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Playing in the Dark:

At the end of The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, Edgar Allan Poe de-
scribes the last two days of an extraordinary journey:

“March 21st—A sullen darkness now hovered above us-—but from out the milky depths of the
ocean a luminous glare arose, and stole up along the bulwarks of the boat. We were nearly over-
whelméd by the white ashy shower which settled upon us and upon the canoe, but melted into
the water as it fell. . ..
“March 22d—The darkness had materially increased, relieved only by the glare of the water
thrown back from the white curtain before us. Many gigantic and pallidly white birds flew con-
 “tinuously now from beyond the veil, and their scream was the eternal Tekeli-lifas they retreated
from our vision, Hereupon Nu-Nu stirred in the bottom of the boat; but upon touching him,
we found his spirit departed. And now we rushed into the embraces of the cataract, where a
asm threw itself open to receive us. But there arose in our pathway a shrouded human fig-
re, very far larger in its proportions than any dweller among men. And the hue of the skin of
i the figure was of the perfect whiteness of the snow.”

hey have been floating, Pym and Peters and the native, Nu-Nu, on a warm, milk-white
der a “white ashy shower.” The black man dies, and the boat rushes on through the

} rative. Instead there is a scholarly note, explanation, and an anxious, piled-up
Clusion.” The latter states that it was whiteness that terrified the natives and killed Nu-
'{he’ following inscription was carved into the walls of the chasms the travelers passed
g ’I‘have graven it in within the hills, and my vengeance upon the dust within the

9 image is more telling than the one just described: the visualized but somehow
nknowable white form that rises from the mists at the end of the journey—or,

i e&hff }he end of the narration proper. The images of the white curtain and the
| gé(:;“aan figure” with skin “the perfect whiteness of the snow” both occur after
BRir,, o encountered blackness. The first white image seems related to the expi-
%%E’ "asure of the serviceable and serving black figure, Nu-Nu. Both are figurations
Fro 1éWhiteness that surface in American literature whenever an Africanist pres-
¢d.{These closed white images are found frequently, but not always, at the end
€Y appear so often and in such particular circumstances that they give

Toni - . . . .
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Black slavery enriched the country’s creative possib'\hties. Tor in that construc

blackness and enslavement could be found 0Ot only the not-freebut also, with the dramatic
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tionalize external exploitation was an American Africanism—3 {abricated brew of dark-
ness, otherness, alarm, and desire that1s uniquely American. (There also exists, of course,
a European Africanism with a counterpart in colonial literature.)
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