
Bartleby: Excerpt 1

I should have stated before that ground glass folding-doors divided my premises into two parts, 
one of which was occupied by my scriveners, the other by myself. According to my humor I threw 
open these doors, or closed them. I resolved to assign Bartleby a corner by the folding-doors, but 
on my side of them, so as to have this quiet man within easy call, in case any trifling thing was 
to be done. I placed his desk close up to a small side-window in that part of the room, a window 
which originally had afforded a lateral view of certain grimy back-yards and bricks, but which, 
owing to subsequent erections, commanded at present no view at all, though it gave some light. 
Within three feet of the panes was a wall, and the light came down from far above, between two 
lofty buildings, as from a very small opening in a dome. Still further to a satisfactory arrangement, I 
procured a high green folding screen, which might entirely isolate Bartleby from my sight, though 
not remove him from my voice. And thus, in a manner, privacy and society were conjoined. 



Bartleby: Excerpt 2

Ginger Nut

Ginger Nut…was a lad some twelve years old. His father was a carman, ambitious of seeing his son 
on the bench instead of a cart, before he died. So he sent him to my office as student at law, errand 
boy, and cleaner and sweeper, at the rate of one dollar a week. He had a little desk to himself, but 
he did not use it much. Upon inspection, the drawer exhibited a great array of the shells of various 
sorts of nuts. Indeed, to this quick-witted youth the whole noble science of the law was contained 
in a nut-shell. Not the least among the employments of Ginger Nut, as well as one which he 
discharged with the most alacrity, was his duty as cake and apple purveyor for Turkey and Nippers. 
Copying law papers being proverbially a dry, husky sort of business, my two scriveners were fain to 
moisten their mouths very often with Spitzenbergs to be had at the numerous stalls nigh the Custom 
House and Post Office. Also, they sent Ginger Nut very frequently for that peculiar cake—small, 
flat, round, and very spicy—after which he had been named by them.
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How Would Ginger Nut Describe What Happens Here?

Now and then, in the haste of business, it had been my habit to assist in comparing some brief 
document myself, calling Turkey or Nippers for this purpose. One object I had in placing Bartleby so 
handy to me behind the screen, was to avail myself of his services on such trivial occasions. It was 
on the third day, I think, of his being with me, and before any necessity had arisen for having his own 
writing examined, that, being much hurried to complete a small affair I had in hand, I abruptly called 
to Bartleby. In my haste and natural expectancy of instant compliance, I sat with my head bent over 
the original on my desk, and my right hand sideways, and somewhat nervously extended with the 
copy, so that immediately upon emerging from his retreat, Bartleby might snatch it and proceed to 
business without the least delay.

In this very attitude did I sit when I called to him, rapidly stating what it was I wanted him to do-
-namely, to examine a small paper with me. Imagine my surprise, nay, my consternation, when 
without moving from his privacy, Bartleby in a singularly mild, firm voice, replied, “I would prefer 
not to.”

I sat awhile in perfect silence, rallying my stunned faculties. Immediately it occurred to me that my 
ears had deceived me, or Bartleby had entirely misunderstood my meaning. I repeated my request in 
the clearest tone I could assume. But in quite as clear a one came the previous reply, “I would prefer 
not to.” 

“Prefer not to,” echoed I, rising in high excitement, and crossing the room with a stride. “What do 
you mean? Are you moon-struck? I want you to help me compare this sheet here--take it,” and I 
thrust it towards him.

“I would prefer not to,” said he. 

I looked at him steadfastly. His face was leanly composed; his gray eye dimly calm. Not a wrinkle 
of agitation rippled him. Had there been the least uneasiness, anger, impatience or impertinence 
in his manner; in other words, had there been any thing ordinarily human about him, doubtless I 
should have violently dismissed him from the premises. But as it was, I should have as soon thought 
of turning my pale plaster-of-paris bust of Cicero out of doors. I stood gazing at him awhile, as he 
went on with his own writing, and then reseated myself at my desk. This is very strange, thought I. 
What had one best do? But my business hurried me. I concluded to forget the matter for the present, 
reserving it for my future leisure. So calling Nippers from the other room, the paper was speedily 
examined. 


