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Synopsis: Herman Melville’s short story “The Piazza” (1856) develops
around the narrator’s absurd idea of building his piazza to the north,
not the south, in the atmosphere of the Northern Hemisphere. From
this vantage point, he sometimes observes a sparkle and a gleam
among the northwestern mountains, cherishes the illusion that there
exists there fairyland, and one day goes forth to find his fairy. Yet he
meets instead a poor lonesome girl named Marianna, not a fairy, who
he discovers has been longing to see “whoever the happy being” in the
narrator’s farmhouse at the mountain’s base is. As is in this case, the
story is filled with symmetrical images that imply that her inner space
and his are reflections of each other, and in this sense “The Piazza”
presents the world through a looking glass. This article aims to
elucidate the narrator’s rhetorical use of reflection of light and to
investigate the ambiguous effect of optical illusion in the story.
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A few days after, a cheery sunrise kindled a golden sparkle in
the same spot as before. The sparkle was of that vividness, it
seemed as if it could only come from glass. The building, then—if
building, after all, it was—could, at least, not be a barn, much less
an abandoned one; stale hay ten years musting in it. No; if aught
built by mortal, it must be a cottage; perhaps long vacant and
dismantled, but this very spring magically fitted up and glazed.

Again, one noon, in the same direction, I marked, over dimmed
tops of terraced foliage, a broader gleam, as of a silver buckler, held
sunwards over some croucher’s head; which gleam, experience in
like cases taught, must come from a roof newly shingled. This, to
me, made pretty sure the recent occupancy of that far cot in fairy

land. (5)
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. and here, among fantastic rocks, reposing in a herd, the foot-
track wound, half beaten, up to a little, low-storied, grayish cottage,
capped, nun-like, with a peaked roof.

On one slope, the roof was deeply weather-stained, and, nigh
the turfy eaves-trough, all velvet-napped; no doubt the snail-monks
founded mossy priories there. The other slope was newly shingled.
On the north side, doorless and windowless, the clap-boards,
innocent of paint, were yet green as the north side of lichened
pines, or copperless hulls of Japanese junks, becalmed. The whole
base, like those of the neighboring rocks, was rimmed about with
shaded streaks of richest sod; for, with hearth-stones in fairy land,
the natural rock, though housed, preserves to the last, just as in

open fields, its fertilizing charm . ... (8)
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“. .. And no doubt you think that, living so lonesome here,
knowing nothing, hearing nothing—Ilittle, at least, but sound of
thunder and the fall of trees—never reading, seldom speaking, yet
ever wakeful, this is what gives me my strange thoughts—for so
you call them—this weariness and wakefulness together. Brother,
who stands and works in open air, would I could rest like him; but
mine is mostly but dull woman’s work—sitting, sitting, restless
sitting.”

“But, do you not go walk at times? These woods are wide.”

“And lonesome; lonesome, 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 hereabouts I

know—those in the woods are strangers.” (11-12)
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“No doubt the sunset gilds it finely; but not more than the
sunrise does this house, perhaps.”

“This house? The sun is a good sun, but it never gilds this
house. Why should it? This old house is rotting. That makes it so
mossy. In the morning, the sun comes in at this old window, to be
sure—boarded up, when first we came; a window I can’t keep clean,
do what I may—and half burns, and nearly blinds me at my
sewing, besides setting the flies and wasps astir—such flies and
wasps as only lone mountain houses know. See, here is the curtain

—this apron—I try to shut it out with then. It fades it, you see. Sun
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gild this house? not that ever Marianna saw.”

“Because when this roof is gilded most, then you stay here
within.”

“The hottest, weariest hour of day, you mean? Sir, the sun gilds

not this roof. It leaked so, brother newly shingled all one side. Did

you not see it? The north side, where the sun strikes most on what

the rain has wetted. The sun is a good sun; but this roof, it first

scorches, and then rots. An old house. They went West, and are
long dead, they say, who built it. A mountain house. In winter no
fox could den in it. That chimney-place has been blocked up with
snow, just like a hollow stump.”

“Yours are strange fancies, Marianna.”

“They but reflect the things.”

“Then I should have said, ‘These are strange things,” rather
than, ‘Yours are strange fancies.”

“As you will,” and took up her sewing. (10; underline mine)
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—Enough. Launching my yawl no more for fairy-land, I stick to

the piazza. It is my box-royal; and this amphitheatre, my theatre of
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San Carlo. Yes, the scenery is magical—the illusion so complete.
And Madam Meadow Lark, my prima donna, plays her grand
engagement here; and, drinking in her sunrise note, which,
Memnon-like, seems struck from the golden window, how far from
me the weary face behind it.

But, every night, when the curtain falls, truth comes in with
darkness. No light shows from the mountain. To and fro I walk the
piazza deck, haunted by Marianna’s face, and many as real a story.

(12)
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