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Literary critics have recently flocked to The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, Poe's tale of mutiny and exploration in the South Seas.  Given Pym's engagement with Enlightenment theories of race, with the ideologies of colonization, and with the narratives of nation-building, such scholarship provides an unusually rich insight into the ways in which Poe's fiction interrogates, critiques, and—for some—reinforces the modern forms of community that were beginning to take hold in Atlantic modernity.  While much of this criticism attempts to decode the symbolism of the text—including its strange hieroglyphs and its seemingly Manichean obsessions with things white and black—in my presentation I identify another style of writing in Pym—an affective script that, while critical of these same systems of modern community, offers its critique from a radically impersonal and a-symbolic perspective.  The gestures of this script testify to forms of communication and community that operate beyond the stranglehold of modern modes of meaning and belonging, an impersonal aesthetic practice capable of registering the brute materiality of natural processes without reducing these forces to neat, binary codes or axial coordinates—and without relying on the play of an exalted "I" with any symbolic "we."  Pym often relies on this other dimension of writing to save him from danger: for example, when he is confined to a dark crate in the ship's hull, unable to hear or read the symbolic actions occuring on the deck above him, he receives a letter from his friend Augustus.  Armed only with the weak phosphorescent glow of match residue, Pym must learn to angle the letter's paper properly in the light and to feel for the indentations that the letters make on the surface of the page. Here, and throughout Pym, Poe is interested in a different dimensionality of writing and community: he offers us a script that registers intensities of impulse and momentum, that maps vectors of pitching and yawing, and that reveals potent forces of buoyancy and ballast.


