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Herman Melville
Bartleby the Srivener
(extrait)

"I prefer not, to," he replied in a flutelike tone. Tt seemed to me that, while I had been addressing him, be carefully
revolved every statement that 1 made; filly comprehended the meaning; could not gainsay the irresistible conclusion;
but, at the saine (ime, some paramount consideration prevailed with him to reply as he did.

"You are deuded, then, not to comply with my request — a request made according to common usage and
commaon sense?"

He bricfly gave me to understand that on that point my judgment was sound. Yes: his decision was imeversible.

It is seldom the case that, whon a man is browbeaten in some unprecedented and violeutly wirasonable way, he
begins to stagger in his own plainest faith, He begins, as it were, vagucly to summise that, wonderful as it may be, all
the justice and all the reason is on the other side. Accordingly, if any disinterested persors are present, he ums to
them for some reinfercement for his own faltering mind. 5

"Turkey," said [, "what do yon think of this? Am I not right?"

"With submission, sir,” said Turkey, in his blandest tone, "T think that you are."
"Nippers,” said 1, "what do you Ihmk of it?"

"I think I should kick him out of the office."

(The reader of nice perceptions, will hzre perceive that, it being moming, Turkey's answer is conched in pelite
and tranquil terms, but Nippers replies in illMempered ones. Or, to repeat a previous sentance, Nippers's ugly mood
was on duty, and Turkey's off)

"(yinger Nut," said T, willing to enlist the smallest suffrage in my behalf, "what do you think of it?"
"1 think, sir, he's a little /y," replied Ginger Nut, with a grin,
"You bear what they say," said 1, tuning towards the screen, "coms forth and do your duty.”

Dut he vouchsafed no reply, I pondered a moment in sore perplexity. But once more business hurried me. T
determined again to postpone the cansideration of this dilamuma (o my fuwre leisure, With a little trouble we made
out fo examine the papers without Bartleby, though at cvery page or two Turkey deferentially dropped his opinion
that this proceeding was quite out of the common; while Nippers, twitching in his chair with a dyspeptic
nervousness, ground out between his set teetl vecasivnal hissing maledictions against the stubborn caf behind the
sereen. And for his (Nippers's) part, this was the ficst and the last time he would do another man's business without
pay.

Meanwhile Bartleby sat in his hermitage, oblivious to everything but his own peculiar business there.

Somc'days passed, the scrivener being employed upon ancther lengthy work. His late remarkable conduct led
me 10 regard his ways narrowly. T observed that he never went to dinner, indeed, that he never went anywhere, As
yet I had never, of my personal knowledge, knotwn him to be outside of my office. He was a petpetual sentry in the
corner. At about eleyen o'clock, though, in the moming, I noticed that Ginger Nut would edvance towards the
opening in Bartlchy's screen as if silently beckoned thither by a gesture invisible to me where I sat. The boy would
then leave the office jingling a few pence, and reappear with a handfual of gingermuts, which he delivered in the
hermitage, receiving two of the cakes for his trouble.

He lives, then, on gingernuts, thought I; never eats a dirmer, properly speaking; he must be a vegetarian, then: but
no, he never eats even vegetables, he eats nothing but gingemuts, My mind then ran on in reveries conceming the
probable effects upon the human constitution of living entirely on gingernuts. Gingerimuts are so called because they
contain ginger as one of their peculiar constituents and the normal flavoring onc. Now, what was ginger? A hot,

spicy thing. Was Bartleby hot and spicy? Notat all. Ginger, then had no effect upon Bartleby. Probably he
preferred it should have none. 2

Nothing so aggravaics an camest person as 4 passive resistance. If the individukl so resisted be of a not inhumane
temper, and the resisting one perfectly harmless in his passivity, then, in the better moods of the former, he will
endcavor charitably to couslrue Lo his imagination whet proves impossible to be solved by his judgment. Even so,
for the most part, I regarded Bartleby and his ways. Poor fellow! thonght I, he means no mischief; it is plain he ~
intends no mnsolence; his aspect suficiently evinces that his eccentricities are involuntary. He is useful to me. [ cen get
aleng with him. IFT tum him away, the chances are he will fall in with scme less indulgent emplayer, and then he will
be rudcly treated, and perhaps driven forth miserably to starve. Yes, HereI can cheaply purchase a delicious
sclf-approval. To befiiend Bartleby, to humor him in his strange willfillnzss, will cost me littlz or nothing, while I lay
up in my soul what will eventually prove a sweet morsel for my conscience, But this mood was not invariable with
mc. The passiveness of Barlleby sometimes imritated me. | felt strangely guaded on to encounter him in new
opposition to clicit sore angry spark from him answerable to my own. But, indeed, [ might as well have essayed to
strike fire with my knuckles against a bit of Windsor s ap. But one aftemoon the evil impulse in me mastered me,
and the following litile scene ensued: ' '

"Bartleby,” said 1, "when those papers are all copied, I will compare them with you."
"I would prefer not to."
"How? Surely you do not mean to persist in that mulish vagary?"

No answer.



