theft of a letter / the deception of the audience) as
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well as the name of the perpetrator (Minister D/Maelzel) is a given. Poe,
it seems, does not even want to provide a solution to the mystery of the
Chess-Turk or the whereabouts of the purloined letter. While, in the first
instance, there are already several theories offered by other writers, with
which Poe generally agrees yet deems insufficiently documented, in the
second we are confronted with the fact that there is ultimately no secret at
all, that the letter was never actually “hidden” and that, therefore, it could
not, or rather need not, be “found” in the literal sense of that term.
Because of its striking aloofness in regard to the crime itself, and as a
consequence its emphasis on self-analysis, “The Purloined Letter” has
garnered a great deal of critical attention, among which Derrida’s cri-
tique of Lacan’s earlier psychoanalytic reading seems especially useful
for my discussion here. Both critics center their analyses on the symbolic
subtext of the story, which they take as an allegorical representation of,
respectively, the dialogical foundations of subjectivity (Lacan) and the
“textual drift” or indeterminacy of writing and language (Derrida). Un-
like Lacan, however, Derrida remains entirely committed to the status
of the text as literature, thereby extrapolating a network of metafictional
references that are apt to shed light not just on Poe’s obsession with
analyzing the conditions of literary work but also on “Maelzel’s Chess-
Player” as a cognate example of that obsession. Whereas Lacan is inter-

ested more in the fixed patterns of intersubjective discourse and what

he terms its underlying “repetition automatism,” Derrida fully concen-
trates on the scene of writing,*°

One of the most remarkable aspects of “The Purloined Letter” is cer-
ta‘liﬂly its lack of disclosure in respect to the letter itself. The major parti-
CipEn in the displacement, the search for and final recovery of the no-
tOI'lOL.lS document, are by no means interested in the letter as fitext;eas
repository of linguistic meaning. For all we know, their attention is fo-
cus?d solely on the effects of its momentary placement within the sym-
bolic power structure of the royal court. As Barbara Johnson points out,
“It is'neither the character of the individual subjects, nor the contents
of the letter, but the position of the letter within the group which decides
what each person will do next”*! As a result, this elusive miniature text
lends itself to being read as an illustration of the discursive power of the
syml?olic, a power that produces certain (narrative) effects without ever
manifesting a meaning of its own. The continuing deferral of significa-
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tion implied here is justly taken by Derrida as a marker of all written
discourse, a figure of an “indeterminable drift” (198) of signifiers that is
permanently engaged in transcending its material confinement as text.

Because of the centrality of writing for his analysis, Derrida also takes
note of the fact that both Dupin and the Minister are characterized as
amateur poets and lovers of books, and that the beginning of the story
is significantly rooted in a “library”:

Everything “begins,” then, by obscuring this beginning in the “si-
lence,” “smoke,” and “dark” of this library. . . . On this border . . .
one could already read that all of this was an affair of writing, and of
writing adrift, in a place of writing open without end to its grafting
onto other writings, and that this affair of writing (the third of a se-
ries in which the “coincidence” with the two preceding ones already
caused itself to be remarked upon) suddenly breaks into its first

word. (198-99)

By thus stressing the “literary” setting of Poe’s text, Derrida is able to
establish an important intertextual frame of reference conjoining “The
Purloined Letter” with its predecessors, “The Murders in the Rue
Morgue” and “The Mystery of Marie Roget.” Although the prominence
of writing in these three tales can hardly be missed, Derrida’s decon-
structive reading of the incriminating document as a malleable, free-
floating signifier is marked, by a glaring lacuna in regard to the active
role of the writer/author. Nowhere in his extended essay does he account
for the fact that both Minister D and, of course, Dupin himself are well
aware of the letter’s signifying status and the multiple symbolic ex-
changes that follow in the wake of its displacement. More important,
the theft of the letter (representing-the-signifier-representing-the-text) is
by no means gratuitous. In both instances, the original theft of the docu-
ment by the Minister and Dupin’s retrieval of it, the pilfering is part of
an elaborate political scheme, an act of willful manipulation involving
practically all the major characters of the story.

Looking at “The Purloined Letter” from this perspective, one finds
that its irrefutable preoccupation with the conditions of writing is
coupled with the introduction of an exemplary author figure whose
intellectual versatility enables him to manipulate the symbolic value of
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fiction according to his own purposes. If we consider Dupin’s strategic
position within the triangle of symbolic exchanges (the remaining posi-
tions being taken up by the Minister and the Queen as original addressee
of the letter), participation in the ongoing process of disseminating as
well as concealing information appears to be a major incentive for the
writer-as-detective. Since in this well-known text information is basi-
cally obtained by displacing what has already been there, we finally
come full circle to Poe’s idiosyncratic notion of originality.

As we have seen, Poe considered any kind of available information—
including texts written by earlier writers—as raw material for literary
production. By the same token, he shifted the cultural demand for origi-
nal works of art from the novelty of ideas to the technical skill that turns
an existing text into something apparently new. Put another way, Poe
redefined the conditions of writing according to the ubiquitousness and
easy availability of information in modern society.*> Given the informa-
tion-rich environment to which he looks for inspiration, the writer can
no longer be expected to produce “original” data. In order to become
the autonomous producer of art propagated by Romantic ideology, he
must instead turn into a literary sleuth who traces the meanderings of
established public discourse and partakes in the ongoing displacement,
retrieval, and modification of ideas already in existence. In a crucial way,
then, “The Purloined Letter” represents at once the peculiar writing
techniques of its author and the rationalization of these techniques in
terms of narrative structure. By restaging the original scene of writing
as the continuous reappropriation of displaced information, the tale of
ratiocination eventually came to achieve a perfect balance between the
poetological notions of its inventor and their embodiment as literary
text.

If the ratiocinative method thus functions as a narrative blueprint
for Poe’s technology-centered poetics, his criminalistic essay “Maelzel’s
Chess-Player” already presaged many important aspects of this tech-
nique, combining an emphasis on concealment and self-analysis with
cybernetic imagery. As a “living” paradigm of the merging of man and
machine, the Chess-Turk must have had a firm grip on Poe’s imagina-
tion. Here was a machinelike device pretending—much as Poe would
later do in “The Philosophy of Composition”—to execute both its log-
ical and its physical moves solely by way of mechanical agency. Since the
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true “author” of its marvelous performances must not be discovered by
the public, Maelzel’s chess player engaged in a series of dissimulations
expressly designed to conceal the manipulator inside the machinery. To
reconstruct the human behind the shifting appearances of the machine
would take not only a mind acquainted with the practices of false repre-
sentation but also a method for bringing together mathematical logic
and imaginative reasoning. As one can readily see, such an analytical
technique essentially transfers the blurring of technology and imagina-
tion, which is symbolically encoded in the Chess-Turk, onto the level of
auto-referential discourse.

We also find another striking similarity with Poe’s nascent poetical
theory. Unlike his ingenious analysis of the precise circumstances under
which the machine is made to work, the final solution as outlined in the
essay was in no way original. It depended heavily, as Poe himself revealed,
on an article “first published in a Baltimore weekly paper, [which] was
illustrated by cuts, and was entitled ‘An Attempt to analyze the Automa-
ton Chess-Player of M. Maelzel’” (20).>* Poe explicitly agrees with the
results of the article but raises niggling questions as to the method of its
investigation and the “verbosity” of its style. Here again we encounter
a latent fascination with rewriting both as a mode of correcting other
texts and as a textual practice required to establish one’s own ambi-
tious project.

On a still broader scale, Maelzel’s chess player figured as a perfect
model for Poe’s notion of the realignment of the human and the techno-
logical in modern society. To liken it to the most sophisticated contem-
porary technological inventions was therefore not just a smart move
allowing him to question the existence of artificial intelligence. It was
also a way of salvaging human agency as the irreducible foundation of
scientific and technological progress. By deconstructing the simulated
autonomy of Maelzel’s controversial machine, Poe implicitly conjures
up a division of labor along the familiar lines of the spiritual and the
material. In contrast to hard-core Romantic ideology, however, the
Chess-Turk makes this distinction appear mutually dependent rather
than mutually exclusive. Against the cybernetic foil of a chess-playing
automaton, Poe’s essay projects an intellectual worker who is fitted
snuggly into its elaborate mechanical bowels. As an integral part of the
machinery, the human operator thus seems to capture metaphorically

11§



ILTE(%)

CHAPTER THREE

what Poe, in his late philosophical treatise “Eureka,” labels “the rega-
thering of this diffused Matter and Spirit.” 3

Only if we read “Maelzel’s Chess-Player” with an eye to Poe’s ongoing
attempt to close the widening gap between the realm of ideas and the
realm of matter are we able to account for its often cited flaws and con-
tradictions. What, if not its compelling symbolic potential, should have
prompted Poe to tackle an issue that had already been broached in nu-
merous contemporary magazines and journals? And why did he argue
under the false assumption that the Chess-Turk must be able to accom-
modate a man of normal stature rather than a dwarf or an amputee, as
other writers had suggested, both of which would have been more plau-
sible solutions and, in addition, far easier to corroborate?3s Regardless
of the scholarly dispute about its original sources, Poe’s essay clearly
advocates a complementary vision of the modern union of man and ma-
chine. It is a cyborgean vision in which the machine acts as physical
extension and not as a substitute for human life. Insofar as literary work
depends on a combination of both technical skills and creative imagina-
tion, the modern author appears well equipped to represent and, at the
same time, analyze critically the adoption of technology into modern
cultural discourse.

Do Machines Make History?

An important discursive field in which technology became an issue of
paramount significance was the emerging concept of progressive linear
history. As Rosalind Williams has pointed out, a correlation between
historical and technological development can already be found in many
of the master texts of the Enlightenment, such as Anne-Robert-Jacques
Turgot’s Discours sur les progrés successifs de Pesprit humain (1750),
which posits that historical progress is determined by the creation of new
systems of transportation and communication.* In early nineteenth-
century America, where the railroad and the telegraph provided the basis
for the geographic and economic exploitation of the country, the con-
nection between technological improvement and national progress was
almost taken for granted. In his political satire “The Man That Was
Used Up,” Poe takes issue with this important founding myth of the
young nation, and he proposes another connection, namely, the techno-
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logical constructedness of historical discourse itself. By juxtaposing con-
temporary discourses on history and technology through the cybernetic
body of a popular political figure, he raises critical questions as to the
authority of historical representation and, even more consequential, the
crucial role of narrative therein. Thus, Poe’s mysterious satire about a
war veteran defined and, simultaneously, “used up” by technology inevi-
tably brings to the fore the relations of myth, authorship, and the tech-
nologizing of historical discourse. It is to these relations that I now turn
for the rest of this chapter.

If history, as postmodern critics have repeatedly argued, is socially
constructed, then we must admit as well that one of the basic factors
implicated in that process is closely related to myth or, in its modern
variant, to fiction. Myths, according to Richard Slotkin, can be de-
scribed as stories or narratives “that have acquired through usage over
many generations a symbolizing function central to the culture of the
society that produces them.” Geared to a nation’s political, cultural, and
socio-psychological needs, these narratives produce and, at the same
time, reinforce existing “archetypical patterns of growth and decay, sal-
vation and damnation, death and rebirth.”*” What is more, as fictional-
izations of systems of beliefs, values, and institutional power relations,
they tend to historicize the ideological foundations of cultural behavior,
thus providing the necessary continuity for the establishment of what
we call national identity.

One of the most powerful myths pertinent to the construction of
American national identity is the notion that technology represents
progress and that the advancement of the sciences and their subsequent
practical application equal an advance in history. As historians have
noted, the coupling of technology and political idealizations of the re-
public is in fact almost as old as American society itself.* For the found-
ing fathers, though they were apprehensive of the negative impact of the
machine on communal life (especially in regard to urbanization and the
establishment of an impoverished, morally loose proletariat), technolog-
ical expertise was essential as a means to serve the needs of the individ-
ual citizen and to promote the republic’s higher humanitarian goals as
well. Even Jefferson, who promulgated in his Notes on Virginia (1785)
the ideal of a pastoral America that would have no need for the corrupt
practices inherent in large-scale industrial production, eventually con-
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ceded the importance of technology as a major ingredient of historical
progress.’” To Robert Fulton, who had just invented a new steamboat,
he wrote in 1810: “I am not afraid of new inventions or improvements,
nor bigoted to the practices of our forefathers. It is that bigotry which
keeps the Indians in a state of barbarism in the midst of the arts.”*

The negative perception of Native Americans as entangled in primitive
traditions and therefore out of sync with historical development is par-
ticularly revealing. The founding fathers defined themselves, in contrast
to the native population, as historical executors of the Enlightenment,
and they believed that the construction of the republic and the violence
associated with its geographic expansion were part of what newspaper
editor John L. Sullivan would later call America’s “manifest destiny.” !
As a powerful form of national self-representation, “manifest destiny”
embodies a progressive concept of history, a proto-Hegelian movement
in time as well as space which has prompted a critic to suggest that
“Hegelian thought was already present in Puritan America before if was
present in Hegel’s own person.”*? Given the progressivist view of history,
the importance of technology thus was actually twofold: if technological
advancement figured, in a very literal sense, as a means to conquer and
eventually possess the whole of the continent, it was also taken to vindi-
cate synecdochically the historical destiny of America and the accompa-
nying extinction of its native population.®

That early nineteenth-century Americans should conflate the bless-

ings and marvelous prospects of modern technology with historical
progress in general is not at all surprising. Owing to the ongoing mecha-
nization of almost all sectors of American society, the impact of techno-
logical improvements on the consciousness and imagination of the av-
erage citizen must have been tremendous. Poe’s oeuvre clearly attests to
this overwhelming presence of technology in antebellum America. As
I have noted, Poe formally espoused and, at the same time, reworked
contemporary scientific and mechanical paradigms to make them com-
ply with his poetic purposes. Although he would never cease to promote
the superiority of artistic imagination, many of his tales, poems, and
critical essays embrace the presence of technology to such an extent that
it would be difficult to position them within the context of Romantic
idealizations of art and its corollary, the artist’s antagonism to the
emerging technological society.

DO MACHINES MAKE HISTORY?

To be sure, Poe repeatedly criticized the modern disparagement of the
imagination and the spiritual aspects of life in general. In “The Colloquy
of Monos and Una,” he depicts technological progress as a utilitarian
juggernaut that threatens to impair the creative spirit of the artist and
that, therefore, should be taken not as an increase but rather as a “retro-
gradation in true utility”* And in “The Man That Was Used Up,” he
introduces a cybernetic character entirely defined and, simultaneously,
“wasted” by modern technology. Still, if we investigate this text more
carefully, we find that Poe’s ambivalent stance toward technology did
not at all blind him as to its far-reaching discursive ramifications, and es-
pecially to the impact it would have on the rhetorical practices and the
construction of self in the young nation. By choosing an authentic histori-
cal figure as the model for his cybernetic hero, Poe effectively relates the
construction of national history to the invention of new machines and
the successive replacement of the human by the technological. Having
created what was to become the first veritable cyborg figure in American
literature, he uses this figure to project his critique of the contemporary
belief in history as both an objective representation of past events and
the fulfillment of America’s special destiny. From this perspective, then,
“The Man That Was Used Up” is more than just a political satire about
a celebrated war hero whose mutilated body is replaced with technologi-
cal “component parts”; it might also be read as a reflection of the cen-
tripetal forces created by the rising technological culture of antebellum
America, and that held in thrall even those writers who seemed strik-
ingly free from its rampant materialism and the belief in the historical
agency of machinery.

As Stephen Bann has remarked, “One of the most potent causes, and
one of the most widespread effects, of Romanticism was a remarkable
enhancement of the consciousness of history.”* As the rise of the histor-
ical novel set the pace for Romantic writers of the 1820s through 1850s,
the “historical genre” invaded traditional forms of representation (such
as painting) and created new modes designed for the performance and
educational display of “history” (the diorama, popular spectacles, the
historical museum). This fascination with the past seems to have been a
direct result of the social revolutions of the late eighteenth century, when
for the first time, according to Bann, “historical data became meaning-
ful not only to a small band of passionately committed ‘antiquarians’
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but to a mass reading public.”* If the increasing historical consciousness
of modern society thus appears to be firmly rooted in the Romantic pe-
riod, the literary critique of some of its basic premises, namely, the ideal-
ist emphasis on human agency and, perhaps even more important, the
belief in gaining access to the past through pictorial and textual repre-
sentations, can be traced back to Romantic writing as well. As I will
show, Poe’s scathing satire “The Man That Was Used Up” not only de-
constructs the prominent role of an authentic antebellum political figure
but also criticizes the progressivist view of history as a continuous flow,
a linear forward movement driven by intrinsically related events.

“The Man That Was Used Up: A Tale of the Late Bugaboo and Kicka-
poo Campaign” is not a conventional story following a linear, consecu-
tive plot line; rather it is a riddle based on a series of unrelated scenes
in which the narrator tries to obtain information about the enigmatic
protagonist, the so-called Brevet Brigadier General John A. B. C. Smith.
The narrator’s inquisitive stance is triggered equally by the colossal pro-
portions and impressive dignity of the General’s physique and by the
persistent elusiveness of his unusual personal appearance. Although
there was rarely a man endowed with limbs, arms, whiskers, eyes, and
teeth as perfect as the ones belonging to the stately war hero, this im-
pression is flawed by “a primness, not to say stiffness, in his carriage—
a degree of measured, and . . . rectangular precision, attending his ey-
ery movement.” 4’

From the very start, General Smith has more the attributes of a ma-
chine than of a human being, an impression that even his “conversa-
tional powers” cannot fully dissipate. Because of the aura of historical
fame that surrounds Smith, the narrator, who appears to be the only one
ignorant of the General’s history, begins to inquire among his acquain-
tances about this extraordinary man and, in particular, the “tremendous
events” in which he has allegedly played a decisive part. That the riddle
is never completely solved and General Smith therefore remains a spuri-
ous figure even after the artificiality of his body has been exposed is an
important aspect of Poe’s metahistorical critique. Despite the narrator’s
expressed satisfaction in solving the mystery that had troubled him all
along, readers are still unable to form a coherent picture of what is de-
scribed as “a clear case.” Having witnessed the General’s reconstruction
from scratch to artificial man-machine, the narrator, feigning his full

DO MACHINES MAKE HISTORY?

understanding of the true state of affairs, in fact discloses little .more
than an echo of the tale’s already overdetermined title: “It was etwdent. :
It was a clear case. Brevet Brigadier General John A. B. C. Smith was
the man—was the man that was used up” (389).

That technology plays a crucial role in the story can hardly be de-
bated. When the narrator reveals the circumstances of his first Iencounter
with John A. B. C. Smith, he immediately draws our ?.ttentlon to the
General’s obvious delight “in commenting upon the rapid march of me-

chanical invention:

“There is nothing at all like it,” he would say; “we are wonderful
people, and live in a wonderful age. Parachutes and railroads—man-
traps and spring-guns! Our steam-boats are upon every sea, and the
Nassau balloon packet is about to run regular trips (fare either way
only twenty pounds sterling) between London and Timbuctoo. And
who shall calculate the immense influence upon social life—upon
arts—upon commerce—upon literature—which will be the immedi-
ate result of the great principles of electro magnetics! Nor, is this all,
let me assure you! There is really no end to the march of invention.
The most wonderful—the most ingenious . . . the most truly useful
mechanical contrivances, are daily springing up like mushrooms.”

(381-82)

Technological progress is tied up with this character to sucjh a degree
that his very name evokes commendations of the age’s inventiveness an_d
mechanical expertise. Whenever the narrator alludes to the General, his
friends and acquaintances invariably reiterate his paean to the “won.der-
ful age” of invention. Although the General seems to be well recognized
among his contemporaries as a living emblem of the marvelm’Js pros-
pects of modernity, the enthusiastic responses to the narrator’s qL'lery
about his actual identity remain strikingly evasive and tautological.
With each interlocutor, the fabulous soldier becomes even rno're entan-
gled in a skein of elliptic discourses that are bound to mystlfyl rathc?r
than make lucid the facts and history of this mysterious personality. His

- impressive physical appearance notwithstanding, General J()hl.‘l A'. BI C.
Smith remains quite literally a narrative construct, a hollow signifier of
both technological ingenuity and historical myth.*
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It is worth mentioning that for many antebellum readers the insinu-
ated spuriousness of Smith’s identity may have been far less puzzling.
Not only did Poe situate his story within a clearly defined historical
context, the campaign against the Kickapoo tribe in Florida in 18 39,
but also he created a protagonist who resembled the Indian fighter Rich-
ard M. Johnson of Kentucky, a well-known senator and congressman
who served as vice president to Martin Van Buren from 18 37 to 1841,
Because of its numerous allusions to historical and contemporary fig-
ures, the story was repeatedly read as a form of political satire. As critics
such as Willam Whipple, Ronald Curran, and Daniel Hoffman have
noted, the tale’s artificial protagonist aptly reflects Poe’s disappointment
with antebellum political machinery and his negative judgment of some
of its shallow and pretentious representatives.*” Even though it cannot
be denied that the tale imbricates contemporary political culture on vari-
ous levels, there are also indications that its major concern is with the
construction and dynamics of historical discourse rather than the dreary
business of actual party politics. More recently, Joan Tyler Mead and
David Ketterer have stressed Poe’s interest in (narrative) strategies of de-
ception, or, as Poe himself has it, the “science of diddling.”* Their argu-
ments seem to be more to the point when, for example, Mead writes
that the actual “diddle” in this story “is not so much Smith’s imposture
as it is the narrator’s efforts to present himself as a naive yet earnestly
thoughtful seeker of truth.” ' If we consider the narrator as the principal
agent of deception, however, we also shift the emphasis away from the
quasi-authentic figure of John A. B. C. Smith, alias Vice President Rich-
ard M. Johnson, to the ontology of historical events in general, or, in
other words, to the question of how—and by whom—history is made.

[n an important essay on the essentially rhetorical, “tropological” na-
ture of historical discourse, Hayden White concluded with this provo-
cative statement: “Events happen, facts are constituted by linguistic
description.” 2 White’s analysis of the “narrativization of real events”
turns on the idea that history is linguistically constructed and that there-
fore studies of the past must be submitted to the same kind of critical
reading that we bring to bear on fictional narratives.

Whereas White’s poststructuralist stance seeks to expose the literari-
ness of historical events, one could argue that Poe’s metahistorical com-
ments in “The Man That Was Used Up” were bound to foreground the

DO MACHINES MAKE HISTORY?

factitious and inherently mythopoeic character not of the events as such
but of the historical personae whom we take as guarantors of their au-
thenticity. Although Poe’s narrator pretends to be as “plain, positive,
peremptory . .. as Tacitus or Montesquieu” (386), the text does not
provide us with any information whatsoever about the actual conflict
with the rebellious Indians or the circumstances involving General John
A. B. C. Smith. All we ever get are cryptic allusions to his heroic bravery
and, as a result thereof, his deplorable existence as a living machine, a
man literally “used up” by the violent consequences of military engage-
ment. If we consider the General’s enthusiasm about “man-traps and
spring-guns,” destructive devices designed to keep intruders away from
private property, we are rather led to infer that Poe wanted to attack
the destructiveness of modern technological warfare, an inference that
becomes even more compelling when we take into account that the rail-
road and, later, the telegraph were instrumental in the military subjuga-
tion of Native Americans. Since the destruction in this tale extends to
the victorious hero himself, we cannot but read the artificial reassem-
bling of his body as a sarcastic comment on the dubious miracles
wrought by contemporary technological power.

Yet there are other ramifications as well. As I indicated earlier, the per-
sistent allusions to the General’s involvement in the momentous events
of the Bugaboo and Kickapoo campaign, whose historical importance
is further highlighted by a quotation from the Aeneid (“events quorum
pars magna fuit,” 382), are never fully explained.’* Apart from the his-
torical background of the Florida Indian Wars, which Poe in an article
in Alexander’s Messenger of March 18, 1840, revealingly called the
“Railroad War,” the actual incidents remain as much a matter of public
discourse—or, to be more precise, hearsay—as the shadowy figure of
General Smith. Throughout the story, the foundations of his fame as an
invincible war hero, that is, the gory entanglements that eventually led
to his physical dismemberment, are stubbornly withheld from the read-
er’s view. This conspicuous omission deserves closer attention. As Han-
nah Arendt once observed, the idea that the great deeds and works of
mortal men are the substance of historical narrative constitutes one of
the basic premises of traditional Western historiography. These single
instances, deeds, or events, Arendt argues, “are not seen as parts of ei-
ther an encompassing whole or a process.” Rather, they interrupt “the
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circulated movement of daily life in the same sense that the rectilinear
Biog of the mortals interrupts the circular movement of biological life.
The subject matter of history is these interruptions—the extraordinary,
in other words.”5*

Because of their biological confines, it is only by elevating particular
events and heroic deeds onto the level of the extraordinary that men are
capable of endowing themselves with some kind of permanent fame. If
this process is inextricably tied up with the act of storytelling (according
to Arendt, the function of historical narrative is to expose the extraordi-
nary character of past events), in “The Man That Was Used Up,” Poe
pushes the idea one step further. Contrary to Arendt’s humanist empha-
sis on the importance of human agency in history, this scathingly revi-
sionist tale seems to imply that outside of the linguistic concoctions of
gossip and myth there exist neither important events nor prominent
actors (of whom the public imagination traditionally conceives as the
driving forces of history). This is also why Poe has his famous protago-
nist metamorphose from human being to machine. At the end of a long
series of linguistic substitutions, the General is in fact “used up” to such
a degree that the seemingly authentic figure fully vanishes behind his
composite mechanical double. What at first seems a mere takeoff on the
age’s infatuation with mechanical gadgets—that is, the story of a man
assembled of prosthetic body parts—on closer scrutiny turns out to be
a deconstruction of the idealist notion that it is human agency alone
that drives history.

Poe’s text not only insinuates the lethal role of machinery into the
struggle against the native population but also uses mechanical para-
digms in order to highlight the narrative construction of historical facts.
“The [narrator’s] analysis of General Smith’s appearance,” as Mead
rightly remarks, “does not enhance the figure, but instead reduces it to
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authenticity. On the contrary, it seems as if the very lack of reliable data
provokes the narrator’s own fictional solution to what he gathered from
hearsay, thus triggering the imaginative reincarnation of his hero as both
man-machine and historical personage.

From this perspective, “The Man That Was Used Up” appears to be
technologically determined on at least three different levels. First, its
protagonist is literally a product of the wonder-working agency of mod-
ern technology, a Romantic cyborg wholly dependent on its exquisitely
manufactured replacement parts. Second, the historical events that fig-
ure as the tale’s authentic backdrop are depicted as entangled in if not
actually caused by the technological craze rampant in antebellum
America. And third, representations of the past are treated as complex
aggregates of linguistic component parts rather than as quasi-natural
reflections of historical truth. The “true” General, the authentic Indian
fighter, remains hopelessly out of reach of the narrator’s investigative
capacities. Never does the latter come any closer to the purely linguistic
constructedness of this quasi-historical figure than when listening to his

disembodied, metallic voice:

As I entered the chamber, I looked about, of course, for the occupant,
but did not immediately perceive him. There was a large and exceed-
ingly odd-looking bundle of something which lay close by my feet on
the floor, and, as I was not in the best humor in the world, I gave it a
kick out of the way. “Hem! ahem! rather civil that, I should say!”
said the bundle, in one of the smallest, and altogether the funniest
little voices, between a squeak and a whistle, that I ever heard in all

the days of my existence. (386-87)

. . :
It is a voice cut off from its physical-material counterpart, the General’s

“used-up” body, thus representing at once the linguistic practices at
work in the construction of historical events and the uninspired mechan-
ical processes that relate, according to the tale’s metaphoric strategy, the

nothingness.”* Not until the final scene do we actually get an inkling
of the extent to which his outward appearance is artificially constructed.
As Smith, with the assistance of his black servant Pompey, gradually

i

i

assembles himself from an array of artificial eyes, teeth, arms, limbs, and
other prosthetic parts, we are called upon to witness at the same time
the reconstruction of a historical myth. Since the General is but a me-
chanical simulacrum of his former self, neither his incoherent rambling
nor the fragmented rumors provided by his peers are able to support his

making of history to the making of a machine or, more to the point, a
man-machine.

Obviously, Poe’s discourse-oriented approach to historical representa-
tion also cuts across issues of authorship and authenticity. By disjoining
the voice from the historical persona, Poe turns history into a contested
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space of discursive acts, a space defined by the same mythopoeic tech-
niques and plagiarist strategies that were essential to his modernist
writing policies. If the author of the “The Man That Was Used Up,” as
Gerald Kennedy once suggested, was “more or less continuously after
1835 ... immersed in a warfare which involved reputations, cliques,
and artistic standards,” this story might well be taken as “an outrageous
conceit of dismemberment from the colloquial notion of ‘using up’ or
abusing an author in print.”*¢ But also, in an environment of ever-
proliferating texts, the writer’s work appears to be just as “artificially”
constructed—that is, constituted by the textual replacement parts of
other writers—as the body and historical renown of General JohnA. B. C.
Smith. While tackling an area supposedly foreign to the writing profes-
sion, Poe’s enigmatic story, once more, only reflects the modern pro-
duction of literary texts. Moreover, it turns the topical dominance of
technology in antebellum discourse into its structural modus operandi.
Having theorized that technology possesses explanatory power even
for the aesthetic project of the writer (or historian, for that matter), Poe
reveals himself to be deeply affected by contemporary technological par-
adigms. Far from being the nemesis of Romantic writing, the technolo-
gizing of discourse figures in Poe’s fiction as a means of promoting liter-
ary authors as interpreters and mediators of the diverse cultural changes
determining modern society. :
In order to comprehend the tangled skein of attitudes and responses
to technology in antebellum America, one must be aware that machin-
ery did not just figure as the icon of a marvelous technological future. It
also represented an important epistemological paradigm with ramifica-
tions for almost every area of human knowledge. Given his well-known
interest in contemporary scientific and technological paradigms, it was
only logical that Poe should adopt mechanical imagery in order to artic-
ulate his revisionist view of historical representation. His creation of a
man whose biological parts have been replaced by machinery thus re-
flects the lingering influence of mechanical philosophy and its machinist
description of the human body. If Poe’s topic is not so much that ma-
chines themselves make history, “The Man That Was Used Up” never-
theless implies that the processes by which we attain a coherent vision
of the past are technologically determined. There is little doubt that the
prosthetic figure of General John A. B. C. Smith represents one of Poe’s
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finest attempts at what might be called fictional “diddling”; yet, if we
follow the tale’s constructionist argument, his cybernetic body also re-
fers us to the narrative mechanics by which random names and events
are transformed into historical facts. In answer to the rather provocative
question posed by the title of this chapter, one is therefore tempted to
suggest that for Poe, machines do after all make history, if only—that

is, exclusively—literary history.
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MELVILEE’S NARRATIVES OF

TECHNOLOGICAL ENCROAGHMENT

I can’t stop yet. If the world was entirely made up of Magians, I'll tell
you what Ishould do. I should have a paper-mill established at one end
of the house, and so have an endless riband of foolscap rolling in upon
my desk; and upon that endless riband I should write a thousand—a

million—billion thoughts.

Herman Melville to Nathaniel Hawthorne, November 1851

If in 1851, shortly after critics had roasted his sixth and most ambitious
novel, Moby-Dick,! Melville could imagine his writing as unstoppable,
many of his forthcoming texts were marked by an equally unstoppable,
highly ambiguous self-questioning of their author’s literary efforts. In
fact, his metaphor of his writing desk turned into an assembly line end-
lessly putting forth textual reproductions of a “billion thoughts” ap-
pears as a postscript to an all but desperate letter to Hawthorne in which
he tries to resign himself to having, once again, his “paper allegories but
ill comprehended.”? In weird, melodramatic terms, Melville conjures up
a unique literary bond between the two writers, mostly because Haw-
thorne, in a previous letter, had been full of praise for the momentous
Moby-Dick; yet he also expresses his grief about the lack of public rec-
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ognition and—not to forget—remuneration for the tremendous literary
hardships that lay behind him (“My peace and my supper are my re-
ward, my dear Hawthorne,” 212).

About a year earlier, torn between family obligations, financial short-
ages, and the demands of finishing his “Whale,” Melville had written to
Evert A. Duyckinck, his New York editor: “Can you send me about fifty
fast-writing youth, with an easy style & not averse to polishing their
labors? If you can, I wish you would, because since I have been here I
have planned about that number of future works & cant find enough
time to think about them separately.—But I dont know but a book in
a man’s brain is better off than a book bound in calf—at any rate it
is safer from criticism.”* Apart from the foreboding undertone, these
remarks are especially noteworthy because they dramatize a crucial
conflict between Melville’s overflow of inventive energy, on the one
hand, and the obstacles he saw embedded in the process of turning his
thoughts into written texts, on the other. For Melville, the tension be-
tween “a book in a man’s brain” and “a book bound in calf” meant
more than just the bitter prospect of public neglect. It was also related
to the physical struggle his writing entailed, in the sense both of over-
coming the continuous eye, back, and head trouble which made writing
for him a physical ordeal rather than a pleasure, and of effacing the very
materiality of the page itself.

Nowhere is this physical strain more captivatingly articulated than in
his least successful novel, the embarrassingly overwritten Pierre, Or the
Ambiguities (1852). Here is how Melville describes the tormented liter-
ary struggles of his writer-protagonist Pierre Glendinning:

Much oftener than before, Pierre laid back in his chair with the
deadly feeling of faintness. . . . His incessant application told upon
his eyes. They became so affected, that some days he wrote with the
lids nearly closed, fearful of opening them wide to the light. Through
the lashes he peered upon the paper, which so seemed fretted with
wires. Sometimes he blindly wrote with his eyes turned away from the
paper;—thus unconsciously symbolizing the hostile necessity and dis-
taste, the former whereof made of him this most unwilling states-

prisoner of letters.*
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FIGURING MODERN AUTHORSHIP

In addition to his physical ailments, Melville’s relationship with the
written page was a “violent one that disfigured its surface, filling up
every available white space with writing as well as cross-outs, revisions,
carets, circles, and other manipulations.”* As if to suppress the glaring
materiality of the blank paper, he left no margins and wrote on both
sides of each page, often further covering it with cut-and-pasted pas-
sages. Since he could not do away with the physical medium altogether,
it appears almost as if he wanted to reduce its importance by hiding it
under a web of proliferating, meticulously condensed text.

Yet neither the physical strains of literary work nor his antagonism to
its material foundations would deter him from producing nine novels,
three book-length novellas, a volume of shorter narratives, and, toward
the end of his life, a substantial body of poetry, including Clarel (1876),
a veritable monster of a historical poem whose 150 cantos alone cover
some 800 pages in the original edition. Clearly, Melville was not at all
opposed to the modern proliferation of written texts as such (although
he repeatedly complained about the commercialization of antebellum
reading culture). As the letter to Hawthorne suggests, he was even will-
ing to relegate his writing to a quasi-industrial process, if it would only
let him keep pace with his manifold literary projects. If he still some-
times romanticized writerly activity, it was mostly in response to his grief
at being continuously misread by his critics. And in contrast to Poe,
Melville was concerned not at all about the difficulty of producing origi-
nal thoughts, but rather about their representation and public recogni-
tion. While constantly pondering adequate modes of translating ideas
into literary texts, he rarely ever articulated an anxiety about the waning
of his creative resources.

There is little doubt that Melville’s literary self-representations are
steeped in remarkably priapic bodily imagery. In his later poem “Art”
he is at his most outspoken in regard to the physical demands of artistic
composition, thereby allowing us to glimpse a possible source of his
ongoing fixation with sexually loaded metaphors of writerly activity:
“In placid hours well-pleased we dream / Of many a brave unbodied
scheme. / But form to lend, pulsed life create, / What unlike things must
meet and mate.”® Here the opposition between ideas and their material
conduits (the “book bound in calf”) is transmogrified into a conflict
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between amorphous schemes and their structural embodiment as liter-
ary text. If it is the artist’s task to negotiate the conflictual relations be-
tween content and form, Melville depicts this activity as a sexualized,
quasi-biological process. By the same token, the bringing together of the
foundational opposites associated with artistic creation becomes an act
of “mating,” of bodying forth the “pulsed life” of the work of art. The
final lines of the poem all but corroborate such a sexual reading. To
emphasize the physical toll the mating of these antagonist energies takes
on the struggling artist, Melville equates him with Jacob in his mutila-
tion by the angel of God: “Instinct and study; love and hate; / Audac-
ity—reverence. These must mate, / And fuse with Jacob’s mystic heart, /
To wrestle with the angel—Art” Since Jacob is seriously wounded in
the “hollow of his thigh,” the threat of emasculation looms large in Mel-
ville’s conception of the artistic process.”

That Melville’s conception of the writing process possessed significant
sexual overtones can also be seen in Pierre. In one of its crucial scenes,
Melville depicts literary work not only as a marker of the protagonist’s
isolation from the rest of society but also as a means to alleviate the
complexities and tensions of his sexual life. While struggling to keep

pace with his publisher’s schedule, Pierre appears to be increasingly freed
of his sexual drives:

How bitterly did . . . Pierre feel in his heart, that to most of the great
works of humanity, their authors had given, not weeks and month,
not years and years, but their wholly surrendered and dedicated lives.
On either hand clung to by a girl who would have laid down her

life for him; Pierre, nevertheless, in his deepest, highest part, was ut-
terly without sympathy from anything divine, human, brute, or vege-
table. . .. Now he began to feel that in him, the thews of a Titan

were forestallingly cut by the scissors of Fate. He felt as a moose,
hamstrung. (338-39)

By using a plethora of implicitly sexual terms, Melville tries to capture
the isolation and, basically, the desperate lifestyle of the artist. The writ-
er’s fate, according to this logic, is of necessity a castrating one, in the
twofold sense, first, of alienating the literary worker from his environ-
ment, and second, of corrupting his lofty aspirations through the mate-
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rial demands of authorship. More important, perhaps, the impact of '.che
outer world on the creative artist could also be considered castrating
because it generally defies representation. Not only does he_suffer fr.orn
the ongoing struggle between his artistic ideals and the practical require-
ments of book production, but also the greatest woe of all, if we follow
the writer figure in Pierre, is that the author’s pains can hardly be com-
municated, that “all these things [remain] unsuspected without, and un-
divulgible from within” (338).

Melville’s assessment of writing as both an act of engendering and an
act of emasculation apparently fits with Romantic conceptualizations of
art. Yet the symbolic encodings of his notion of authorship diff.er frF)m
the organicism of Coleridge or Thoreau in decisive ways. To begin with,
Melville knew well that the grounding of art in biology was a problem-
atic move based on the idea that art is somehow exempt from the conta-
gion of modern capitalist society. Far from repressh‘qg the m_aterialism
pervasive in contemporary American culture, Melville’s fictional self-
representations serve a different purpose. While figuring the .encroach—
ment of technology on creative work, notably its implication in the net-
works of production and marketing, industrial narratives such as filhe
Bell-Tower,” “The Tartarus of Maids,” and “Bartleby, the Scrivener”
acutely register the consequences of modernization. In doing so, these
texts are constantly engaged in probing the fragile boundaries between
the human and the machine, thereby producing a number of gfzn(#ered
cybernetic images especially designed to navigate the controversial iden-
tity of the writer in antebellum America. '

To an even greater extent than Hawthorne and Poe, Melville sensed
the larger cyborgean implications of what it meant to live, or, more ap-
propriately, to write, under conditions of modernity. Ins§far as l‘llS. fic-
tion often foregrounds the adversarial relations of organic conceptlo.ns
of art and the mechanics of industrial production, Melville remains
clearly within the ideological framework of Romantic'ism. Yet by over-
laying this ideology with gendered images of procreation a.nd the body,
he also makes an effort at reconciling—at least metaphorically—what
for many critics appeared irreconcilable: the tense relations bet‘ween the
Romantic writer and modern society. In what follows, I bring .mto con-
junction two major strands of criticism regarding these all.egoncall texts:
first, what might be called the sociopolitical approach, which posits that
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Melville was primarily interested in social criticism, that is, the represen-
tation of the bleak, inhuman aspects of mechanized labor and working-
class life in contemporary America;® and second, various psychoanalyti-
cal readings that stress the sexual-reproductive implications of these
texts, especially “The Tartarus of Maids,” without contemplating the
symbolic web that entangles simultaneously industrial, bodily, and tex-
tual forms of production.’

Writing in a Different Time

Some thirty years after James Kirke Paulding’s dystopian satire “The
Man Machine,” Melville set out to explore the technological dimensions
of modern society in detail. In many of his shorter narratives, and occa-
sionally also his novels and poetry, he took issue with antebellum utili-
tarian ideology and its dominance over public discourse. In ironic stories
such as “The Lightning-Rod Man” (1854), Melville ridiculed the reli-
gious fervor with which his contemporaries hailed the blessings of mod-
ern technology, and he exposed the mythopoeic ramifications that
sprang from the materialist emphasis on matter and technical ingenu-
ity.!” Antebellum materialism is also under attack in “Cock-A-Doodle-
Doo!” (1853), vet this blatant satire of industrial and social corruption
has recourse to a more contemporary icon of technology. Against the
authentic backdrop of a number of dreadful train and steamship acci-
dents, the narrator denounces the age’s progressive ideology in terms too
exaggerated to be taken at face value:

Great improvements of the age! What! to call the facilitation of death
and murder an improvement! Who wants to travel so fast? My grand-
father did not, and he was no fool. Hark! here comes that old dragon
again—that gigantic gad-fly of a Moloch—snort! puff! scream!—
here he comes straight-bent through these vernal woods, like the
Asiatic cholera cantering on a camel. . . . For two hundred and fifty

miles that iron fiend goes yelling through the land, crying “More!

more! more!” !

Evoking the transcendentalists’ critique of the reification of culture,
Melville deals more with the economic underpinnings on which technol-
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ogy thrives than with its actual manifestations su_ch as speedy trains and
steamers. If he wishes “fifty conspiring mountains” to halt the course
of the demonic engine, he wants them to fall also “atop of that smaller
dunning fiend, my creditor, who frightens the life ouF of me more tk'lan
any locomotive”'> While using technological innovations :%s a rhetorical
foil, his is a criticism above all else of American commercml. culture, as
well as of the social myths and false rationalizations of material progress
that spread in its wake. et
From vyet a different perspective, Melville’s war poem “A Utll}tarllan
View of the Monitor’s Fight” also registers the signs of modermzatloln
and the cultural changes concomitant with technological progress. This
poem is especially noteworthy not only because it articulates the mecha-
nization of modern combat but also because it addresses the.conse-
quences thereof on the work and style of the writer. Since Me.lv1lle hlad
been himself an ordinary seaman for almost twenty years, to him thelm—
conclusive Civil War battle between the two ironclad vessels, the Union
Monitor and the Confederate Merrimac, perfectly embodied the modern

shift from man to machine:

Plain be the phrase, yet apt the verse,
More ponderous than nimble;

For since grimed War here laid aside
His Orient pomp, ‘twould ill befit
Overmuch to ply

The rhyme’s barbaric cymbal.

Hail to victory without the gaud

Of glory; zeal that needs no fans

Of banners; plain mechanic power
Plied cogently in War now placed—
Where War belongs—

Among the trades and artisans.

Yet this was battle, and intense—
Beyond the strife of fleets heroic;
Deadlier, closer, calm "mid storm;

No passion; all went on by crank,
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Pivot, and screw,

And calculations of caloric. . . .

War shall yet be, and to the end;

But war-paint shows the streaks of weather;
War yet shall be, but warriors

Are now but operatives; War’s made

Less grand than Peace,

and a singe runs through lace and feather.'?

What has formerly been a scene of heroic and glorious deeds is now
turned into an industrial battlefield where mechanization, to retool a
phrase from the art historian Siegfried Giedion, has taken command.'
As the poem impressively suggests, war has become a confrontation be-
tween mechanical forces, a sober, passionless conflict whose parrici-
pants are merely “operatives,” military workers operating an encom-
passing machinery of destruction. Moreover, just as ironclad warships
have supplanted the epic heroes of ancient lore, so must the poet also
adapt to the new situation. If today’s warriors win their battles by way
of “calculations of caloric,” this is what the writer’s work must reflect
as well. Melville’s poem certainly tries to live up to its call for “plain
phrase” and “apt verses.” The rhythm appears to be directly informed
by the cranking of machinery, and its vocabulary is replete with prosaic,
technological terms. Since Melville was well acquainted with the history
of naval warfare, he may have regretted deeply the waning of its alleged
heroism; yet the general tone here is far from rueful. On the contrary,
war is now placed “where War belongs—among the trades and ar-
tisans,” and its literary assessment, therefore, should be as sober and
matter-of-fact as the technologies used to wreak its material and hu-
man havoc.

However technical modern society might have become, it did not lack
the moral dimension prominent in many of Melville’s literary works. In
the well-known parable “The Bell-Tower” (1‘85 5), often described as
one of his most Hawthornesque narratives, both the hubris and the
vested political interests associated with modern technology provide an
apt target for the writer’s pen.'s Although the text is steeped in its Re-
naissance setting, the scope and impact of its social commentary are by
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no means restricted to the historical frame. As one can readily see, the
complicity between Bannadonna, chief engineer of a gigantic bell tower,
and the representatives of the town on whose behalf the awesome struc-
ture is erected reveals more than just a fleeting reference to contempo-
rary politics. When the ambitious engineer is publicly acquitted of kill-
ing a faltering workman, Melville’ narrator has nothing but contempt
for the utilitarianism and opportunistic reasoning of the local authori-
ties. As he scathingly remarks, Bannadonna’s splendid achievement, the
huge, unprecedented bell that was to crown the titanic tower, is of such
dimensions that “the state might not scorn to share” in its success with
the public.!'s What should have been treated as outright homicide is thus
not simply overlooked but reinterpreted as an act of “esthetic passion”
(176). Instead of holding Bannadonna responsible for the human toll
demanded by his excessive professional pride, the political establish-
ment focuses entirely on the symbolic significance of his technological
venture, drowning its own “sickly conscience” in the show and pomp
of public celebration.

Obviously, the incident foreshadows the tendency of modern societies
either to suppress or to redefine in euphemistic terms the negative conse-
quences of technological progress. Its historical, preindustrial setting
notwithstanding, Melville’s allegorical tale takes issue with antebellum
utilitarian practices, and it reflects specifically the growing emphasis on
technology by way of numerous anachronistic references to contempo-
rary technical devices such as railways and modern timepieces.'” That
these references are by no means accidental is revealed in a footnote that
appears on the last page of the story as originally published in Putnam’s
Monthly Magazine but was omitted in the 1856 Piazza Tales as well as
in all subsequent editions of the story: “It was not deemed necessary to
adhere to the peculiar notation of Italian time. Adherence to it would
have impaired the familiar comprehension of the story. Kindred remarks
might be offered touching an anachronism or two that occur'®

I this disclaimer is meant to make the tale’s contemporaneity even
more compelling, it is not, however, the representation of modern tech-
nology per se but rather its various cultural and structural ramifications
that merit closer attention. One might argue that, far from simply ex-
pounding the dangers of machinery run amok, “The Bell-Tower” takes
aim at secondary yet no less disturbing changes induced by the ongoing
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mechanization of antebellum society. As with Hawthorne’s treatment of
the topic in “The Birth-mark,” Melville’s interest in technology is pri-
marily focused on its cultural consequences, especially in conjunction
with the work and identity of literary authors.

Bannadonna’s remarks on artistic originality are a case in point here.
When he insists that “there is a law in art, which bars the possibility of
duplicates” (179), this statement must also be taken as undermining the
uniformity associated with his own line of work. As an engineer en-
trusted with the erection of a gigantic public timepiece, he finds his artis-
tic ideals and the demands of his mechanical profession clearly at odds.
Fancying himself a “true artist” (185), Bannadonna is entirely absorbed
with improving the ornamental design of the giant bell. While working
to make its figures as unblemished and original as possible, he is crushed
to death by the relentless movement of the clockwork, a significant sym-
bolic fate that powerfully underwrites the complex relationship between
the modern artist and technology. Bannadonna, one might say, succes-
sively evolves from a representative of the useful arts into an artist seek-
ing solely aesthetic perfection. His tragic death therefore cannot be
blamed on the breakdown or dysfunction of the apparatus itself; rather
it must be attributed to his interference with the mechanical processes
he has set in motion:

And so, for the interval, he was oblivious of his creature; which, not
oblivious of him, and true to its creation, and true to its heedful wind-
ing up, left its post precisely at the given moment; along its well-oiled
route, slid noiselessly towards its mark. . . . The falling body clogged
the thing’s return; so there it stood, still impending over Bannadonna,
as if whispering some post-mortem terror. The chisel lay dropped
from the hand, but beside the hand; the oil-flask spilled across the
iron track. (186)

Since I am concerned here with cybernetic imagery, the ambiguous
character of the “creature” in the passage just cited should not go unre-
marked. Its referent, to be sure, is not the clockwork as such but a me-
chanical bell ringer whose mythical implications, as well as the fact that
the apparatus remains veiled under a sheet of canvas throughout the
events, misleadingly tinges the story with Frankensteinesque overtones.
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True, Talus or Haman, as Bannadonna calls the figure, bears an uncanny
resemblance to a living watchman striking the bells at appointed times.
It is also said to have stirred and moaned repeatedly under its cloak,
an allusion to humanness heightened further by Bannadonna’s confused
modes of address (“Haman . . . as [ merrily call him,—him? i, I mean,”
178). Even though the machine’s ontological hybridity is undeniable,
however, it is by no means its anthropomorphic qualities that bring about
Bannadonna’s destruction. Talus is not another “Prometheus unbound,”
taking revenge on its inventor’s sacrilegious effort to compete with na-
ture; nor does he warrant an interpretation that would make him the
emblem of technology out of control, and therefore by implication of
Romanticist technophobia and antimaterialism. If we concede his het-
erogeneous, cybernetic nature, this conspicuous man-machine is simply
a mirror image of the structural conflict inherent in his creator’s divided
profession, that is, the conflict between Bannadonna’s vocation as an
artist, on the one hand, and the unredeemed grounding of his ambitious
work in the material world, on the other.

Bannadonna’s project, in short, is enmeshed in and, at the same time,
represents a significant shift in the development of modern authorship.
Although he aspires to aesthetic perfection, the daring combination of
clock tower and bell tower (including the ominous mechanical bell
ringer) clearly belongs to the realm of technology, a realm ruled by “ca-
loric calculations” rather than the dated laws of artistic originality. Once
they are put to work, mechanical devices proceed in a regular, predict-
able manner. When Talus embarks on his mechanical journey to strike
the correct time, his movements are dictated by the springs and wheels
of the clockwork alone. Just as the clockmaker is oblivious to his inter-
ference with mechanized processes, so the machine he created is oblivi-
ous to him. The conflict, then, symbolically embedded in Bannadonna’s
destruction is not that he aspired to some unattainable ideal but that he
did not acknowledge the quintessentially technological nature of his
work. More significantly, Bannadonna is shown to be engaged in super-
ficial ornamental improvements. Whatever his efforts in making the
sculptural representations of the hours more original, in no way did they
affect the regular, inexorable movements of the underlying machinery.

That Melville’s “Bell-Tower” indeed addresses the larger context of
antebellum society and its growing dependence on technology can be
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deduced, first, from the narrator’s comparison of Haman’s sliding move-
ment to the age’s key technological metaphor, the railway (185). And sec-
ond, the tale makes various allusions to contemporary political agendas,
especially to the infamous southern institution of chattel slavery. This
connection is spelled out in the famous first epigraph to the story (“Like
negroes, these powers own man sullenly; mindful of their higher master;
while serving, plot revenge,” 174) and, additionally, by the bell ringer
himself, who is described as striking the clock “with uplifted manacles”
(185). It is quite possible, as some critics have surmised, that Melville
wanted to expose the long-term consequences of slaveholding by juxta-
posing it metaphorically to Bannadonna’s destruction; yet it seems at
least equally plausible to me that slavery—with its multi-level symbolic
associations—functions in this text as an emblem of the writer’s subor-
dination to the modern means of textual reproduction and dissemi-
nation.'

Talus, it should be remembered, is but the result of an idealist projec-
tion of automated labor. As the narrator tells us, Bannadonna “had been
without sympathy for the vainglorious irrationalities of his time” (184).
His is not the aim of certain natural philosophers who hoped “to arrive
at a knowledge of the source of life,” nor is he one of those notorious
alchemists who sought to evoke “some surprising vitality from the labo-
ratory” (184). Rather Bannadonna is a practical man who culls his ideas
from real phenomena, that is, in this particular instance, from observing
a stalwart watchman in the sentry box of an ordinary bell tower. His
perception of that original scene is quite instructive here: “The human
figure, viewed from below, undergoes such a reduction in its apparent
size, as to obliterate its intelligent features. It evinces no personality.
Instead of bespeaking volition, its gestures rather resemble the auto-
matic ones of the arms of a telegraph” (183). Apart from the striking
reference to modern communications technology, this paragraph is sig-
nificant because it reflects Melville’s anxiety about humans being en-
slaved by automated work routines.

Somewhat paradoxically, Bannadonna sets out to duplicate the regu-
lar movements of the watchman with utmost precision while simulta-
neously trying to enliven the picture by attributing those movements to
human willpower: seeing “the vital watchman on the roof, sallying from
his retreat at the given periods,] . . . Bannadonna had resolved that his
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invention should likewise possess the power of locomotion, and, along
with that, the appearance, at least, of intelligence and will” (183). His
fatal error, then, was one intimately connected to the strategies and pre-
suppositions of his idealizing approach. However noble his wish to
attribute intelligence to the mechanical watchman, the standardized
procedure of indicating time simply does not allow for such artistic ma-
nipulation. To make the iron replica in every outward and inward re-
spect “an original production” (185) is thus basically a contradiction in
terms, an anachronistic mode of representation that fails to take note of
the utterly mimetic, homogenizing character of modern technological
society.

Melville seems to have been well aware of the cultural and technologi-
cal shift that was increasingly subverting the law of artistic originality.
In “The Bell-Tower™ he leaves no doubt that the material representation
of a human watchman, its inventor’s lofty ambitions to the contrary,
always only remains a machine. By striving to endow the bell ringer with
human features, Bannadonna actually betrays its mechanical nature,
producing instead an anachronistic cyborg figure “manacled” to a larger
machinery (the clockwork), a figure that thus only reflects his own in-
secure identity as both mechanic and artist. From this perspective, Ban-
nadonna himself appears to be but a cursed descendant of Ham(an),
whom Melville repeatedly associated with slavery in the United States,

and together they partake in a “twinning between characters” which,

beginning with Pierre, would ultimately dominate much of Melville’s
later fiction.?® Yet I would argue that instead of weakening the ground-
ing of his texts in social reality, as Michael Rogin claims, the dissolving
of identities and the introduction of cybernetic others acting as mirror
images for the writer-author only represent a more complex stage of
Melville’s self-conscious fictional enactments of authorship in antebel-
lum America.

[ have indicated before that “The Bell-Tower” is full of cultural anach-
ronisms, thereby drawing our attention to the behavioral shifts concomi-
tant with the process of modernization. If the measuring and general
awareness of time as a structural element of antebellum life constituted
an important subtext of Hawthorne’s “Artist of the Beautiful,” in the
Melville text these issues assume even greater significance. One of the
most radical features of Bannadonna’s tower is thus not the sheer height
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to which it aspires but rather that it is both clock tower and bell tower,
which “before that period . . . had commonly been built distinct” (175)
Since punctuality and regularity were crucial factors in transforming
agrarian societies into sites of industrial production, the erection of a
monumental phallic timepiece must be read as an assessment of and
commentary on this very transition. Melville goes even further than
that, however. When the public finally gathers around the tower to await
the unveiling and dedication of the new clockwork, we seem to witness
an event more reminiscent of the dropping of the ball in Times Square on
New Year’s Eve than of a Renaissance community honoring its famous
engineer: “Watches were held in the hands of feverish men, who stood,
now scrutinizing their small dial plates. . . . The hour hands of a thou-
sand watches now verged within a hair’s breadth of the figure 17 (181).

Even though the obsession with time-measuring instruments dates
back to the fifteenth century, the actual structuring of everyday life
around dependable units of time is a relatively new phenomenon.?' And
this also holds for the mass production and ownership of individual
timepieces. The image of “the hour hands of a thousand watches” verg-
ing toward a given moment in time thus sets the stage for a more con-
temporary shift in temporal experience: the shift from premodern to
modern temporality, from an individual, cosmology-based understand-
ing of time to a historical scheme of universal progress.” By stressing
the blurring of individual time in a moment of collective experience,
Melville once more points toward the unifying aspects of modernity, a
move that coincides with his concern about the uniformity of mechani-
cal modes of production and its corollary, the loss of originality.

It might be revealing in this context that, in a letter to Duyckinck in
1851, Melville had expressed his unwillingness to supply for publication
a daguerreotype of himself, precisely because he feared a lack of distine-
tion or, in his own words, the possibility of being “oblivionated” by the
process of photographic reproduction:

As for the Daguerreotype (I spell the word right from your sheet)

that’s what I can not send you, because I have none. And if I had, I
would not send it for such a purpose, even to you. . . . The fact is,
almost everybody is having his “mug” engraved nowadays; so that

this test of distinction is gerting to be reversed; and therefore, to see
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one’s “mug” in a magazine, is presumptive evidence that be’s a no-
body. So being as vain a man as ever lived; & believing that my illus-
trious name is famous throughout the world—TI respectfully decline
being oblivionated by a Daguerretype (what a devel of an unspellable

word!)*

In juxtaposing, in both his fiction and the correspondence, mechanical
reproduction and the fading of originality, Melville prefigures to an as-
tonishing degree an aesthetic critique of technology that has come to
be almost exclusively associated with twentieth-century, high modernist
discourse, a discourse epitomized in Benjamin’s famous essay “The
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.”?* Throughout his
industrial narratives he examines the conditions of modern writing with
an eye to this connection between uniformity and technology, and he
projects the conceptual tensions arising from the material grounding
and technological determinacy of professional authorship onto imagi-
nary cybernetic doubles. Put another way, a major concern of these texts
is to chart the territory of writing and its relation to technology by sym-
bolically blurring the work of the author with other important modes
of social production.

Authorship, Technology, and the Impress of Gender

When Melville wrote the 1851 letter to his publisher, the paper he used
was embossed with the name “Carson’s Dalton MS,” the trademark of
a paper factory in western Massachusetts to which he had taken his
family on an expedition on January 11. Next to the ornamental relief
Melville jotted the following explanation for Duyckinck: “—about 5
miles from here, North East. I went there & got a sleigh-load of this
paper. A great neighborhood for authors, you see, is Pittsfield.”* Some
six months before he would invoke the imagery of a paper mill in his
appendix to the Hawthorne letter, Melville had thus taken a close look
at some of the material processes on which his writing depended. Al-
though he did not communicate his feelings upon visiting the mill, it
becomes quite clear from his remark to Hawthorne, and especially from
the second half of the diptych “The Paradise of Bachelors and the Tar-
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tarus of Maids” (1855), that he must have thought of the paper mill as
metaphorically connected with the toil of authorship.

Although references abound in “Tartarus” to both technology and
writing, the latter topic remains conspicuously absent from critical dis-
cussions of this illuminating text.?s Even Marvin Fisher, whose discus-
sion of the conflict between nature and culture in the story is still one of
the most substantial contributions so far, fails to detect in it anything
but a concern for what he calls a “particularly American dilemma”: the
social, economic, and psychological dimensions of increasing industrial-
ization and its overt denunciation by American Renaissance authors.2’
Fisher’s insight into the cultural subtext of “Tartarus” is heavily influ-
enced by the classic studies of Henry Nash Smith and, later, Leo Marx,
who argued that nineteenth-century Americans still conceived of Amer-
ica as an agrarian paradise, a virgin land that served as a symbolic vin-
dication for the nation’s existence but was successively coming under
attack from the onslaught of technology. From this perspective, literary
cultural assessments such as “Tartarus” try to reinforce rather than to
question or reject that myth, reacting “with a heightened sensitivity to
the force which most emphatically contradicted this view and under-
mined all its assumptions—the force of the machine, which turned vir-
gin land and potential paradise into potent hell and, for Melyville, served
to polarize all human experience”?*

To be sure, I am far from denying the well-documented fact that
Americans used an ideological concept of nature to negotiate their na-
tional identity. What I do contest, however, is the notion of American
Romantic writers as being all but passive participants in the literary con-
struction of that national ideology. As for the story at hand, I strongly
agree that “Tartarus” is all about a cultural dilemma involving the prac-
tical and psychological consequences of industrialization. Even S0,
Melville’s stance in this conflict appears to be far more complex and
probably also more interesting than most reviewers were willing to
admit. If “Tartarus” addresses the forces of modernization, it does so
primarily by emphasizing their impact on the work of the author and
only secondarily, if at all, by targeting the destructiveness of social and
technological progress at large. Once we steer our attention away from
the bleak aspects of industrial labor and focus instead on its relation to
the labors of authorship, we find Melville not only a much more lenient
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social commentator but also one who struggled to make his peace with
technology by synecdochically investing it with gendered cybernetic im-
agery. g

Authorial work is barely camouflaged in “Tartarus.” To begin with,
we are confronted with a narrator who recently embarked on the large-
scale enterprise of distributing seeds, a business in which “the expen-
diture [for paper] soon amounted to a most important item in the gen-
eral account.”?® The excessive demand for paper is caused, we are told,
by the modes of distribution peculiar to this trade: after being folded in
a square, the yellow sheets are filled with seeds, stamped, and super-
scribed with the commodity’s name until finally, by the hundreds of thou-
sands a year, they are mailed to their respective customers. The sugges-
tive details of the narrator’s profession cannot easily be dismissed. They
recall as much Plato’s comparison of writing to the “sowing of im-
mortal seeds” as contemporary rationalizations of authorship based on
biological processes (the poet, says Thoreau, “performs his functions . . .
as plants put forth leaves and blossoms”).? .

On first reading, the metaphoric representation of literary work in
“Tartarus” thus appears to be snugly rooted in the staples of Romantic
organicist discourse; Melville’s seedsman, however, does not really sub-
stantiate such a view. Given the specific circumstances of his profession,
his is less an activity patterned after natural processes than an artificial,
highly specialized mode of work in which the organic ultimatel}f be-
comes replaced by the technological. This crucial substitution is primar-
ily effected through a stratification of gender: while the author figure is
shown to be engaged in providing the ideas or “seeds” of his text, the
process of germination as well as the material production of the paper
are entirely shifted ro the mill’s female work force.

“Tartarus” begins with a striking self-referential gesture. After ex-
plaining the technicalities of his trade, the narrator takes us on a D:-sm«
tean tour d’enfer to the site where the material so dear to his profe-ssmn
is produced: a New England paper mill. Upon our entering the ominous
premises, it becomes quite clear that the production of literary texts is a
composite activity, a process at once spiritual and profane. Tbe prom.ess
of producing the sheets that will contain or, rather, be inscribed with
“immortal seeds” requires a complex aggregate of machines as well as
a countless number of female workers who handle the cranks and belts
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of the water-powered factory. Since it sets the register for Melville’s sexu-
ally loaded representation of industrial labor in this text, the introduc-
tion of the mill girls deserves to be quoted at length:

At rows of blank-looking counters sat rows of blank-looking girls,
with blank, white folders in their blank hands, all blankly folding
blank paper. In one corner stood some huge frame of ponderous iron,
with a vertical thing like a piston periodically rising and falling upon
a heavy wooden block. Before it—its tame minister—stood a tall
girl, feeding the iron animal with half-quires of rose-hued note-
paper. . . . [N]ot a syllable was breathed. Nothing was heard but the
low, steady overruling hum of the iron animals. The human voice was
banished from the spot. Machinery—that vaunted slave of human-
ity—here stood menially served by human beings, who served mutely
and cringingly as the slave serves the Sultan. The girls did not so
much seem accessory wheels to the general machinery as mere cogs
to the wheels. (328)

Insofar as he consistently demonizes the machinery he knew to be
essential for the production of paper, Melville gives in to familiar tech-
nophobic rhetoric. Yet his tale about a New England paper mill is note-
worthy more for its unabashed phallic implications than merely for its.
affirmation of a cultural stereotype. What do we make, after all, of a
periodically rising and falling “vertical thing” in front of which a pallid
girl stands as if she were “its tame minister” or, even more pungent, a
pair of “round vats . . . full of a white, wet, wooly-looking stuff, not un-
like the albuminous part of an egg, soft-boiled” (33 1), whose spermous
content is being processed by the huge machines within exactly nine
minutes into sheets of paper still “moist and warm” (332) True, contem-
porary discourses on technology were often marked by implicitly sexual
diction. As one commentator on the successful application of steam
power declared in a public address in Philadelphia in 1854: “With con-
summate skill the marriage of water and heat was effected. The child of
that marriage has grown to be a herculean aid to onward humanity.”*
Yet this playful innuendo can hardly be compared to the metaphoric
thrust in “Tartarus.” Not only does Melville render in coarse detail the
sexual act itself, but also he suggests the mating of woman and machine,
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a cyborgean liaison from which springs not the herculean child of the
popular imagination but the writer’s supply of foolscap.

Given the machine’s violent intrusion on the female body, the story
has often been read as a parable of the exploitation of nature for artifi-
cial production.® Since nineteenth-century Americans conceived of the
abundance of nature as “virgin” land, a huge blank space passively
awaiting the imprint of civilization, it seems plausible that Melville,
while criticizing the effects of economic and technological expansion-
ism, should retool one of the nation’s most powerful cultural beliefs for
his literary purposes. Admittedly compelling, such an interpretation can-
not account, however, for the self-referential disguises of authorship in
the text, nor does it explain why Melville’s description of the mountain-
ous landscape in the opening paragraph is as manifestly symbolic (“hag-
gard rocks,” “bleak hill,” “gloomy brink,” 323-24) as the artificial mill
itself. Demarcating not so much an arena of conflict between culture
and nature, the paper mill as well as its female operatives, it appears to
me, should be read instead as a powerful fictional displacement of the
material grounding of modern authorship. This displacement entails as
one of its principal parameters a gendered, ideological definition of liter-
ary work. According to this definition, the male author, while assuming
spiritual authority over his text, discards its material-technological im-
plications by symbolically transferring them onto the female.

Historically, New England mills were among the earliest American
manufactories to be turned into sites of modern mass production. The
establishment of mills such as in the well-known factory town of Lowell,
Massachusetts, marked an important juncture in America’s transition
from an agrarian land to a full-scale industrial society. It is worth noting
that Melville’s bleak depiction of a work routine dictated solely by the
needs of the machine was not an idea shared by most of his fellow
Americans. As I pointed out earlier, exemplary institutions such as the
Lowell mills were designed on conservative ideological principles. From
the outset Lowell’s purpose was to integrate advanced technology with
factory discipline and conservative republican ideology. In soothing
public fears about the hazards of large-scale industrialization, many
commentators on the mills expressly pointed to the disciplinary influ-
ence of machinery as a crucial factor in reconciling Victorian morality

and industrial labor.
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In her autobiography, the former factory girl Lucy Larcom gives a fine
example of the kind of lesson she learned from the all-encompassing
machines and, especially, their textile products. Complaining about the
necessity of living on the crowded site of the Lowell mills, Larcom
writes: “There is nothing more miserable than to lose the teeling of our
own distinctiveness, since that is our only clue to the Purpose behind us
and the End before us. But when we have discovered that human beings
are not a mere ‘mass,’ but an orderly Whole, of which we are a part, it
is all so different! This we working-girls might have learned from the
webs of cloth we saw woven around us.”*

Ostensibly, Melville also underscores a structural alliance between
technology and human behavior. Yet for this antebellum writer, over
whatever moral lesson might be gleaned from the machine becomes su-
perimposed a tautological relation between female reproductive capac-
ity and the procreative technological power of the industrial system.

Both mills, those in the real-life factory town of Lowell and in the
fictitious “Tartarus of Maids,” are operated by young, unmarried fe-
males. If Lowell hired single women on a temporary basis to prevent the
establishment of a permanent working class, the blank-faced girls of the
paper mill function as signifiers of an equally oppressive strategy: “Why
isit, sir,” the visiting seedsman asks his official guide, “that in most factor-
ies, female operatives, of whatever age, are indiscriminately called girls,
never women?” (334). The reason, it turns out, reflects a widespread hir-
ing policy. Because the relentless rhythm of the machines demands steady
workers, the rule is to employ unmarried women only (“matrons,” ac-
cording to the proprietor of the mill, “are apt to be off-and-on too
much,” 334).

By thus stressing the young maidenhood of the mill’s work force, Mel-
ville significantly shifts the emphasis from the harshness of industrial
life to an utterly metaphoric sexual condition. In the Talmud, the word
golem, which is a concept equivalent to an automaton or robot, also
refers to a woman who has not yet conceived.’* The implicit connection
here is, of course, that automata cannot reproduce of their own accord.
Whenever they “generate,” they do so only by external stimulus (as in
the case of industrial robots built to produce other robots). It is thus not
hard to see why the “blank-looking” girls of “Tartarus” so perfectly
resemble their “barren” product. If machines always perform in compli-
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ance with some predetermined engineering design, so does, according
to Melville’s symbolic strategy, the female body.

As with the blank pages yet to be inscribed by the writer’s pen, the
female mill hands incarnate the material foundation of Melville’s gen-
dered conception of authorship. Whereas the writer in his metatextual
tale represents the proliferation of seeds, the female represents only th.e
machine. When challenged about the conspicuous whiteness of their
sullen faces, the narrator’s guide points to precisely this connecti.on:
“Why . . . I suppose the handling of such white bits of sheets all the time
makes them so sheety” (331). Because of their ontological ties with the
raw material of both literary and biological reproduction, the virginal
mill girls figure as ideal signifiers for the uninspired, technological stages
of creative work. Rather than flatly denying the material grounding of
modern authorship, Melville is at pains to negotiate a different solution.
His is not so much a portrayal of human exploitation or the intrusion
of the machine on the pastoral landscape as a gender-based, symbolic
enactment of literary work designed to integrate the dated ideology of
authorship as original production with the encompassing presence of
technology. Whereas many antebellum Americans were struck by the
awesome thasculinity of the machine (including Emerson, who once ex-
tolled “the masculine draught” of the locomotive,**) Melville’s treat-
ment of technology in “Tartarus™ takes a different path. By linking the
alleged biological determinacy of women to industrial product?on, Mel-
ville at once feminizes and significantly downgrades the machine’s pro-
creative power.

For the professional identity of American writers during the first half
of the nineteenth century, Melville’s stratification of manual and mental
labor entailed a number of serious questions. Given the public privileg-
ing of the hand over the mind, how were they to represent the f’lctivity
of writing as actual work? How could they negotiate the tension be-
tween these different forms of work? What kind of work should they
embrace as a model of their own professional enterprise? And, even
more significantly, how did antebellum writers come to terms .with the
toils of social-sexual predication in which writing and laboring were
inextricably ensnared? If various stories in The Piazza Tales attempt to
navigate the rigid dichotomy between literary work on the one ha-nd am,:,l
industrial modes of production on the other, in “Bartleby, the Scrivener
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this attempt eventually leads to the demise of authorship altogether. As
I will argue in the following section, “Bartleby’s” often cited “moder-
nity” is connected precisely to its somber representation of an author
figure that adumbrates both Kafka’s self-destructive “Hunger Artist”
and successive (postmodern) discourses on the death of the author.

Melville’s Hunger Artist

In what is probably his best-known and most widely read short story,
“Bartleby, the Scrivener” (1853), Melville further elaborates on the com-
mercialization of literary work and the dehumanizing effects of the
modern division of labor in general. Given the sheaves of critical com-
mentary, it is hard to think of any particular reading that has not yet
been proposed in reference to this ambiguously modernist text. Al-
though writing has been singled o