
Writing a Durable Mark: A Community of Isolatoes in John 
Marr and Other Sailors 

Yoshiaki Furui

Leviathan, Volume 19, Number 2, June 2017, pp. 52-70 (Article)

Published by Johns Hopkins University Press

For additional information about this article

Access provided by username 'yoshipunch' (6 Jun 2017 10:28 GMT)

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/661363

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/661363


52 L e v i a t h a n  a  J o u r n a L  o f  M e L v i L L e  S t u d i e S

Vol. 19.2 (2017): 52–70 © 2017 The Melville Society and Johns Hopkins University Press

Writing a Durable Mark:  
A Community of Isolatoes in  

John Marr and Other Sailors 

YOSHIAKI FURUI
Aoyama Gakuin University, Tokyo

Taking the solitude that permeates John Marr and Other Sailors (1888) as 
a central point of inquiry, this essay argues that the first four poems in the 
collection—“John Marr,” “Bridegroom Dick,” Tom Deadlight,” and “Jack 
Roy”—compose what I term “a community of isolatoes.” While the poetical 
utterances of solitary ex-sailors in these poems seem misaddressed at first 
glance, I view them as forming polyphonic voices rather than offering mono-
logues. Furthermore, I situate these poems in a long genealogy of Melville’s 
postal imagery that dates back to the early 1850s, especially the dead letters 
in “Bartleby, the Scrivener” (1853). In Melville’s formulation, a dead letter 
refers not to a letter’s death but to a suspended state where the letter fluctu-
ates between life and death, waiting to be read and restored. By figuratively 
construing John Marr as a dead letter partly addressed to future readers, this 
essay joins recent scholarly efforts to challenge the critical image of Melville 
in his later years as a solitary recluse.

Recent years have witnessed a growing interest in Herman Melville’s 
poetry, and Melville criticism has undergone what might be termed a 
poetic turn.1 Melville’s collection of poems John Marr and Other Sailors 

(1888) is one example gaining such critical attention. “John Marr,” the open-
ing piece in the collection (following an “Inscription Epistolary”), occupies a 
unique position in the author’s long career, especially in two respects. First, 
here I call “John Marr” a “piece” not a “poem” because it consists of a prose 
part written by an unnamed narrator and a poetry part uttered by its titular 
character. This combination prefigures Melville’s last work of prose fiction, 
Billy Budd, which also commingles the two genres, ending with a poem in the 
voice of the young sailor, on the verge of his execution. Second, whereas Marr’s 
career seemingly places him in the lineage of many other sailors in Melville’s 
oeuvre, he is distinguished from the “roving” sailors familiar to Melville read-
ers: Tommo in Typee (1846) and Omoo (1847; and “Omoo” means “rover”), 
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Taji in Mardi (1849), and Ishmael in Moby-Dick (1851), among others. In con-
trast to these sailor characters, John Marr has been forced into a settled state 
due to “a crippling wound,” which compels him to forfeit “his rambling dis-
position acquired as a sea-farer” (195). After abandoning his career as a sailor, 
and “putting a period to his rovings, [Marr] marries” (195). Shortly after the 
marriage, “a fever . . . carries off his young wife and infant child” (195). Thus, 
landlocked and widowed, Marr is confined in solitude.

With these characteristics in mind, this essay takes John Marr’s sense of 
solitude as the center of critical inquiry and examines the ways in which he 
copes with solitude through his attempts to create a “verbal communion” (199) 
with his past shipmates. More specifically, and with reference to other poems in 
the collection, the present study interrogates the role that language—both writ-
ing and speech—plays in filling Marr’s psychological “void” (196). My conten-
tion is that the apparent dichotomy between writing/prose and speech/poetry 
at work in “John Marr” is dismantled by the narrator’s work of transcribing 
Marr’s poetic utterances. Shedding light on Marr’s desire for communication, 
this essay also extends its argument to revise the critical image of Melville in 
his later years as a solitary, reclusive man resembling John Marr. In undertaking 
a biographical reading of “John Marr,” I situate the piece in a long genealogy 
of Melville’s “postal imagery” that dates back to the early 1850s, especially 
the dead letters in “Bartleby, the Scrivener” (1853). By figuratively construing 
“John Marr” and other poems as dead letters partly intended for future readers, 
I argue that the treatment of communication in “John Marr” inscribes Melville’s 
desire for an audience in his very last years, a desire for what the narrator calls 
“a durable mark” (197), awaiting the advent of posthumous readers.

The Dead in the Liminal Realm

A fter his wife and child die, John Marr leads a solitary life in the fron-
tier prairie. His solitude is underscored by a frequent use of the suffix 
“less” throughout the prose part: he is “kinless” (195), “homeless” 

(196), and “companionless” (197). However, this sense of loss is not described 
as incurable; time can cure, albeit imperfectly, his emotional wounds caused 
by the deaths in his family: “the acuter sense of his bereavement becomes mol-
lified by time”; yet, the narrator continues, “the void at heart abides” (196). 
While he seeks to fill this void by “cultivating social relations” (196) with his 
fellow frontiersmen, the deep void cannot be healed after all. Toward the end 
of the prose part, Marr begins to look back on his sailor past: “one must needs 
recur to the past, which, with the mass of men, where the past is in any per-
sonal way a common inheritance, supplies to most practical natures the basis 
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of sympathetic communion” (196). Despite the kindness offered by his fellow 
pioneers, “something was lacking” for Marr. The narrator calls this “some-
thing” “the flower of life” (196), the exuberance that Marr experienced during 
his sailor years. Marr seeks to fill the void by recounting his past stories to his 
neighbors, only to experience disappointment:

At a corn-husking, their least grave of gatherings, did the lone-hearted mari-
ner seek to divert his own thoughts from sadness, and in some degree interest 
theirs, by adverting to aught removed from the crosses and trials of their 
personal surroundings, naturally enough he would slide into some marine 
story or picture, but would soon recoil upon himself and be silent, finding 
no encouragement to proceed. Upon one such occasion an elderly man—a 
blacksmith, and at Sunday gatherings an earnest exhorter—honestly said to 
him, “Friend, we know nothing of that here.” (196–97)

Due to the silence imposed by his neighbors’ “unresponsiveness” (197), this 
lone-hearted ex-sailor retreats further into solitude. Yearning for his past life 
at sea, Marr goes so far as to transform the prairie before him into an ocean: 
“Blank stillness would for hours reign unbroken on this prairie. ‘It is the bed 
of a dried-up sea,’ said the companionless sailor—no geologist—to himself” 
(197). Unable to form any satisfying kind of social relations on the frontier, 
Marr longs for companionship with his past shipmates. But these shipmates, 
whose whereabouts are unknown to Marr, present themselves as intangible 
shadows that exist only in his memory: “Your shadowy fellowship is mine. / Ye 
float around me, form and feature” (200). This figure of shadow is key to Marr’s 
attempts to communicate with the absent; his address throughout is directed at 
“shadowy” presences, entities devoid of corporeality.

The love for shadows is not a rare motif in Melville’s works. For instance, 
in his short story “The Piazza” (1856), the protagonist Marianna bears a resem-
blance to Marr in her embrace of shadows. Hearing Marianna speak as if the 
shadows thrown by the clouds resembled a dog as her companion, the narrator 
asks her: “Have you, then, so long sat at this mountain-window, where but 
clouds and vapors pass, that, to you, shadows are as things, though you speak 
of them as of phantoms . . . that, to you, these lifeless shadows are as living 
friends, who, though out of sight, are not out of mind, even in their faces—is it 
so?” (Piazza Tales 11; emphasis added). Marianna’s belief in the shadows stems 
from solitude that compels her to find any form of companionship that might 
comfort her. In response to the narrator’s query, she explains: “lonesome; lone-
some, because so wide. Sometimes, ’tis true, of afternoons, I go a little way; but 
soon come back again. Better feel lone by hearth, than rock. The shadows here-
abouts I know—those in the woods are strangers” (12). Just as in “John Marr,” 
solitude in “The Piazza” serves to trigger the character’s intense imagination, 
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transforming the real into an imaginary form. However, Marr and Marianna 
are not identical in their attitudes toward shadowy presences. Unlike Mari-
anna, who stays within the imaginary realm until the end of the story, Marr 
appears to experience disillusionment after failing to conjure up his friends 
in his poem. His failure is marked by their silence: “Whither, whither, mer-
chant-sailors, / Whitherward now in roaring gales?” (200). Unlike Marianna, 
Marr’s love is not the blind love of the shadow itself. He embraces it only as a 
substitute for the corporeal original. The poem in Marr’s voice is thus typified 
by the absence of the body.

Reality and body are closely intertwined in “John Marr.” As the bereave-
ment caused by the deaths of his wife and baby becomes mollified by time, 
the center of Marr’s sense of loss shifts from his family to his old-time friends. 
Why should his shipmates weigh more heavily in his mind than his deceased 
family? To answer this question, we need to distinguish between Marr’s loss of 
family and that of his shipmates. Freud’s treatise on mourning helps us under-
stand Marr’s experience of losing his family as a privation that can be cured by 
time: “reality-testing has revealed that the beloved object no longer exists, and 
demands that libido as a whole sever its bonds with that object. . . . Normally, 
respect for reality carries the day. But its task cannot be accomplished imme-
diately. It is now carried out piecemeal at great expenditure of time” (Freud 
204–05). Given Freud’s argument about “reality-testing,” it is important to 
note that the loss of Marr’s family took place before his eyes, thereby subjecting 
him to “reality-testing.” After the ritual of burial “by his own hands” (195), 
Marr undergoes a period of mourning that gradually allays the pain over time. 
In contrast, as the narrator explicates, Marr’s shipmates are neither alive nor 
dead for him because he does not have any means to verify their existence:

Though John Marr’s shipmates could not all have departed life, yet as subjects 
of meditation they were like phantoms of the dead. As the growing sense 
of his environment threw him more and more upon retrospective musings, 
these phantoms, next to those of his wife and child, became spiritual com-
panions, losing something of their first indistinctness and putting on at last 
a dim semblance of mute life. And they were lit by that aureola circling over 
any object of the affections in the past for reunion with which an imaginative 
heart passionately yearns. (198–99)

Marr’s shipmates thus linger in the indeterminate realm between life and death 
due to the lack of any form of verification. This liminality finds its fittest expres-
sion in the figure of shadows: his old shipmates may be dead and, accordingly, 
his calling for them might be misaddressed. Marr “reproach[es] them for their 
silence” (199). The poem begins with a rebuke: “Since as in night’s deck-watch 
ye show, / Why lads, so silent to me, / Your watchmate of times long ago?” 
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(199). Given such non-reciprocity, Marr has no alternative but to revel in the 
memory of the past. If his shipmates hover between life and death, it is also 
implied that Marr belongs to a similar nebulous realm. Confined in utter soli-
tude, his existence is threatened: “Luxuriant this wilderness. But to its denizen, 
a friend left behind anywhere in the world, seemed not alone absent to sight, 
but an absentee from existence” (198).

In further probing Marr’s solitude, it is worth remarking that there are 
several references in “John Marr” to “the Mound-Builders” (195, 197). We are 
told that Marr settled in “a frontier-prairie” in 1838 (195), when Jacksonian 
America was grappling with the Indian question; the Indian Removal Act had 
been passed in 1830. The mound-builders mentioned here refer to those Indi-
ans who dwelled on the prairie before the settlement of white frontiersmen 
such as John Marr. More specifically, Yukiko Oshima conjectures that the death 
of these Indians may have been the result of the Black Hawk War (1832), which 
put down the last armed Indian resistance in the territory north of the Ohio 
River and east of the Mississippi (499). Marr creates a sympathetic bond with 
the now-vanquished Indians because of their shared loss of speech. Tellingly, 
he buries his beloved wife and child near the grave of the mound-builders: 
“they are committed with meagre rites to the earth:—another mound, though 
a small one, in the wide prairie, nor far from where the Mound-Builders of a 
race only conjecturable had left their pottery and bones, one common clay, 
under a strange terrace serpentine in form” (195). Native American mounds 
were constructed partly for funerary purposes, which befits Marr’s act of bury-
ing his family near such structures (Blazier et al. 113 and Shetrone 85–105). 
Melville’s narrator recounts the process of the Indians’ extermination with 
empathy: “The remnant of Indians thereabout—all but exterminated in their 
recent and final war with regular white troops, a war waged by the Red Men 
for their native soil and natural rights, had been coerced into the occupancy 
of wilds not very far beyond the Mississippi;—wilds then, but now the seats 
of municipalities and states” (197; emphasis in original).2 Here, the Indians 
are likened to Marr because of their displacements from native soil—in Marr’s 
case, his native soil is the sea—and, more importantly, because of their dispos-
session of voice. The presence of the Indians who have perished can only be 
felt in the form of the mounds, “a durable mark” (197) left in the prairie. Marr 
is figured not only as a poet but also as a sympathetic reader of this “mark”: 
“Such unresponsiveness in one’s fellow creatures set apart from factitious life, 
and by their vocation—in those days little helped by machinery—standing, as 
it were, next of kin to Nature; this, to John Marr, seemed of a piece with the 
apathy of Nature herself as envisaged to him here on a prairie where none but 
the perished Mound-Builders had as yet left a durable mark” (197). Left alone 
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on the prairie, Marr appears to find some solace in creating a sympathetic bond 
with the equally silent and dispossessed Indians. His attempt to cope with his 
solitude can be construed as both trans-temporal and trans-racial. In discern-
ing the relationship between Marr and the mound-builders in terms of their 
imposed silence, one may note that the name “Marr” resonates with the noun 
“mar,” a word whose meanings include “[a] hindrance, an obstruction; spec. 
a speech impediment” (OED). Furthermore, as Elizabeth Renker observes, the 
name “echoes in the word mark, whose importance the text itself stresses” 
(Strike through the Mask 124; emphasis in original). Thus the name “Marr” 
doubly connotes his current status of silence and his sympathetic act of reading 
the durable mark of the Indians.

Silence can be broken, of course, only by sound. To utter a voice to his 
shipmates is also to break the silence imposed on him. If Marr’s calling for 
his shipmates is an attempt to resurrect their existence, then it is also an act 
of reclaiming his right to speak. In this context, it should be emphasized that 
the language Marr employs is not writing but speech. Worth repeating here is 
that “John Marr” is a work consisting of both prose and poetry, correspond-
ing respectively to writing by the narrator and to speech by Marr. The piece 
begins with the narrator’s prose account of Marr’s life, followed by Marr’s poetic 
speech. At the intersecting paragraph that introduces the poem, the language 
of “John Marr” correspondingly shifts from writing to speech: “He invokes 
these visionary ones, striving, as it were, to get into verbal communion with 
them; or, under yet stronger illusion, reproaching them for their silence” (199). 
Given the poem that follows, the word “verbal” here should be understood as 
referring to speech rather than writing.

Indeed, the sonic is the dominant form of connection represented in 
the “John Marr” poem. Marr’s beloved shipmates now exist only as voices and 
sounds, which he recalls echoing in his memory: “You your voices raised how 
clearly, / Striking in when tempest sung; / Hoisting up the storm-sail cheerily, 
/ Life is storm:—let storm! you rung”; “The heart to music haughtier strung”; 
“Whitherward now in roaring gales?”; “If now no dinned drum beat to quar-
ters”; “Never the shrill ‘All hands up hammocks!’ / Breaks the spell that charms 
your sleep; / And summoning trumps might vainly call” (199–200; emphasis in 
original and underlining added). These lines, which consistently appeal to the 
reader’s acoustic senses, are rewarded with no response from the intended lis-
teners because Marr is only addressing shadowy presences. Marr is thrown into 
despair, and his voice fades into silence as the poem closes. In the last two stan-
zas of the poem, neither “I” nor “me” appears, as if to indicate his withdrawal 
from the piece: “A beat, a heart-beat musters all, / One heart-beat at heart-core. 
/ It musters. But to clasp, retain; / To see you at the halyards main— / To hear 
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your chorus once again!” (200). In these concluding lines, Marr is metamor-
phosed into “a heart-beat” that musters his friends. Like his shipmates, Marr’s 
existence seems to evaporate into sound.

Polyphonic Voices in John Marr and Other Sailors

Marr’s disappearance from the poem at the end might indicate the 
futility of any of his communicative acts. Indeed, critics have tended 
to view John Marr and Other Sailors as indicating the impossibility 

of communication, and they have stressed the monologic qualities of the four 
sailors’ poems in the collection. Clark Davis offers the following representa-
tive analysis: “It is ultimately the medium of words that the speakers in John 
Marr and Other Sailors rely upon to find a connection to the distant world . . . 
these sailors’ speeches attempt to bring their own histories into the present, 
though for the most part each exhibits a clearer sense of the impossibility of 
his desire . . . the Ahabian impulse to yearn beyond the limits of reality is here 
tempered by resignation of the fact of such distances and by a consequent sense 
of qualified enjoyment or play still derived from such self-fulfilling evocations” 
(Davis 157). Discussing John Marr, William B. Stein also emphasizes Melville’s 
nihilism about communication: “In contrast with the fiction of his young man-
hood, [Melville] expresses no bitterness about such a fate. Accepting change 
and process as the basic rhythm of the universe, he revels in the grim truth” 
(Stein 20). Similar evaluations of the four poems in the voices of sailors that 
open John Marr as utterances without hope of answer can be found in Robillard 
(“Theme and Structure” 200) and Shurr (128). In contrast, I argue that these 
alleged monologues are open to the possibility of constituting a dialogue amid 
polyphonic voices. I take these four poems—namely “John Marr,” “Bridegroom 
Dick,” “Tom Deadlight,” and “Jack Roy”—as a thematically unified group, join-
ing the articulations of ex-sailors who revel in their past memories. These four 
poems are separated from the rest of the collection, which is clustered under 
three generic titles: “Sea-Pieces,” “Minor Sea-Pieces,” and “Pebbles.”

In approaching these four poems as a coherent subset, we note a crucial 
temporal aspect, for Melville takes pains to designate dates for each poem. In 
addition to the fact that the year of Marr’s settlement in the prairie is dated 
as 1838, two of the four poems contain dates attached to their titles: “Bride-
groom Dick (1876)” and “Tom Deadlight (1810).” Hershel Parker infers that 
“‘Bridegroom Dick’ is given the date 1876 in brackets, perhaps as the date of 
composition, yet 4 December 1887 seems to be the date Melville completed a 
revision of it” (Herman Melville 2: 881–82). However, Parker’s conjecture about 
the parenthetical date possibly referring to the date of composition would 
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seem unlikely, as he implies, given the date “1810” that is attached to “Tom 
Deadlight.” Because 1810 could not possibly be the date of Melville’s compo-
sition—he was born in 1819—Melville seems to have intended these dates to 
refer to each ex-sailor/poet and not to him. The chronologically disparate dates 
heighten the impression of each voice’s temporal separation from the other.

Such temporal distance notwithstanding, when juxtaposed in the book 
form, the four poems strongly reverberate with each other in their nostalgic 
remembrance. “Bridegroom Dick” is another attempt by an ex-sailor to con-
jure up absent friends: “Wife, where be all these blades, I wonder, / Pennoned 
fine fellows so strong, so gay? / Never their colors with a dip dived under: / 
Have they hauled them down in a lack-lustre day, / Or beached their boats in 
the Far Far Away?” (212). The juxtaposition of “John Marr” and “Bridegroom 
Dick” suggests that Marr’s call to his friends might be answered not directly, but 
indirectly through such remembrances as we see in “Bridegroom Dick.” These 
poems imply that there is a possibility—however dim it might be—that a call 
may receive a response, even if that response is not heard and can never be 
answered. The result of such communication can never be ascertained by either 
the sender or the addressee. Given the solitude these ex-sailor poets experi-
ence, it is easy to emphasize the incommunicability of their poetic attempts at 
connecting with their absent fellows. Grouped together, however, these poems 
create what may be paradoxically termed “a community of isolatoes,” in which 
each sailor’s call resounds and reverberates with another’s voice in the confined 
space of the book. Whereas “John Marr” highlights the ex-sailor’s alienation 
from society, the alienated poets converge to form a different kind of society.

The word “isolato” here is a fit term to describe the status of these lonely 
ex-sailors. The word comes from a passage in Moby-Dick, where Ishmael coins 
it to reference his fellow sailors on the Pequod. Ishmael discusses each man’s 
solitude in geographic terms: “How it is, there is no telling, but Islanders seem 
to make the best whalemen. They were nearly all Islanders in the Pequod, 
Isolatoes, too, I call such, not acknowledging the common continent of men, 
but each Isolato living on a separate continent of his own” (121; emphasis in 
original). Ishmael here associates the word “isolato” with “island,” opposing an 
individual, isolated island to the “common continent.” The implication follows 
that while the sailors are physically together on the same ship, they nonetheless 
remain distinct individuals. Melville’s usage of “isolato” thus captures the par-
adoxical idea of being separate while together, which the poems of John Marr 
present to the reader in their juxtaposition of isolated ex-sailors—with a twist: 
the ex-sailors in John Marr are physically apart but have a psychic connection.

This small community is unified not only by the solitary nature of its 
speakers but also by their reliance on sound as a catalyst for memory. As noted 
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earlier, John Marr shows a keen sensitivity to sound in his search for his lost 
shipmates. Such sensitivity is shared by other ex-sailors too. In “Tom Dead-
light,” on his deathbed, the titular speaker recalls his past as a sailor by imagin-
ing a sound he heard in his sailor years: “The signal!—it streams for the grand 
fleet to anchor. / The Captains—the trumpets—the hullabaloo!” (215). In the 
prose introduction to the poem, the narrator draws attention to Deadlight’s 
musical sensitivity: “he involuntarily derives, as he does the measure, from 
a famous old sea-ditty, whose cadences, long rife, and now humming in the 
collapsing brain, attune the last flutterings of distempered thought” (214). In 
“Jack Roy,” too, the speaker begins by remembering a chorus sung by his ship-
mates at sea: “Kept up by relays of generations young / Never dies at halyards 
the blithe chorus sung” (216). This association between memory and music 
is most evident in “Bridegroom Dick.” As in “John Marr,” the speaker here 
is frustrated with the silence of his past shipmates: “Wife, where be all these 
chaps, I wonder? / Trumpets in the tempest, terrors in the fray, / Boomed their 
commands along the deck like thunder; / But silent is the sod, and thunder dies 
away” (208). As if to break such silence, he tries to recall the music that his 
shipmates once sung in an effort to conjure up their shadowy presence:

Where’s Commander All-a-Tanto?
Where’s Orlop Bob singing up from below?
Where’s Rhyming Ned? has he spun his last canto?
Where’s Jewsharp Jim? Where’s Rigadoon Joe?
Ah, for the music over and done,
The band all dismissed save the droned trombone! (211)

In his search for “singing Bob,” “Rhyming Ned,” and others, the speaker him-
self becomes “Rhyming Dick” via the end-rhymes throughout the stanza. As 
noted earlier, each sailor’s call resounds with others in this community of iso-
latoes; their calls also serve as a rejoinder to the singing shipmates within each 
poem. Through their musical, poetic utterances, these sailors seek to join, 
albeit imaginatively, the choruses that they hear in their memories, creating 
another polyphony in John Marr. These poems are thus united in their speak-
ers’ acts of remembering through sound and music.

In further considering the unified nature of these four poems, I would 
like to foreground the narrator’s role as a controlling presence behind each 
poetic utterance. Without the material presence of writing, these voices would 
evaporate with no response from the intended listeners and with the disap-
pearance of the speaker’s body. As if to resist such vulnerability of speech, 
Melville emphasizes the presence of the narrator, whose task is to transcribe 
these voices. By beginning “John Marr” with a long prose section by the 
unnamed narrator, who chronicles Marr’s life trajectory, Melville figures this 
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narrator as the transcriber of the poetic voices that follow. Speech is supposed 
to be addressed to a particular addressee; however, transcribed by the narra-
tor, Marr’s speech is detached from its speaker and addressed to an unknown, 
anonymous recipient. When juxtaposed with other transcribed voices, Marr’s 
voice begins to echo with them. These disparate voices, which appear doomed 
to incommunicability with each other because of temporal and spatial dis-
tances, are made polyphonic by being transformed into the materiality of 
words on the page and grouped into a single book. Writing closes the distance 
opened by speech. When uttered by Marr, his speech might be considered 
simply a monologue; yet, when turned into writing and juxtaposed with other 
solitary utterances, it becomes one of the voices that make up the polyphony 
that constitutes the first four poems in John Marr and Other Sailors. Although 
language as speech figures prominently in the book, beneath these spoken 
poems lies the narrator, who enables the resurrection of dead voices through 
transcription/writing, dismantling the seemingly rigid binary between writing 
and speech.3

Dead Letters, and Writing a Durable Mark

The preceding discussion has foregrounded the importance of the nar-
rator as a transcriber of poetic utterances. What then becomes equally 
important is the role that readers play in this communicative circuit 

initiated by the narrator’s work of writing. For writing cannot signify anything 
without the presence of readers, as Melville indicates in his portrayal of John 
Marr, a sympathetic reader who recognizes the meaning of the Indians’ “dura-
ble mark.” In this context, I would like to invoke the figure of “dead letters” 
in Melville’s works. Melville’s reference to letters, as well as what I call “postal 
imagery” (including the post office, mailboxes, and other related artifacts), 
began to appear early in his career. He elaborated on these postal images after 
the critical and commercial failure of Moby-Dick (1851), highlighting the fail-
ures of communication.4

“John Marr” contains several references to the mail system. The piece 
continues the long lineage of postal imagery in Melville’s oeuvre, registering 
its persistence even in his later years. For instance, the narrator writes that 
Marr used to maintain correspondence with his shipmates in the past (197). 
But now, as there is “no reachable post-office” (198), he has to forgo written 
correspondence with them. The absence of a mailbox is emphasized: “[There 
is] not even the rude little receptive box with lid and leathern hinges set up at 
convenient intervals, on a stout stake along some solitary green way, affording 
a perch for birds; and which, later in the unintermitting advance of the frontier, 
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would perhaps decay into a mossy monument” (198). Melville’s interest in 
postal imagery is also registered in the preface to John Marr and Other Sailors, 
entitled “Inscription Epistolary to W. C. R.”5 The dedicatee “W. C. R.” was W. 
Clark Russell, the American-born British sea novelist who admired Melville’s 
works. Letters were a crucial vehicle by which Melville kept in touch with his 
British admirer Russell. In the last years of his life, Melville dwells on postal 
imagery, which he frequently employed in the 1850s, instead of other newly 
emergent communication technologies available in the late nineteenth century, 
such as telegraphy or the telephone.6

The postal imagery in “John Marr” develops Melville’s earlier references. 
In chapter 71 of Moby-Dick, “The Jeroboam’s Story,” the narrator describes a 
letter intended for a dead man:

Ahab stolidly turned aside; then said to Mayhew, “Captain, I have just 
bethought me of my letter-bag; there is a letter for one of thy officers, if I 
mistake not. Starbuck, look over the bag.”

Every whale-ship takes out a goodly number of letters for various ships, 
whose delivery to the persons to whom they may be addressed, depends 
upon the mere chance of encountering them in the four oceans. Thus, most 
letters never reach their mark; and many are only received after attaining an 
age of two or three years or more.

. . . “why it’s Macey, and he’s dead!”
“Poor fellow! poor fellow! and from his wife.” (317–18)

This episode stands as a basis for Melville’s understanding of postal communi-
cation. Faced with the problem of connecting with his contemporary readers, 
Melville increasingly employed the postal metaphor as a way to reflect on ver-
bal (in)communicability. I suggest that John Marr and Other Sailors can read as 
a dead letter, establishing a continuum with some of Melville’s earlier works in 
the 1850s, which actively employed postal imagery.

In his 1852 letters to Hawthorne about the possibility of the older writer’s 
telling the “story of Agatha” (Correspondence 241), postal communication is 
central to Melville’s imaginative expansion.7 In a letter dated 13 August 1852, 
Melville urges Hawthorne to write a story he had heard while visiting Nan-
tucket about a woman named Agatha, a sailor’s wife, who waits for the return 
of her sea-faring husband. Melville explains that “[a]fter a sufficient lapse of 
time—when Agatha has become alarmed about the protracted absence of her 
young husband & is feverishly expecting a letter from him—then we must 
introduce the mail-post” (236). But this post, just like the one in “John Marr,” 
is distant from where Agatha lives: “Owing to the remoteness of the lighthouse 
from any settled place no regular mail reaches it [the mail-post]. But some 
mile or so distant there is a road leading between two post-towns. And at the 
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junction of what we shall call the Light-House road with this Post Rode [sic], 
there stands a post surmounted with a little rude wood box with a lid to it & 
a leather hinge” (236).8 Despite its remoteness, to this post, Melville imagines, 
“daily young Agatha goes—for seventeen years she goes thither daily” (236). 
But her faithfulness to her husband remains unrequited: “As her hopes grad-
ually decay in her, so does the post itself & the little box decay. The post rots 
in the ground at last. Owing to its being little used—hardly used at all—grass 
grows rankly about it. At last a little bird nests in it. At last the post falls” (236). 
Melville’s insistence on the letter’s absence rather than its presence, and on 
the post’s dysfunction rather than its function, serves to highlight the distance 
between Agatha and her husband.

In “The Encantadas” (1854), a series of ten sketches partly based on Mel-
ville’s experience in the Galápagos Islands, the narrator also describes a post-
box, this one used by sailors to communicate with each other. The description 
closely resembles those in “The Story of Agatha” and “John Marr”:

And though it may seem very strange to talk of post-offices in this barren 
region, yet post-offices are occasionally to be found there. They consist of 
a stake and bottle. The letters being not only sealed, but corked. They are 
generally deposited by captains of Nantucketers for the benefit of passing 
fishermen; and contain statements as to what luck they had in whaling or 
tortoise-hunting. Frequently, however, long months and months, whole years 
glide by and no applicant appears. The stake rots and falls, preserving no very 
exhilarating object. (172)

In these sketches about islands geographically disengaged from the mainland, 
this postal imagery aptly emphasizes their physical isolation. Letters serve as 
the only and crucial means of communication between the seafaring men, but 
they are written for unknown readers.

Taken together, these images of postal dysfunction in Moby-Dick, Mel-
ville’s version of the Agatha story,  “The Encantadas,” and “John Marr” draw 
attention to the obstacles to communication. The mailbox is dilapidated, the 
anticipated letter fails to come, and the letter’s intended reader is unlocatable. 
The idea of unreciprocated messages is on prominent display in the figure of 
dead letters that appears at the end of “Bartleby, the Scrivener” (1853). These 
dead letters often have been read as an indication of Melville’s distrust of his 
readership and his doubts about the efficacy of writing fiction: a sign for the 
“breakdown of communication” (Thompson 409) that offers a key to under-
standing Melville’s anxieties after the failures of Moby-Dick and Pierre. How-
ever, I would like to react against such a critical grain, instead suggesting that 
Melville’s dead letters indicate his desire to be read by future readers. Dead 
letters speak to the possibility, not the impossibility, of communication.
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Near the end of “Bartleby,” the narrator famously ruminates on Bartleby’s 
past, recounting a rumor that he used to work in the Dead Letter Office: “The 
report was this: that Bartleby had been a subordinate clerk in the Dead Letter 
Office at Washington, from which he had been suddenly removed by a change 
in the administration. When I think over this rumor, hardly can I express the 
emotions which seize me. Dead letters! Does it not sound like dead men?” 
(45). The Dead Letter Office is not Melville’s fictional invention; it actually 
existed at the time Melville composed the story. The Dead Letter Office was 
one of the departments at the Post Office in Washington DC, where letters 
that failed to reach their destination—either due to a missing address or the 
absence of an addressee—were temporarily stored until their rightful recipients 
claimed them. If the letters failed to be retrieved after a certain lapse of time, as 
the narrator of “Bartleby” observes, they were eventually committed to flames.

Melville’s interest in postal imagery, especially dead letters, was grounded 
in the cultural milieu of the antebellum era, which historian David M. Hen-
kin has described as “the Postal Age” in his historical analysis of postal com-
munication in nineteenth-century America. The improved postal system, 
together with the Postal Acts of 1845 and 1851 that significantly reduced post-
age, allowed ordinary Americans to undergo “the novel experience of being 
accessed and addressed by a system of mass communication” (Henkin x). 
While the “Dead Letter Office” might be enigmatic for today’s readers, stories 
about the Dead Letter Office were popular when “Bartleby” was published: 
“Dead letters” was a phrase that came into circulation in the 1830s through 
magazine and newspaper articles.9 Melville could mention the Dead Letter 
Office in “Bartleby” because Americans were constantly exposed to the list of 
dead letters in widely distributed newspapers. Newspapers served as central 
circuits through which information about the existence of a letter might pass 
to an otherwise unknowing recipient. News columns containing hundreds and 
even thousands of addressees were a prominent and ongoing feature of the 
American press throughout the antebellum era and formed a central part of the 
postal experience and spectacle at mid-century (Henkin 159). A million letters 
were declared “dead” in 1837, neither retrieved nor paid for by their intended 
recipients. Three decades later the annual figure exceeded four million. In the 
peak year of 1866, almost 5.2 million letters were received at the Dead Letter 
Office (Henkin 158–59).

Hershel Parker identified the original source for Melville’s reference to 
the Dead Letter Office as an article titled “Dead Letters—By a Resurrectionist. 
Written for the Albany Register,” which was published in The Albany Register, 
23 September 1852. In this article, the author describes the Office in the fol-
lowing manner:
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In the building known as the General Post Office, and on the first floor 
thereof, there sit from morn till night, and day after day, a body of grave, 
calm men, whose duty it is to deal with these mortuary remains, sadly exem-
plifying the scripture teaching of the nearness of life to death . . . all the 
thousand varied emotions, sympathies and expressions that go to make up 
“correspondence” are here converted into lifeless, meaningless trash. (qtd. in 
Parker, “Sequel” 92)

But are dead letters really “lifeless,” as the writer of this article supposes? Henkin 
importantly observes that dead letters “were not quite dead, but they were in a 
critical condition” (159). Dead letters were “not quite dead” because they were 
waiting for their intended recipients to appear and resurrect them. Although 
both the narrator in “Bartleby” and the writer of the above passage associate 
the Dead Letter Office with death, that Office in Melville’s day was not a grave 
for letters but a haven where undeliverable letters were temporarily stored. The 
possibility of resurrection depended wholly upon the advent of a reader who 
might deem the letter worth saving. Thus understood, a “dead letter” refers not 
to a letter’s death but to a suspended state where the letter fluctuates between 
life and death, waiting to be restored. The Dead Letter Office represents a lim-
inal space between life and death—John Marr’s limbo—in which the survival of 
the communication hinges upon the advent of a future reader.

John Marr and Other Sailors was published in 1888 when Melville was 
sixty-nine years old, only three years away from his death. The aging Melville’s 
portrait of the aged Marr invites us to project the author’s self-image onto 
his character. As a writer who had won popularity by writing sea narratives 
but later lost his audience by composing ambitious, unconventional writings 
such as Pierre, Melville bears a resemblance to Marr who “would soon recoil 
upon himself, and be silent; finding no encouragement to proceed” (197), a 
storyteller who despairs of finding a sympathetic listener. As Robert Sand-
berg puts it, “In the closing years of his life, Melville’s feelings, thoughts, and 
circumstances were in many respects similar to those of the fictional John 
Marr” (Sandberg 234). Thus viewed, “John Marr” is amenable to biographical 
reading. Melville joins in the community of isolatoes that he himself creates 
in John Marr and Other Sailors. Marr’s “M,” through alliteration, reverberates 
with Melville’s “M.”

When we attempt such an autobiographical reading, the distinction 
between private and public becomes crucial. Melville published John Marr 
anonymously in the form of a “private” edition: only twenty-five copies were 
printed and distributed to his friends and family (Parker, “Historical Note” 
544). Given the fact that in the late 1880s he was financially able to publish 
the book to a wider audience (Shurr 127), it is surprising that Melville, an 
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author who craved an audience in his earlier years, chose to bring out the 
collection in this fashion. There are several possible reasons why he favored a 
private mode of publication. G. Thomas Tanselle suggests that he was dispir-
ited by the limited sales and notice of the earlier Battle-Pieces (1866) and 
Clarel (1876) (544). William H. Shurr speculates that Melville felt at the time 
that he had lost his ideal reader: “there would never again be as ideal a reader 
as Hawthorne had been, nor would Melville commit himself in writing so 
freely to another correspondent as he had to Hawthorne” (Shurr 128). Doug-
las Robillard, describing Melville’s Timoleon, Etc. (1891), another collection 
of poems published in only twenty-five copies, remarks on the advantage of 
private publishing: “there was the additional advantage of having full con-
trol of what went into the books without interference from editors. The pub-
lisher became nothing more than a printer, and the author had great freedom” 
(“Melville’s Late Poetry” 33).

But a deeper problem seems to lie in the very concept of “private,” a term 
that scholars uncritically use in reference to John Marr and Timoleon. Edgar 
A. Dryden, for one, noting the publication circumstances, sees John Marr as 
a private utterance: “Privately printed in an edition of twenty-five copies that 
were intended, apparently, for family and friends, this volume even more than 
Clarel (1876) is the sign of a private, self-directed, ironic art” (Dryden 326).10 
Hershel Parker writes that “[Melville’s] last two books were in fact printed and 
bound then distributed privately, not ‘published’” (Herman Melville 2: 884). 
But the fact remains that Melville did publish this collection in the sense that it 
was made public in book form. As long as Melville chose not to keep it unpub-
lished, it makes more sense to acknowledge his desire to be read.

Despite the line of criticism that has understood Melville’s late poetry as 
private utterance, critics have recently begun to appreciate the author’s com-
mitment to a public readership. Matthew Giordano cogently maintains that 
“Melville . . . continued to fashion himself in his late poetry as a serious public 
artist” (67). More recently, tracing Melville’s creative responses in John Marr 
to past poets, such as Shakespeare, Tennyson, and Coleridge, Sean Ford has 
argued that “Melville, even in the late stages of his life and work, remained 
committed to addressing a very public readership” (“Authors” 257).11 While 
these arguments support the notion of Melville’s desire to be read in his late 
years, my emphasis here is more on the trans-temporal aspect of dead letters, 
on a mode of communication that survives a writer’s life and awaits the advent 
of future readers.

To publish one’s writing in a certain form, be it “private” or “public,” 
creates a “durable mark” (John Marr 265) for posthumous readers. Melville 
articulates the stakes in John Marr’s ruminations on the mound-builders: the 
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exterminated Indians endure only in the reader’s remembrance. The actual 
mound-builders possessed a faith in the afterlife. In his archeological study 
of mound-builders, Henry Shetrone observes: “Zealous observance of funeral 
rites, linked with ceremonial procedures which can only be interpreted as hav-
ing to do with belief in a future existence, are strikingly in evidence in the 
archaeology of the mound region. . . . In the countless burial mounds, the con-
cept that all does not end with death is clearly indicated” (85–86). Given this 
understanding of the mounds, one could argue that, in publishing John Marr 
and Other Sailors, Melville sought to create a figurative site for future readers 
in the hope that someday a sympathetic interpreter might appear and maintain 
his existence in print.

During the same period that John Marr was published, Melville wrote his 
will: “In late April 1888 Melville inscribed one of his twenty-five copies of the 
newly printed John Marr and Other Sailors for Russell. . . . On 11 June 1888 
Herman Melville wrote out his will and signed it” (Parker, Herman Melville 2: 
894–95). These biographical facts indicate that Melville was considering the 
end of his life at the time he was writing John Marr. The book emerges as a 
kind of a will, or, in the terms of this essay, a dead letter, “a durable mark” by 
which to be remembered, even though there would be no guarantee that his 
letter and mark would be read by anyone in the future. This lack of guaran-
tee, not the same as an impossibility, bespeaks the uncertainty of written com-
munication. Such uncertainty provides Melville’s hope for a future readership. 
But futurity is not the only temporality that informs John Marr. In depicting 
sailors reminiscent of those in his past works—the crippled Marr evokes the 
disabled Tommo and Ahab—and in returning to the postal imagery that he 
actively employed in the 1850s, Melville was reflecting back over his long writ-
ing career. In this sense, Melville shares with Marr a nostalgic view of the past. 
Melville also seems to have been rewriting earlier poems. In his discussion 
of Melville’s late poetry, Robert Sandberg observes that “By reprising work on 
poems or lines of verse written years or, in some cases, decades earlier, Melville 
was finally able to publish some of them in John Marr and Other Sailors” (Sand-
berg 246).12 Melville was also concerned with the present, in the hope that his 
friends and family, to whom many of twenty-five copies of the book were dis-
tributed, would appreciate his current work. He sent two copies of John Marr 
to a British admirer, James Billson, who passed one on to another, J. W. Barrs 
(Giordano 68 and Parker, Herman Melville 2: 896). Thus John Marr speaks to 
an array of different temporalities: past, present, and future.

Despite this imbrication of temporalities, the most remarkable aspect of 
John Marr is its nod to the future. Melville published this collection not only 
for his known, limited circle, or “coterie” (to borrow Giordano’s term), but 
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also for posthumous readers. John Marr and Other Sailors was consigned to 
the uncertain advent of future readers. Indeed, such uncertainty informs Mel-
ville’s concept of dead letters. The aging writer inscribed his “durable mark” 
in the form of this collection of poetry and prose. Embedded in the adjective 
“durable”—a word meaning “capable of lasting or continuing in existence; per-
sistent, lasting; not transitory, permanent” (OED)—is a view toward the future. 
Only by recognizing Melville’s self-fashioning as a public artist and his desire 
to be read—even by posthumous readers—can we truly begin to reevaluate his 
later years as a writer.

Notes
1 For important critical treatments of Melville’s poetry in the past two decades, see Bryant 

(1996), Dryden (1997), Robillard (1998), Spengemann (1999 and 2010), Renker (1996, 2000, and 
2014), Giordano (2007), and Marrs (2010). Also see Melville as Poet: The Art of “Pulsed Life” edited 
by Sanford E. Marovitz (2013), a collection of essays devoted to Melville’s poetry. 

2 For a thorough discussion of the presence of Indians in “John Marr,” see Oshima 489–508. 
3 One could argue that the narrator is acting not only as a transcriber but also as an editor 

who juxtaposes these poems.
4 For a focused analysis of dead letters in Pierre, see Furui. 
5 Discussing the inscription epistolary, Dryden notes: “This deep distrust of public perfor-

mance and the printed page marks the poems that follow the ‘Inscription Epistolary.’ Taken together, 
they suggest a poetry intended not for the public at large or even for Hawthorne’s ‘Gentle’ and ‘Indul-
gent’ reader, but rather a poetry that seems directed to the phantoms of memory and to the poet him-
self, or, as in the cases of ‘Bridegroom Dick’ and ‘Tom Deadlight,’ to one or two old companions (331). 
For a more sustained analysis of this preface, see Ford, “Melville’s Late Biographical Aversions.” 

6 Thomas D. Zlatic has written two essays on Melville’s investment in telegraphy. But his 
texts are Battle Pieces (1866) and Clarel (1876). 

7 According to Lynn Horth, who draws on the scholarship of Hershel Parker, Melville later 
incorporated the story of Agatha into a work titled The Isle of the Cross, now lost (Correspondence 
241).

8 “A leather hinge” in this passage reverberates with the description of a mailbox in “John 
Marr” as “the rude little receptive box with lid and leathern hinges” (198; emphasis added). 

9 Hershel Parker notes that “[a]ccumulating evidence suggests there was a vogue of Dead 
Letter Office articles about the time ‘Bartleby’ was written” (“Sequel” 159).

10 Giordano persuasively critiques Dryden’s view (66). 
11 Maki Sadahiro also explores the public aspect of John Marr and Other Sailors by noting 

Melville’s close associations with his admirers, both in America and Britain, in his later years.
12 Robert A. Lee focuses on the theme of memory in John Marr and Other Sailors. 
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