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Introduction

HERMAN MELVILLE 1819-1891

In January 1841, Herman Melville sailed from New Bedford,
Massachusetts, on board the whaling-ship Acusknet. In October
1844, he was discharged at Boston from the US man-of-war
United States During these three years Melwville served on three
different whalers, jumped ship, took part in a mutiny, lived among
the natives, worked as a store clerk in Honolulu, and finally
served for a year in the regular navy Along with a single voyage
to England as a common seaman 1n 1839, these adventures sup-
plied the raw matenal for most of Melwville’s major fiction and
his imaginative vision of life

When Melwille sailed on the Acushnet he was, like the narrator
of Moby Dick, “of an old estabhished family in the land” but with
“little or no money i my purse ” One of his grandfathers was
Major Thomas Melwill of Boston, the subject of Oliver Wendell
Holmes’s poem, ‘“The Last Leaf” His other grandfather was
Peter Gansevoort of Albany, a Revolutionary War general and
a wealthy member of an important Dutch patroon family. Mel-
ville’s father, Allan Melwill, however, failed in business and
died when Melville was only twelve years old. Before going to
sea on the Acushnet Melville had worked at various jobs, in-
cluding one short pennod as a schoolmaster.
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4 INTRODUCTION

Moby Dick was published in 1851 Of the period from 1844 to
1851 Melville wrote to lus friend Nathaniel Hawthorne, “From
my twenty-fifth year I date my hfe Three weeks have scarcely
passed, at any time between then and now, that I have not un-
folded within myself But I feel that I am now come to the in-
most leaf of the bulb, and that shortly the flower must fall to
the mould ” Durnng these seven years Melwille had published six
novels, including Moby Dick After Moby Dick he continued
writing fiction for a few years, but with less and less financial
success Gradually he turned to wnting poetry, made some un-
successful attempts at public lecturing, and 1n 1866 took a full-
time position as Inspector of Customs at the Port of New York,
a position he held for the next mineteen years In his final years
he turned again to prose fiction and wrote what 1s probably his
second most famous work, Billy Budd, not published, however,
until 1924,

MOBY DICK

Moby Dick has certain quabties in common with Melville’s
other novels, especially those that lead up to Moby Dick Like
these other novels, it has a factual base i1n Melville’s own experi-
ence. This basis, 1n fact, 1s one of Melwille’s strengths as a wnter,
for it gives im an unshakable authenticity and also provides im
with abundant matenal for poetic enlargement In spite of this
actuality, even Melwille’s most autobiographical works are not
non-fiction Melville always orders his narrative for artistic pur-
poses and develops such themes as the relation between native
and “civilized” life, the contrast between pagamism and Chns-
tianity, or the idea of the ship as a mimature society reflecting
society as a whole Again, all these books have signs of Melwnlle’s
growing concern for the problem of the presence of evil in the
world, as seen 1n particular social abuses and in the umverse as
a whole. Always behind these particular questions of form and
content lay Melville’s spht between the need to make money by
writing and the desire to make a serious artistic statement.

Melville began writing Moby Dick soon after he returned from
England in February 1850 In Apnl he was taking books on whal-
ing out of the hibrary to help hhm reconstruct the world he had
known almost ten years before By summer both Melwille and his
publisher referred to the book as nearly done Then, apparently,
something happened to change Melville’s ideas about the book,
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for the Moby Dick that we have was not finished until a year
later, in the summer of 1851 One reason for the change may have
been his renewed reading of Shakespeare Another reason may
have been his getting to know Nathamel Hawthorne and Haw-
thorne’s writings In August 1850, Melville published a long cnti-
cal article on Hawthorne's Mosses from an Old Manse that con-
tains some of Melville’s most important remarks about what liter-
ature should be and do After Moby Dick was published, Melville
wrote to Hawthorne, “I have wntten a wicked book, and feel
spotless as the lamb ”

“Call me Ishmael”—one of the most dramatic and by now one
of the most famous opeming phrases in literature Yet the novel
does not really begin here, for the title, the subtitle, the dedica-
tion, the “Etymology,” and the “Extracts all prepare us in their
own way for the work to follow They help to define the subject
and stature of the novel, they place Melwille’s whaling story in a
full context of whaling hterature, and they are the first of the
many means Melwille uses to universalize his particular story

Who 1s Ishmael? First he 1s the teller of the story He is obvi-
ously not the immature, half-educated Herman Melville who went
whaling in 1841 Nor 1s he identical with the mature, inspired
Melwille who, 1n 1850 and 1851, wrote Moby Dick, although he
may often speak for this Melwille Ishmael 1s not only the teller
of the story but an actor in 1t And he is, in a real sense, the
meaning of the story For it 1s Ishmael’s vision of the story that
we get 1n Moby Dick, and Melville seems to have no other to
offer,

The first twenty-three chapters of the novel are mainly
Ishmael’s They establish him as the narrator of the entire novel,
and they prepare him 1n a number of ways for the voyage He
goes to listen beneath the pulpit of Father Mapple and thereby
gains an orthodox text out of which to evolve his own understand-
ing of the story to follow He becomes blood brother and soul
mate of the savage harpooner Queequeg and thereby qualifies as
a true whaler and as a Chrnistian more tolerant than some. He
gives us our first introduction to the Pequod, the legendary ship
on which Ishmael sails under Captain Ahab to hunt the whale.
At times Ishmael may seem to vamsh after the ship sets sail for
the Pacific, but we are often remunded in specific scenes of his
presence, and s is still the voice we hear speaking of Captain
Ahab, the Pequod’s crew, and the white whale Moby Dick. At the
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end, of course, Ishmael alone survives to tell the tale. By his
humor, his samty, his understanding of the monomaniac Ahab,
his sympathy with the crew, Ishmael has earned the right of sur-
vival and the obligation to retell his story

“Reality outran apprehension”—in this way Ishmael introduces
his first sight of Captain Ahab One of Melwille’s greatest literary
achievements 1s the way he has prepared Ishmael and the reader
for the appearance of Captain Ahab and yet created a character
so vivid and heroic that realhity does, as Ishmael says, go beyond
apprehension Ishmael’s talks with Captain Peleg and with the
mad prophet Elijah have 1n many ways prepared hum for Ahab
But Ahab, standing on the deck of the Peguod, with “an infinity
of firmest fortitude” and “a crucifixion in his face,” transcends
all preparation And Ahab’s actions only confirm his tragic com-
plexity and his domination over the crew as, in the great chapter
“The Quarter-Deck,” he binds them all to his vengeance.

During the voyage Ahab further reveals his nature. On the one
hand, he alhes himself with the diabolic Fedallah; on the other,
he attaches to himself the httle Negro cabin boy Pip, whose in-
sanity, like that of the Fool in King Lear, often speaks truth He
opposes the first mate Starbuck and bends even Starbuck to the
pursuit of the whale In each of the mne “gams,” or meetings
with other whaling ships, Ahab again reveals himself Above all
in his many acts of presumption and his defiance of the omens
that confront him everywhere he shows his greatness and his
folly,

Ahab is the hero of Moby Dick, but what sort of a hero? Is he
an epic hero, a representative man, 1n some sense a positive em-
bodiment of the strength, virtues, and 1deals of his people? Is his
destiny in this sense national or even umversal? Or is he a ro-
mantic hero, a figure of individual protest, a rebel aganst re-
straint and convention and order, against authornty even if that
authority come not from man but from God? Or is he a tragic
hero, a potentially great man brought low by some flaw, perish-
ing in pity and terror? Is he, in short, another Macbeth, or even
another Lear?

The answer to all these questions depends in part on our judg-
ment of Ahab’s quest and on the identity of the white whale,
Moby Dick, that is the object of that quest And so we must also
ask ourselves, who, or what, 1s Moby Dick? He 1s, first of all, a
real whale, and one side of Moby Dick 1s 1ts greatness as a lustory
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of the whale fishery, the story of a colorful, courageous, little-
known, vanished, and heroic way of life The book is about
whales and about whaling, and much of its action, although prep-
aration for the final meeting with Moby Dick, does not concern
the white whale directly In this almost encyclopedic novel we
learn all about the whale, inside and out, 1n fable and in fact, and
live through the routine and the violent excitement of the whaling
industry. In this context Moby Dick is the arch-whale, the king
of the whales, perhaps avenging the slaughter of his people.

Many readers and some cnitics have been troubled by the di-
gressions 1n the middle third of the book and have doubted what
place they really have in the novel By telling us about whales and
whaling they provide the factual base that is characteristic of Mel-
ville’s fiction They give us relief and vanety from the violence
of the many lowerings after whales By extending the rmuddle of
the book they give a sense of the length of the voyage from New
Bedford through the Atlantic and Indian Oceans and into the
Pacific, and by their alternation with other kinds of material
they may even give a sense of the long ocean rhythms against
which the other rhythms of the style and action of the novel are
set To sum up, these digressions allow for every possible enlarge-
ment of the central subject of the novel And they are also elo-
quent and imaginative pieces of wnting in their own right

To Ahab, Moby Dick 1s not just any whale, or the king of
whales, but the cursed whale that took off Ahab’s leg To Ahab,
therefore, Moby Dick becomes the embodiment of “‘that intangi-
ble maligmty which has been from the beginming; . . . all the
subtle demonisms of life and thought”, and for this reason Ahab
dedicates himself to hunting and killing Moby Dick, and wills the
crew to share his quest

But to Ishmael, and in some degree to Ahab and the crew as
well, the whale 1s also the white whale, a symbol What the
whale 1s a symbol of defies paraphrase but is presented most
fully in the famous chapter forty-two, “The Whiteness of the
Whale,” and is suggested in many places elsewhere in the novel.
In his size, his elemental whiteness, his power, his beauty, his
terribleness, and his other qualities, Moby Dick has been to some
readers a symbol of nature, to some a symbol of God, to some a
symbol of evil, to some even a symbol of the id or the superego. A
symbol of such complexity cannot and should not be reduced to a
single meaning, and every reader of Moby Dick comes to his own
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terms with Melville’s great symbol and then passes his own judg-
ment on Captain Ahab’s life and death.

In 1851, Melville wrote to Hawthorne about The House of the
Seven Gables What he said 1n that letter apphes so well to Mel-
ville himself that 1t belongs at the end of this introduction to
Moby Dick: “There 1s a certain tragic phase of humanity which,
in our opinion, was never more powerfully embodied than by
Hawthorne We mean the tragedies of human thought in 1ts own
unbiassed, native, and profounder workings We think that into no
recorded mind has the intense feeling of the wvisible truth ever
entered more deeply than into this man’s By wisible truth, we
mean the apprehension of the absolute condition of present things,
as they strike the eye of the man who fears them not, though they
do their worst to him ”

LAuriaT LANE, JRr.
University of New Brunswick
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Extracts
(SUPPLIED BY A SUB-SUB-LIBRARIAN)

IT will be seen that this mere painstaking burrower and grubworm
of a poor devil of a Sub-Sub appears to have gone through the
long Vaticans and street-stalls of the earth, picking up whatever
random allusions to whales he could anyways find in any book
whatsoever, sacred or profane. Therefore you must not, in every
case at least, take the higgledy-piggledy whale statements, how-
ever authentic, in these extracts, for veritable gospel cetology. Far
from it. As touching the ancient authors generally, as well as the
poets here appearing, these extracts are solely valuable or enter-
taining, as affording a glancing bird’s eye view of what has been
promiscuously said, thought, fancied, and sung of Leviathan, by
many nations and generations, including our own.

So fare thee well, poor devil of a Sub-Sub, whose commentator
I am. Thou belongest to that hopeless, sallow tribe which no wine
of this world will ever warm; and for whom even Pale Sherry
would be too rosy-strong: but with whom one sometimes loves to
sit, and feel poor-devilish, too; and grow convivial upon tears;
and say to them bluntly, with full eyes and empty glasses, and in
not altogether unpleasant sadness—Give it up, Sub-Subs! For by
how much the more pains ye take to please the world, by so
much the more shall ye for ever go thankless! Would that I could
clear out Hampton Court and the Tuileries for ye! But gulp
down your tears and hie aloft to the royalmast with your hearts;
for your friends who have gone before are clearing out the seven-
storted heavens, and making refugees of long-pampered Gabriel,
Michael, and Raphael, against your coming. Here ye strike but
sII)]intered hearts together—there, ye shall strike unsplinterable
glasses!

“And God created great whales.”
GENESIS.

“Leviathan maketh a path to shine after him;
One would think the deep to be hoary.”

JOB.

“Now the Lord had prepared a great fish to swallow up Jonah,”
JONAH.

“There go the ships; there is that Leviathan whom thou hast
made to play therein.”
PSALMS,
13
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“In that day, the Lord with his sore, and great, and strong
sword, shall punish Leviathan the piercing serpent, even Levi-
athan that crooked serpent; and he shall slay the dragon that is
in the sea.”

ISAIAH,

“And what thing soever besides cometh within the chaos of
this monster’s mouth, be it beast, boat, or stone, down it goes all
incontinently that foul great swallow of his, and perisheth in the
bottomless gulf of his paunch.”

HOLLAND'S PLUTARCH’S MORALS,

““The Indian Sea breedeth the most and the biggest fishes that
are: among which the Whales and Whirlpooles called Bal®ne,
take up as much in length as four acres or arpens of land.”

HOLLAND’S PLINY.

“Scarcely had we proceeded two days on the sea, when about
sunrise a great many Whales and other monsters of the sea, ap-
peared. Among the former, one was of a most monstrous size.
* * ¥ This came towards us, open-mouthed, raising the waves
on all sides, and beating the sea before him into a foam.”

TOOKE’S LUCIAN.—“THE TRUE HIS-
TORY.”

“He visited this country also with a view of catching horse-
whales, which had bones of very great value for their teeth, of
which he brought some to the king. * * * The best whales were
catched in his own country; of which some were forty-eight; some
fifty yards long. He said that he was one of six who had killed
sixty in two days.”

OTHER OR OCTHER’S VERBAL NARRATIVE
TAKEN DOWN FROM HIS MOUTH BY
KING ALFRED A.D, 890.

“And whereas all the other things; whether beast or vessel;
that enter into the dreadful gulf of this monster’s (whale’s)
mouth, are immediately lost and swallowed up, the sea-gudgeon
retires into it in great security, and there sleeps.”

MONTAIGNE—APOLOGY FOR RAIMOND
SEBOND.
“Let us fly, let us fly! Old Nick take me if it is not Leviathaa
described by the noble prophet Moses in the life of a patient Job.
RABELAIS.

“This whale’s liver was two cart-loads.”
STOWE’S ANNALS.
“The great Leviathan that maketh the seas to seethe like boil-
ing pan.”
LORD BACON’S VERSION OF THE PSALMS.
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“Touching that monstrous bulk of the whale or ork we have
received nothing certain. They grow exceeding fat, insomuch that
an incredible quantity of oil will be extracted out of one whale.”

IBID. ““HISTORY OF LIFE AND DEATH.”

“The sovereignest thing on earth is parmacetti for an inward

bruise.”
KING HENRY.

“Very like 3 whale.”
HAMLET.

“Which to secure, no skill of leach’s art
Mote him availle, but to returne againe
To his wound’s worker, that with lowly dart,
Dinting his breast, had bred his restless paine,
Like as the wounded whale to shore flies thro’ the maine.

THE FAIRIE QUEEN.,

“Immense as whales, the motion of whose vast bodies can in
a peaceful calm trouble the ocean till it boil.”
SIR WILLIAM DAVENANT. PREFACE TO
GONDIBERT.

“What spermacetti is, men might justly doubt, since the
learned Hosmannus in his work of thirty years, saith plainly,
Nescio quid sit.”

SIR T. BROWNE. OF SPERMA CETI AND
THE SPERMA CETI WHALE, VIDE HIS V. E,

“Like Spencer’s Talus with his modern flail
He threatens ruin with his ponderous tail.

* * *

Their fixed jav’lins in his side he wears,
And on his back a grove of pikes appears.”

WALLER'S BATTLE OF THE SUMMER IS~
LANDS.

“By art is created that great Leviathan, called 2 Common-
wealtsl or State—(in Latin, Civitas) which is but an artificial
man.’

OPENING OF HOBBES’S LEVIATHAN.

“Silly Mansoul swallowed it without chewing, as if it had been
a sprat in the mouth of a whale.”
PILGRIM’'S PROGRESS.
““That sea beast

Leviathan, which God of all his works
Created hugest that swim the ocean stream.”

PARADISE LOST.

—*“There Leviathan,
Hugest of living creatures, in the deep
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Stretched like a promontory sleeps or swims,
And seems a moving land; and at his gills
Draws in, and at his breath spouts out a sea.”

IBID.

“The mighty whales which swim in a sea of water, and have a
sea of oil swimming in them.”

FULLER'S PROFANE AND HOLY STATE,

“So close behind some promontory lie
The huge Leviathans to attend their prey,
And give no chace, but swallow in the fry,
Which through their gaping jaws mistake the way.”

DRYDEN'’S ANNUS MIRABILUS,

“While the whale is floating at the stern of the ship, they cut
off his head, and tow it with a boat as near the shore as it will
come; but it will be aground in twelve or thirteen feet water.”

THOMAS EDGE’S TEN VOYAGES TO SPITZ-
BERGEN, IN PURCHASS.

“In their way they saw many whales sporting in the ocean, and
in wantonness fuzzing up the water through their pipes and vents,
which nature has placed on their shoulders.”

SIR T. HERBERT'S VOYAGES INTO ASIA
AND AFRICA.—HARRIS COLL.

“Here they saw such huge troops of whales, that they were
forced to proceed with a great deal of caution for fear they
should run their ship upon them.”

SCHOUTEN’S SIXTH CIRCUMNAVIGATION.

“We set sail from the Elbe, wind N. E. in the ship called The
Jonas-in-the-Whale, * * *

Some say the whale can’t open his mouth, but that is a
fable, * * *

They frequently climb up the masts to see whether they can see
a whale, for the first discoverer has a ducat for his pains. * * *

I was told of a whale taken near Shetland, that had abovc a
barrel of herrings in his belly. * * *

One of our harpooners told me that he caught once a whale
in Spitzbergen that was white all over.”

A VOYAGE TO GREENLAND, A.D.—1671.—
HARRIS COLL.

“Several whales have come in upon this coast (Fife). Anno
1652, one eighty feet in length of the whale-bone kind came in,
which, (as I was informed) besides a vast quantity of oil, did
afford 500 weight of baleen. The jaws of it stand for a gate in the
garden of Pitferren.”

SIBBALD’S FIFE AND KINROSS.



