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Abstract

As few would doubt the predominant position of Herman Melville as
one of the leading novelists in the 19 century USA and ever since, public
readers and even critics and scholars in literary studies in the United States
and other parts of the world, have paradoxically little access to his poems
that make up half of his literary career and attainments. In other words, the
idolized image and reputation of Herman Melville as novelist has long
overshadowed his genius as a poet, which deserves critical attention in
order to have a more objective understanding of such a prolific and
versatile writer in an all-round way.

This book intends to make a critical study on Melville’s intellectual
outlook and two of his major poems, namely Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the
War (1866), Clarel: A Poem and Pilgrimage in the Holy Land (1876).
Melville’s reading and his own poems demonstrate that politically, he
advocates an independent American literature; intellectually, Melville
believes in the existence of blackness at the axis of reality and the
coexistence of good and evil. These ideas in turn influence his poetic
writing. In Battle-Pieces, Melville takes a nonpartisan view in evaluating the
Civil War and expresses his deep concern for the fate of the nation. The
poet supports the military actions taken by the Northern troops in
achieving unity and freeing slaves while feeling painful at the sufferings
inflicted on the people as a result of the war. Melville’s war poems reflect
his inner conflict in face of war. He presents the crisis of faith in 19%

century America and his pursuit of a new national ideal after the Civil War
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in Clarel. Melville suggests readers keeping the hope though doubt may
exist for a long time. The characters in Clarel and different views they hold
represent people’s dilemma between faith and doubt at that time. Melville
demonstrates different thoughts in America during that period through the
portrayal of characters which also proves the value of this poem as an epic.
Its thematic links with Mardi are also discussed, which prove Melville’s
poetic career as a continuation of his literary quest.

Melville is a poet of critical thinking with a strong sense of shaping the
national vision and identity. His poetic career deserves recognition and
study. This book aims at presenting his poetic achievement and features so
that readers, especially Chinese readers, will have a better understanding of
this great writer.

This book is based on my dissertation in Peking University in 2009.
would avail myself of this opportunity to express my gratitude to my
supervisor Professor Liu Shusen. I also greatly appreciate the valuable
advice provided by the other professors in the academic committee as well

as that from distinguished professors in Melville Society in USA.
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Introduction

1.1 An Introduction to Melville’s Career as a Poet

As few would doubt the predominant position of Herman Melville as
one of the leading novelists in the 19" century USA and ever since, public
readers and even critics and scholars in literary studies in the United States
and other parts of the world, have paradoxically little access to his poems that
make up half of his literary career and attainments. In other words, the idolized
image and reputation of Herman Melville as novelist has long overshadowed
his genius as poet, which deserves critical attention in order to have an
objective and full understanding of such a prolific and versatile writer.

The career of Herman Melville as poet and novelist owes much to his
family and his own multifarious life. He was born on 1 August 1819 in New
York, the son of a prosperous merchant whose family can be traced back to
a Scot knighted by James the Sixth, the grandson of Major Thomas, who
participated in the Boston “Tea-Party”. Melville’s normal childhood and
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school life was interrupted by a sudden decline of family fortune. His father,
Allan Melville, failed in his fir business and died in 1832, leaving Maria
Gansevoort and eight children in poor conditions. Though Melville never
suffers from humiliation, it is obvious that his employments as bank
clerk, shop assistant, farm worker and teacher, make him insecure and
unhappy. This helps him become aware of the sufferings of the people at
grassroots level early in life and drives him to explore the presence of
darkness in life in his poems. In the spring of 1839, he sailed for
England aboard the merchant vessel St. Laurence. He spent about seven
years on the sea, from the first ship to Liverpool to the whalers on
which he cruised among the South Sea Islands and the man-of-war in
which he returned home. These experiences later become the thematic
materials for his creative writing. After the launch of his first two books,
Typee and Omoo, Melville wrote an ambitious novel, Mardi which was
published in 1849. The book was not well received upon its publication
but Melville later adopted a similar theme of quest in his long
poem — Clarel.” Despite the poor response from readers, Melville
never loses heart in his creative writing. He made a two-month trip to

Europe, visiting London, Paris, Brussels, and the Rhineland and went

(D In this book, I use, as one of my main references, Clarel: a Poem and Pilgrimage in the Holy Land
published by Northwestern University Press and Newberry Library in 1991 with the introduction and
notes offered by Walter E. Bezanson. This version is considered the most authoritative and reliable
version by far among Melville scholars. This long poem will hereafter be referred to as Clarel. The
Northwestern-Newberry edition of the writings of Melville is a great achievement in Melville studies.
With renowned Melville experts such as Harrison Hayford, Hershel Parker and Thomas Tanselle as
general editors, the collection has included 15 volumes of Melville’s works by now since Volume One
was published in 1968. Two of the existing volumes are the letters and travel notes of Melville. The
text of all these volumes is determined after careful study of Melvilles manuscript and relevant
materials. Each volume also includes a detailed introduction kindly offered by experts in the field as
well as historical and textual notes. The whole collection provides invaluable materials for people

interested in Melville studies.
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back to New York in February 1850. This trip refreshes him and provides
materials for his collection of poems such as Timoleon and Weeds and
Wildings, with a Rose or Two.” In 1856, after the failure of Moby Dick and
other novels, Melville’s family members persuaded him to take another tour
to Europe. With approximately $1,500 borrowed from Lemuel Shaw, his
father-in-law, Melville set out for a tour of Europe and Middle East on 11
October 1856.? For three weeks, Melville toured the Holy Land and this
experience was used years later when he composed Clarel. Melville then
visited Greece, Sicily, Naples, Rome, northern Italy, Switzerland, Germany,
and the Netherlands before arriving at home on 20 May 1857.9® This
European tour provides materials for his John Marr and Timoleon. From the
late 1950s, Melville began his career as poet and wrote almost nothing but
poems after that. When he had enough poems to put in a collection in 1860,
he named it Poemns and sent it to his brother Allan, who would find a
publisher. Unfortunately, this collection failed to be published and was later lost.
However, this accident does not decrease his passion in writing poems.

After the outbreak of the Civil War in 1861, Melville tried in vain
for a position in the navy and New York Customs House. The tight
family budget eventually forced him to sell the rest of his Pittsfield
property and to move to New York City. Melville did not turn back to

writing marketable novels even under such poor conditions. He is

@ For more information on the itinerary of Melville’s European tour, see what Hershel Parker related in
Herman Melville: a Biography. Vol. 2. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996: 351.

@ The quotations from Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War, John Marr and Other Sailors and Timoleon
come from The Poems of Herman Melville edited by Douglas Robillard (Kent, Ohio: Kent University
Press, 2000).

(@ Hershel Parker provided relevant information on Melville’s preparation before this European
tour. For more information on Shaw’s help in Melville’s European tour, see what Hershel Parker
related in Herman Melville: a Biography. Vol. 2. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1996: 289.



deeply aware that his mission is to turn out poems which proclaim the
literary independence in America. With the death of Melvilles
father-in-law in 1861, his wife inherited a sum of money which
released the Melville family from financial difficulty for a certain
period of time. This enables Melville to concentrate more on literary
creativity without worrying too much about feeding the family. He
read poems extensively during this period such as The Poetic Works of
Alfred Tennyson, The Poetic Works of Thomas Moore, New Poems by
Matthew Arnold, The Poetic Works of Leigh Hunt and so on, which
mentally prepares him for later poetic writings.” He wrote verses
about the progress of the war and published them through the Harpers
in 1866 in a collection entitled Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War
with a prose supplement advocating peaceful reconciliation between
the North and the South. It was widely reviewed, though not a big
success. 1200 copies were printed and only 486 copies were sold by
February 1868.? Seventy-two poems are included in this collection
and split into three sections. The first section proceeds chronologically
through the war and presents views on various battles and generals in
the war, which forms the majority of the collection. Poems in the
second section are generally short and are often dedicated to certain
individuals who sacrificed their lives in the war. The final section
consists of three long poems. “The Scout toward Aldie” and “Lee in the

Capitol” are based on specific historical events and “A Meditation”

(@ For more information on Melville's reading in the 1960s, see what Hershel Parker related in Herman
Melville: a Biography. Vol 2. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996: 454-557.

@ The poor reception does not seem to discourage Melville. For more information on the publication of
Battle-Pieces, see what Andrew Hook related in “Melville’s Poetry.” Herman Melville: Reassessments.
Ed. A. Robert Lee. London and New Jersey: Vision Press, 1984: 176-98.
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expresses Melville’s expectations of a bright future for America after
the war. “The Portent”, the first poem of the collection, depicts the
hanging of John Brown as “the meteor of the war” (PHM 53),
indicating the coming of the war. In the following poems, Melville
covers battles in Shiloh, Antietam, Mississippi, Malvern Hill, the
Wilderness and so on, as indicated by the names of the poems and
comments on individuals as well as more general circumstances of the
war. He depicts the greatest horror of the war by presenting the deaths
of young men in his poems. In “On the Slain Collegians”, the narrator
feels “each bloomed and died an unabated Boy” (PHM 132). Besides
showing sympathy for those who sacrificed their lives, Melville calls
on people on both sides to reach reconciliation by questioning “Shall
the wound of the Nation bleed again?” (PHM 169) As a poet who is
keenly aware of the darkness at the bottom of people’s heart, he warns
against the ill intension of some Northerners to seek revenge against
their Southern counterparts in the supplement of this book. Despite
the destruction brought by the war, Melville is confident that America
will recover from this tragedy since “faith in America never dies”
(PHM 169). Although he shows sympathies and support for the Union
cause in the poems, Melville takes a more objective view in judging the
war and praises heroes from both the South and the North during the war.
He condemns the Southern cause but applauds for the admiring qualities
demonstrated among the Southern generals and this seemingly
contradictory view shows Melvilles insight in the face of the war.

Soon after the publication of Battle-Pieces in 1866, Melville got a job
in the Customs House in New York and held it for about 20 years. The
routine but boring work took up a great amount of his time. However, the

dream to write an epic for the United States drives him to make full use of
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his spare time in composing poems. He would put numerous sheets of
paper in his pocket and write sketches of verses on them when he was free.
A national epic is called upon when the passion for faith and belief
dwindle in America and new puzzlements emerge in people’s minds after
they experienced the indifference of God to their the misery during the
Civil War and conveniences brought by the development of science. As a
response tc this trend, Melville plans to write an epic in which he will
provide his own understanding of the situation. The eighteen thousand
lines of Clarel come out rather slowly due to its length and Melville’s
limited time to write. While working on this poem, Melville was
confronted with a number of family problems. Malcolm, Melville’s oldest
son, committed suicide in his bedroom on 11 September 1867. On 15 July
1868, his cousin Guert Gansevoort died. On 1 April 1872, his mother,
Maria Gansevoort Melville, died at eighty-one. However, these
misfortunes did not hamper Melville from finishing this epic and Clarel
was completed in 1875. In August, Peter Gansevoort, Melville’s uncle,
offered to cover the cost of publication®. On 4 January 1876, Melville
reached agreement with G. P. Putnam’s Sons for the publication of Clarel:
A Poem and Pilgrimage in the Holy Land in the United States. Clarel, almost
Melville’s least read and least comprehended book, develops around the
pilgrimage of Clarel, an American divinity school student. He falls in love
with Ruth, a girl in Jerusalem, at first sight. However, the death of Ruth’s
father prevents Clarel from visiting her at that time. Clarel then decides to
join a pilgrimage and the poem focuses on the conversation between the

pilgrims and their impressions on the Holy Land.

(@ The information is based on Melville’s letter to his uncle Peter dated 26 August 1875. For more
information, see Correspondence. Ed. Merrell R. Davis and William H. Gilman. Evanston and Chicago:

Northwestern University Press and Newberry Library, 1993.
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As the protagonist in Mardi, Melvilles protagonist in Clarel is
portrayed to seek the answer facing the loss of faith. Readers first see young
Clarel, an American theological student, alone in his chamber on his first
evening in Jerusalem. Readers last see him follow a procession through St.
Stephen’s Gate and along the Via Crucis. Between the two scenes are the
long weeks, leading up to an unfulfilled Easter, during which Clarel carries
out his symbolic search, making the journey with a pilgrim group. The
whole poem consists of four parts, namely “Jerusalem”, “The Wilderness”,
“Mar Saba” and “Bethlehem” with 150 cantos altogether. Part I serves as a
general prologue. In part II, Clarel joins a band of pilgrims and journeys
with them as far as the Dead Sea. Part III describes their stay in the great
mountain monastery of Mar Saba while part IV depicts their visit to
Bethlehem and return to Jerusalem. In his trip, Clarel meets a variety of
figures such as Celio, a handsome youth with a humped back; Derwent, a
priest of the Anglican church; Margoth, a Jewish geologist; Mortmain, a
Swede who had served as a revolutionary leader in Paris; Rolfe, a roving
American adventurer; Ungar, an ex-officer of the Southern Confederacy
and so on. A larger part of the work is taken up with discussions among the
characters and with descriptions of the land and monuments in Palestine.
Melville creates a pilgrimage which allows people from different
backgrounds to stay together for a while and readers are thus enabled to
witness their argument on issues such as divine justice and human
vulnerability, science and faith, and idealism and skepticism. In this way,
Clarel as an epic presents a picture of the clashing thoughts of that era.
Clarel comes to the Holy Land in the hope of clarifying his puzzlement.
After hearing admirable talk on many subjects, he remains as much a
doubter as he was the first day he came to Jerusalem. Finally, Clarel

returns to Jerusalem only to find that Ruth has died from grief at the



