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CONTEXT

erman Melville was born in New York City in

1819, the third of eight children born to Maria

Gansevoort Melville and Allan Melville, a pros-

perous importer of foreign goods. When the family
business failed at the end of the 1820s, the Melvilles relocated
to Albany in an attempt to revive their fortunes. A string of
further bad Iuck and overwork, however, drove his father to an
early grave, and the young Melville was forced to start working
in a bank at the age of thirteen.

After a few more years of formal education, Melville left
school at eighteen to become an elementary school teacher. This
career was abruptly cut short and followed by a brief tenure as a
newspaper reporter. Running out of alternatives on land,
Melville made his first sea voyage at nineteen, as a merchant
sailor on a ship bound for Liverpool, England. He returned to
America the next summer to seek his fortune in the West. After
settling briefly in Illinois, he went back east in the face of
continuing financial difficulties.

Finally, driven to desperation at twenty-one, Melville
committed to a whaling voyage of indefinite destination and
scale on board a ship called the Acushnet. This journey took
him around the continent of South America, across the Pacific
Ocean, and to the South Seas, where he abandoned ship with a
fellow sailor in the summer of 1842, eighteen months after set-
ting out from New York. The two men found themselves in the
Marquesas Islands, where they accidentally wandered into the
company of a tribe of cannibals *. Lamed with a bad leg,
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CONTEXT

W& MOBY-DICK

Melville became separated from his companion and spent a
month alone in the company of the natives. This experience later
formed the core of his first novel, Typee: A Peep ar Polynesian
Life, published in 1846. An indeterminate mixture of fact and
fiction, Melville’s fanciful travel narrative remained the most
popular and successful of his works during his lifetime.

Life among these natives and numerous other exotic experi-
ences abroad provided Melville with endless literary conceits.
Armed with the voluminous knowledge obtained from constant
reading while at sea, Melville set out to write a series of novels
detailing his adventures and his philosophy of life. Typee was fol-
lowed by Omoo (1847) and Mardi and a Voyage Thither (1849),
two more novels about his Polynesian experiences. Redburn, also
published in 1849, is a fictionalized account of Melville’s first
voyage to Liverpool. His nextnovel, White-Jacket; or The World
in a Man-of-War, published in 1850, is a more generalized and
allegorical account of life at sea aboard a warship.

Through the lens of literary history, these first five novels
are all seen as an apprenticeship to what is today considered
Melville’s masterpiece, Moby-Dick; or The Whale, which first
appeared in 1851. A story of monomania aboard a whaling
ship, Moby-Dick is a tremendously ambitious novel that func-
tions at once as a documentary of life at sea and a vast philo-
sophical allegory of life in general. No sacred subject is spared
in this bleak and scathing critique of the known world, as
Melville satirizes by turns religious traditions, moral values,
and the literary and political figures of the day.

Melville was strongly influenced in the writing of Moby-Dick
by the work of Nathaniel Hawthorne ™, author of The Scarlet
Letter, whom he finally met in 1850 and to whom he dedicated

3
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¢ MoBY-DICK

Moby-Dick. Melville had long admired Hawthorne’s psycho-
logical depth and gothic grimness, and he associated Hawthorne
with a new, distinctively American literature. Though the
works of Shakespeare and Milton * and stories in the Bible
(especially the Old Testament) influenced Moby-Dick, Melville
didn’t look exclusively to celebrated cultural models. He drew
on sources from popular culture as well; whaling narratives, for
example, were extremely popular in the nineteenth century. In
particular, Melville relied on Thomas Beale’s encyclopedic
Natural History of the Sperm Whale and the narrative Etchings
of a Whaling Cruise, by J. Ross Browne.

By the 1850s, whaling was a dying industry. Whales had
been hunted into near-extinction, and more economical sub-
stitutes for whale oil had been found. Despite its ambitious
range of cultural references and affiliation with popular genres,
Moby-Dick was also a failure. Its reception led Melville to try
to defy his critics by writing in an increasingly experimental
style and eventually forsaking novels altogether in favor of
poetry. He died in 1891.

Moby-Dick remained largely ignored until the 1920s, when
it was rediscovered and promoted by literary historians interested
in constructing an American literary tradition. To these critics,
Moby-Dick was both a seminal work elaborating on classic
American themes, such as religion, fate, and economic ex-
pansion, and a radically experimental anachronism that antici-
pated Modernism in its outsized scope and pastiche of forms. It
stands alongside James Joyce’s™ Ulysses and Laurence Sterne’s*
Tristram Shandy as a novel that appears bizarre to the point of
being unreadable but proves to be infinitely open to interpreta-
tion and discovery.*
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PLOT

PLOT OVERVIEW

shmael, the narrator, announces his intent to ship aboard
a whaling vessel. He has made several voyages as a
sailor but none as a whaler. He travels to New Bedford,
Massachusetts, where he stays in a whalers’ inn. Since
the inn is rather full, he has to share a bed with a harpooner
from the South Pacific named Queequeg. At first repulsed by
Queequeg’s strange habits and shocking appearance (Queequeg
is covered with tattoos), Ishmael eventually comes to appreciate
the man’s generosity and kind spirit, and the two decide to seek
work on a whaling vessel together. They take a ferry to Nan-
tucket, the traditional capital of the whaling industry. There
they secure berths on the Pequod, a savage-looking ship
adorned with the bones and teeth of sperm whales. Peleg and
Bildad, the Pequod’s Quaker owners, drive a hard bargain in
terms of salary. They also mention the ship’s mysterious cap-
tain, Ahab, who is still recovering from losing his leg in an
encounter with a sperm whale on his last voyage.
The Pequod leaves Nantucket on a cold Christmas Day with
a crew made up of men from many different countries and races.
Soon the ship is in warmer waters, and Ahab makes his first
appearance on deck, balancing gingerly on his false leg, which
is made from a sperm whale’s jaw. He announces his desire to
pursue and kill Moby Dick, the legendary great white whale who
took his leg, because he sees this whale as the embodiment of
evil. Ahab nails a gold doubloon to the mast and declares that it
will be the prize for the first man to sight the whale. As the
Pequod sails toward the southern tip of Africa, whales are

7
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¢ MOBY-DICK

sighted and unsuccessfully hunted. During the hunt, a group of
men, none of whom anyone on the ship’s crew has seen before
on the voyage, emerges from the hold. The men’s leader is an
exotic-looking man named Fedallah. These men constitute
Ahab’s private harpoon crew, smuggled aboard in defiance of
Bildad and Peleg. Ahab hopes that their skills and Fedallah’s
prophetic abilities will help him in his hunt for Moby Dick.

The Pequod rounds Africa and enters the Indian Ocean. A
few whales are successfully caught and processed for their oil.
From time to time, the ship encounters other whaling vessels.
Ahab always demands information about Moby Dick from their
captains. One of the ships, the Jeroboam, carries Gabriel*, a
crazed prophet who predicts doom for anyone who threatens
Moby Dick. His predictions seem to carry some weight, as
those aboard his ship who have hunted the whale have met dis-
aster. While trying to drain the oil from the head of a captured
sperm whale, Tashtego, one of the Pequod’s harpooners, falls
into the whale’s voluminous head, which then rips free of the
ship and begins to sink. Queequeg saves Tashtego by diving
into the ocean and cutting into the slowly sinking head.

During another whale hunt, Pip, the Peguod’s black cabin
boy, jumps from a whaleboat and is left behind in the middle of
the ocean. He goes insane as the result of the experience and
becomes a crazy but prophetic jester for the ship. Soon after,
the Pequod meets the Samuel Enderby, a whaling ship whose
skipper, Captain Boomer, has lost an arm in an encounter with
Moby Dick. The two captains discuss the whale; Boomer,
happy simply to have survived his encounter, cannot understand
Ahab’s lust for vengeance. Not long after, Queequeg falls ill
and has the ship’s carpenter make him a coffin in anticipation of



