Platonic Philosophy in Melville’s “Paradise of Bachelors, Tartarus of Maids”


Though Herman Melville is not usually regarded as an important figure in the reception of the classical tradition, recent work on this author has begun to appreciate how much Melville depends upon classical references in his short stories, novels, and poetry.  Coffler’s 1985 index, Melville’s Classical Allusions: a comprehensive index and glossary, updated the much earlier work of Sealts, Melville’s Reading (1966), and from these references one can trace connections from Melville’s works to his classical sources.  

In this paper, I am particularly interested in Melville’s allusions to Plato.  Sealts also initiated the scholarly conversation on this topic, first in his 1942 dissertation and then again in publications such as “Melville’s ‘Neoplatonic Originals’” and “Melville and the Platonic Tradition.”  Research has continued on this topic in works such as John Wenke’s 1995 Melville’s Muses: Literary Creation & the Forms of Philosophical Fiction, and the 1997 conference proceedings, titled Melville “Among the Nations”.  Melville’s credit among philosophers has also risen, with important publications from Deleuze, Agamben, Ranciere, and others.  However, no work has yet been specifically devoted to analyzing the classical and philosophical allusions in Melville’s diptych, “The Paradise of Bachelors and the Tartarus of Maids.”  Further, while it has long been appreciated that the first part, “Paradise of Bachelors,”  draws upon Plato’s Symposium for the butler whom the narrator mistakes for a latter day Socrates,—Robyn Wiegman is only one of the more recent critics to observe this (1989)—I have not found any scholarship that recognizes important Platonic references in the “Tartarus of Maids” portion.  

And yet they are without doubt there.  I argue that Melville develops the references to Plato’s Socrates of the Symposium with further references to that same dialogue in the “Tartarus of Maids.”  “Cupid,” the unfeeling and cruel assistant at the paper factory at which the maids are brought to their ruin, is unmistakably the Platonic “Eros” praised at the Agathon’s symposium and demoted from godhood by Socrates.   The horse “Black” is probably also an allusion to the Platonic Phaedrus.  I analyze these references in light of the diptych as a whole, treating the Platonic references in each part of the diptych as parallels.  From this perspective, it can be understood why the diptych is chosen as a form, and more specifically as a form of writing in particular; I offer an original reading of this work in light of the references, which intersects with Agamben’s reading of Bartleby:  the Scriver.  I conclude with some thoughts on the philosophical point of view that Melville’s work presents.  
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