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INTRODUCTION 

For the outstanding non- f ic t ion book published in the 

United S t a t e s in 1950, Newton Arvin was awarded the National 

Book Award i n March of 1951 for h i s Herman Melv i l l e , published 

by William Sloane Assoc ia tes . The conferr ing of t h i s award 

upon Newton Arvin f©r a work about Melvi l le i s as much an i n d i ­

ca t ion of current i n t e r e s t in Melvi l le as i t i s an acknowledge­

ment of Newton Arv in ' s achievement in scholarship and i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n . 

Living in New York and Massachusetts between the years 

1819 and 1891, Herman Melvi l le reached a high point of l i t e r ­

ary accomplishment around 1850, a time of g r ea t development 

in na t ive American l i t e r a t u r e . In t h e i r l i f e t ime , however, 

M e l v i l l e ' s contemporaries, Emerson, Hawthorne, and Whitman, 

never enjoyed a g rea t e r popu la r i ty than did Melvil le for several 

y e a r s . Melvi l le was known as the wr i t e r of lus ty sea s t o r i e s , 

Typee. Omoo, Redburn. White Jacke t , and Moby Dick. With the 

pub l i ca t ion of Mardi i n 1850 and P ie r r e in 1852, Melvi l le 

appeared more as a philosopher i n t e n t on speculat ion and 

unraveling of the myster ies of l i f e . His popular i ty soon waned * 

Later e f f o r t s , such as I s r a e l P o t t e r . The Confidence Man, h i s 

poet ry , such as Ba t t l e Pieces and C l a r e l . and many short 

s t o r i e s including B i l l y Budd, Foretapman. wr i t t en j u s t before 
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h i s death In 1891, were l a rge ly ignored by the American and 

B r i t i s h reading p u b l i c . 

I n t e r e s t in Melvi l le did not revive u n t i l 1919, the 

cen tennia l of h i s b i r t h . Today h i s s t a r shines b r igh t l y i n 

the firmament of American l e t t e r s . He i s popularly considered 

a n o v e l i s t who thought long and deeply about the mysteries of 

good and e v i l in soc ie ty and in c rea t ion , e spec ia l ly in man. 

Melvi l le was extremely conscious of the s t r a i n of 

e v i l tha t he f e l t marred a l l of God's c r ea t i on . I t i s t h e 

purpose of t h i s study t o examine how the consciousness of t h i s 

e v i l in c rea t ion led Melvi l le t o envis ion conf l i c t s in a l l 

the phases of human l i v i n g . We s h a l l examine how Melvi l le saw 

c o n f l i c t s within soc ie ty , wi th in man himself, and f i na l l y 

between man and God. M e l v i l l e ' s l a s t prose work, B i l l y Budd. 

Foretopman. becomes an expression of surrender to and acceptance 

•f the conf l i c t s and antinomies tha t he f e l t were endemic 

to c r e a t i o n . 

Although an i n d i v i d u a l i s t i n thought and even in h i s 

own personal conduct, Melvi l le was indebted to h i s environ­

ment and to h is her i tage for the many p a t t e r n s and elements 

of thought t ha t appear in h is work. Thus a p a r t of our study 

w i l l be to examine the in f luences . tha t were a t work on £ i s 

mind and a r t . 
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The f i r s t s t ep in our study of Me lv i l l e ' s v is ion 

of con f l i c t w i l l be an expos i t ion of the t o p i c in r e l a t i o n 

t o the more s ign i f i can t scholarship t h a t has already been 

done about Melvil le and h i s work. 

The Constable e d i t i o n , published in London in 1924, 

i s the only complete se t of M e l v i l l e ' s works. However, t h i s 

e d i t i o n i s extremely ra re and i n a c c e s s i b l e . Hence in our study-

we have used t e x t s t h a t are more r e a d i l y ava i lab le and, in the 

case of B i l l y Budd p a r t i c u l a r l y , more val id and a u t h e n t i c . 

References t o Typee. Omoo, Mardi. Moby Dick. I s r a e l P o t t e r . 

White J acke t , and Redburn are taken from Romances of Herman 

Me lv i l l e , published in New York by the Tudor Publishing Co. 

in 1931. References to P i e r r e are taken from the t ex t 

prepared and edited by Henry A. Murray and published by 

Fa r ra r , S t rauss in New York in 1949. References to poetry 

are taken from the Collected Poems of Herman Melv i l l e , edi ted 

by Howard P . Vincent and published in Chicago by t h e Packard 

and Co. in 1947. References to B i l l y Budd are taken from 

M e l v i l l e ' s B i l l y Budd. edited by F. Barron Freeman and published 

a t Cambridge by the Harvard Universi ty Press in 1948. 



CHAPTER I 

EXPOSITION OF THE PROBLEM 

Herman Melville left home to go to sea in May or 

June of 1837. As he was to say of Redburn: 

... sad disappointments in several plans which I had 
sketched for my future life, the necessity of doing some­
thing for myself, united to a naturally roving disposi­
tion, had now conspired within me, to send me to sea 
as a sailor ^ 

Eight years .later he came to the end of his wanderings and 

with the surge of the sea still beating in his ears, lie sat 

down to tell the world what he had seen of it and, above sll, 

what he thought about it. In the long night watches and in 

the heat of the tropic suns, Herman Melville's genius had 

come to its full flowering. He tells us: 

Chief among these places fbf privacy^ is the chains 
to which I would sometimes hie during our pleasant home­
ward-bound glide over those pensive tropical latitudes. 
After hearing my fill of these wild yarns of our top, 
here I would recline — if not disturbed — serenely 
concocting information into wisdom . 

When Melville returned from his wanderings, he tried 

to share his wisdom with the world. He resorted to the writ­

ten word. However, his two earliest works, Typee (1846) and 

Omoo (1847) are little more than travel literature. 

1 Redburn. p.1469. 

2 White Jacket, p.1300. 
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Still there is evidence of philosophizing. In both works the 

reader is warned that a notable cleavage exists between the 

ideal and the real, between Christianity and Christians. 

In 1849 the American public was surprised to find that the 

narrator of South Sea adventures had become an out-and-out 

philosopher, and an inexplicable one at that. Mardi (1849) 

is an attempt to analyze things on several levels -- religious, 

moral, metaphysical, psychological, social, and economic. On 

the whole it is a proving ground for ideas, confused end 

inconclusive, "...the book suffers irremedially, as a worl: 

of art, from the intellectual precipitateness and prematurity 

out of the midst of which it was palpably written"^. 

In the same year Redburn appeared, answering tbf- demand 

of Melville's readers for more adventure stories. White G acket 

in 1&50 told the story of Melville's return from the Pacific 

in the much the same style and manner as Redburn had related 

the story of a boy of seventeen on his first journey before 

the mast. However, in both tales there is a decided hint at 

a conflict — the individual against society. In Redburn 

this conflict lies in the poverty-stricken lad as a poor 

outcast among the more respectable and smugly self-centered 

passengers on a river-boat. In White Jacket there is conflict 

3 Newton Arvin, Herman Melville, New York, William 
Sloan Associates, 1950, p.99. 
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i n t h e a n t i - s o c i a l a t t i t u d e of the s l i g h t l y s u p e r i o r s a i l o r 

who r e f u s e s to have any f r i e n d s except Lemsford the poe t and 

Jack Chase, c a p t a i n of t h e ma in top . 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to no te t h a t i t was t o Jack Chase 

t h a t M e l v i l l e was t o d e d i c a t e B i l l y Budd, the l a s t work of 

h i s l i f e i n 1891 . The d e d i c a t i o n r e a d s : D e d i c a t e d / t o / 

Jack Chase / Engl ishman/ Wherever t h a t g r e a t h e a r t may now b e / 

Here »n e a r t h or harboured i n P a r a d i s e . / Capta in of the 

Main-top i n t h e year 1843/ i n the U .S . F r i g a t e "United S t a t e s ' ' ^ 

As we s h a l l s e e , t h e r e i s s i g n i f i c a n c e i n the f ac t t h a t in 

w r i t i n g B i l l y Budd, which embodies h i s " tes tame. i t of a c c e p t o i c s " . 

M e l v i l l e was t h i n k i n g about a he ro who had l i t t l e love for 

the mass of men. 

Moby Dick reached t h e p u b l i c i n 1851. As fa r a s t h e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the work i s concerned , s c h o l a r s seem 

t o agree on only one p o i n t — t h a t i t has something t o do 

w i t h E v i l i n the u n i v e r s e . I n 1852 M e l v i l l e gave t h e world 

P i e r r e : or the A m b i g u i t i e s . I t seems beyond d i s p u t e t h a t 

the s u b t i t l e i n d i c a t e s what t h e r e a d e r w i l l f ind i n an 

a t t empt t o fathom t h e message or meaning of t h i s n o v e l . 

In s h o r t , P i e r r e i s ambiguous. However, t he book i s 

impor t an t i n t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l development of M e l v i l l e . 

4 B i l l y Budd. p . 1 3 0 . 

http://testame.it
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With Mardi and Moby Dick i t comple tes what R. E . Wat tera 

o a l l s a t r i l o g y of e v i l : Mardi , the s o c i o l o g y of e v i l ; 

Moby Dick, the metaphys ics of e v i l ; and P i e r r e , t he 

psychology of e v i l 5 , S e v e r a l y e a r s a f t e r t h e p u b l i c a t i o n of 

P i e r r e . I s r a e l P o t t e r : His F i f t y Years of E x i l e reached t h e 

book s h o p s . In t h e meantime, M e l v i l l e had brooded over t h e 

bad r e c e p t i o n g iven P i e r r e . In f a c t , h i s moodiness led the 

M e l v i l l e fami ly to c a l l i n p h y s i c i a n s t o examine him for h i s 

s a n i t y . 

, . . E l i z a b e t h s a i d t h a t a l l t he fami ly were worr ied 
about t h e s t r a i n on M e l v i l l e ' s h e a l t h ; and i t has been 
o f f e r e d , on the a u t h o r i t y of c o n v e r s a t i o n s with h i s 
daugh te r s and g r a n d d a u g h t e r s , t h a t i n t h e s p r i n g of 
1853 n i s b e h a v i o r was so d i f f i c u l t h i s family had 
him examined for h i s s a n i t y by a number of d o c t o r s 
i n c l u d i n g Ol ive r Wendell Holmes • . 

However, by the end of 1854 M e l v i l l e had completed 

seven p i e c e s t h a t were pub l i shed i n Putnam's Monthly Magazine 

and H a r p e r ' s New Monthly Magazine« "The Encan tadas ; or 

Enchanted I s l e s " and "Ben i to Cereno" were t h e most impor tan t 

of t h e s e seven , but "Ba r t l eby t h e S c r i v e n e r " , t he f i r s t t o 

appea r , has a c e r t a i n va lue t h a t cannot be d e n i e d . In May of 

1856 t h e s e t h r e e s t o r i e s were p u b l i s h e d a long w i t h t h r e e l e s s e r 

p i e o e s as The Piazza^ Ta le s by Dix and Edwards. 

5 R, E. W a t t e r s , " M e l v i l l e ' s Metaphys ics of E v i l " , from 
U n i v e r s i t y of Toronto Q u a r t e r l y , 9 , pp .170 -182 . 

6 Geoffrey S t o n e , M e l v i l l e . New York, Sheed and Ward, 
1949, P . 2 1 2 . 
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I t was i n 1855 t h a t I s r a e l P o t t e r was p u b l i s h e d . I t 

had been s e r i a l i z e d i n P u t n a m ' s . Two yea r s l a t e r Dix , no Ed­

wards pub l i shed The Confidence-Man: His Masquerade. Misan­

th ropy i s t h e key-no te of t h i s book,, There i s a c o r r o s i v e 

s c e p t i c i s m t h a t c o r r o b o r a t e s the f a c t t h a t M e l v i l l e i n b i s 

own p e r s o n a l l i f e was f-xoeriencing p e r i o d s of g r e a t d e p r e s s i o n , 

In t h e w i n t e r of 1856-1857 M e l v i l l e made a t r i p t o 

the Holy Land, v i s i t i n g England and Rome on the journsy On 

h i s r e t u r n he ,seems t o have abandoned p rose f o r poet:\, However 

n o t h i n g was pub l i shed a t t h i s time and M e l v i l l e went off on 

ano the r j ou rney , t h i s t ime by sea t o San F ranc i sco and bact; 

aga in between May and November, I860 „ I t was si>. years J e t e r 

t h a t h i s v e r s e s were p u b l i s h e d , B a t t l e P i e c e s and Aspects 

of t h e War. 

But i t was no t u n t i l 1876 t h a t ano the r work was f o r t h ­

coming. This time i t was C l a r e l , the 20,000 l i n e s of which 

a re judged by Geoffrey Stone in t h i s w i s e : 

The t o r t u r e d syn t ax , t he rhythmic monotomy, the 
rhymes s u p e r f l u o u s t o s e n s e , and t h e f a i l u r e of t h e meta­
phors t o flow out i n t o f u l l o n t o l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n make 
C l a r e l a s e c o n d - r a t e p i e c e of work, i n t h e k i n d e s t 
judgment 7 . 

But C l a r e l renews t h e e x p r e s s i o n of c o n f l i c t t h a t has been 

n o t i c e d in h i s e a r l i e r p r o s e works . There i s a c o n s t a n t doubt , 

a s t a t e of ba lance between two c o n t r a d i c t o r y t e n e t s exempl i f ied 

in a l l t he c h a r a c t e r s . 

7 Geoffrey S t o n e , i b i d . , p . 2 7 8 . 
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S h o r t l y a f t e r 1885 two l a t e books of poems were 

p r i v a t e l y p u b l i s h e d : John Marr and Other S a i l o r s and 

Timoleon. Only t w e n t y - f i v e cop i e s of each book were p r i n t e d 

and t h e o v e r - a l l . q u a l i t y i s i n f e r i o r even t o t h e p e d e s t r i a n 

C l a r e l . M e l v i l l e ' s l a s t e x p r e s s i o n of h i s a r t and thought 

was B i l l y Budd w r i t t e r s h o r t l y be fore h i s death en 

September 2 8 , 1891 . 

For the most p a r t , t h e world of M e l v i l l e ' s r>../i 

cared l i t t l e f o r h i s wisdom. I t l iked h i s r i c h s t o T l ^ of ad­

v e n t u r e i n t h e South Seas but i t r e j e c t e d h i s philoso.ihizij i g , 

and when he died i n 1891, f i v e months aft.-.- f i n i s h i n g B_iJQ.y. 

Budd, Herman M e l v i l l e was a n e g l e c t e d and obr.oure Oi^ure. 

In f a c t , he h imse l f welL a p p r e c i a t e d the f a c t ard a a e a r l y 

a s 1877 had w r i t t e n to h i s b r o t h e r - i n - l a w s John C. Hoadiey: 

You a r e young; but I am ve rg ing on t h r e e - s c o r e , 
and a t t imes a c e r t a i n l a s s i t u d e s t e a l s over ca.3 
i n f a c t , a d i s i n c l i n a t i o n for doing any th ing but t h e 
i nd i spensab le= At such moments t h e problem of the 
un ive r s e seems a humbug, and e p i s t o l a t o r y o b l i g a t i o n s 
mere moonshine, and t h e ' - - w e l l , nepenthe seems a l l - i n - a l l ° 

I t was t h i r t y y e a r s a f t e r M e l v i l l e ' s dea th be fo re 

h i s s t a r s t a r t e d t o r i s e once a g a i n . In w r i t i n g Tne 

American Novel i n 1921, Car l V^n Doren sa id t h a t nobody knew 

American l i t e r a t u r e who did not know M e l v i l l e \ Four yea r s 

e a r l i e r , w r i t i n g i n the Cambridge H i s t o r y of American L i t e r a t u r e , 

Mr. Van Doren had not been ve ry sanguine about M e l v i l l e . 

8 V i c t o r H. P a l t s i t s , Family Correspondence of Herman 
M e l v i l l e . 1830-1904, New York, The New York Pub l i c L i b r a r y , 1929-

9 Ca r l Van Doren, The American Novel . New York, 
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"His death, 28 September, 1891, after nearly forty silent 

years removed from American literature one of its most promis­

ing and most disappointing figures. Of late his fame has shown 

a tendency to revive" ^ . In rewriting his book, The American 

Novel in 1940, Mr. Van Doren was to drop the former state­

ment as too obvious. The intervening years had seen Raymond 

Weaver publish the first biography of Meltille and three 

years later edit his complete works *• . Thus in 1924 Billy 

Budd was published for the first time. Five years earlier, 

in 1919, Mr. Weaver had commemorated the centennial of the 

novelist's birth with an article in Nation. It was really 

this article which marked the beginning of the revival. 

The following is indicative of Weaver's approach: 

The versatility and power of his genius was extra­
ordinary. If he does not actually rank as a writer of 
overshadowing accomplishments, it will be owing not 
to any lack of genius, but to the perversity of his 
rare and lofty genius 13. 

Throughout the next three decades scholars worked 

to make intelligible "the perversity of his rare and lofty 

genius". In the Readers Guide to Periodical Literature for 

the years 1919 to 1935, there are listed thirty-eight 

10 William Peterfield Trent, et alii. ed., Cambridge 
History of American Literature. New York, Macmillan, 1917,p.323. 

11 Raymond Weaver, Herman Melville, Mariner and Mystic. 
New York, George H. Doran and Co., 1921. 

12 Complete Works. Lendon, Constable and Co., 1924. 

13 Raymond Weaver, "Centennial of Herman Melville", from 
Nation, vol. 9, pp.144-146. 
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articles dealing with Melville. One of the earliest articles 

points to the "rediscovering" of Melville ^ . As another 

spot-check for the resurgence of Melville's popularity, the 

Cumulative Book Index for 1949 lists nine different editions 

of his various works and three studies of Melville; for 

1950, there are five editions of his works, and seven mono­

graphs about him. 

As early as 1929, Me-tville was in popular demand. 

It was in that year that H. M. Tomlinsen edited Pierre *•'. 

Since then a variety of editions have come from the press, 

the latest being one edited by Henry A. Murray •*- . 

Moby Dick has enjoyed the greatest popularity. In 

fact, it is now ranked among the great classics of all time. 

A recent edition of this work carries a preface by Clifton 

Fadiman and exhibits the response it has evoked from a man 

who represents not a small part of the mere popular critics 

of literature: 

I t i s the neares t thing we have to an un-Chris t ian 
(though not an t i -Chr i s t i an ) ep i c . I t i s the other face 
of the Divine Comedy - the product of unfai th , as 
Dante 's work was the product of fa i th ^7 . 

14 "Neglected American C l a s s i c s " , from L i t e ra ry Digest , 
v o l . 70, p .26 . 

15 H. M. Tomlinsen, ed . , P i e r r e . New York, E. P. Dutton, 
1929. 

16 Henry A. Murray .ed . .P ie r re . New York, Farrar S t raus , 
1949-

17 Preface pr inted in At lan t ic Monthly, vo l . 172, 
no .4 , p . 8 9 . 
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Fadiman's view is subscribed to by a more recent scholar 

of Melville: "Melville was the antithesis of Dante" 18. 

Melville's popularity in the last three decades 

has been marked by a variety of interpretations of his work. 

Scholars have approached him from a multitude of angle3. 

Usually in literature there is a problem of how to distinguish 

between what the author himself really thought and what he has 

merely put into the mouths of his characters for the sake of 

the story itself. This difficulty has not been existing in 

Melville's case. A reliable critic of Melville has remarked 

just recently: 

There are few important characters in any of 
Melville's books that are not, in one way or another, 
identifiable with himself — even Ahab seems a mask 
through which he speaks rather than an exponent of 
a point of view the author assumes only for the purpose 
of drama....^9 

Thus scholars have found that what Melville wrote and what 

he himself thought are parallel, if not completely synonymous. 

If there is no problem of distinguishing between 

Melville and his chief characters, there still remains one 

of Melville's own intellectual and artistic growth. Mel­

ville's intellectual life broadened and deepened through 

his late twenties and early thirties. He was aware of growth. 

18 Charles Olson, Call Me Ishmael, New York, Reynall 
and Hitchcock, 1947, p.102. 

19 Geoffrey Stone, op.cit•. p.23. 
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W r i t i n g t o Hawthorne i n 1851, du r ing the c r e a t i o n of noby 

Hick. T " e l v i l l e s t a t e d : 

U n t i l I was t w e n t y - f i v e I had no development a t 
a l l . i'rom my t w e n t y * f i f t h y e a r I d a t e ay l i f e . Three 
weeks have s c u r o e l y p s s s c d , i t any t i n e between 
now und t h e n , t h a t I have not unfolded w i t h i n my­
s e l f z o . 

This "un fo ld ing" w i t h i n hioisel f has been the c h i e f c h a l l e n g e 

t o i*e lv i l l c s c h o l a r s of t h e p a s t few yec; rs . I n f a c t , p r i ­

mar i ly because " e l v i l l e had no a b s o l u t e s t a n d a r d s th roughout 

h i s l i f e , he pressed forward i n the s ea rch of some, now on 

t h e ontolcf i c a l l e v e l , then on the mora l , a g i i n on the 

s o c i a l . Fol lowing M e l v i l l e ' s mental e x c u r s i o n s has been 

a c h a l l e n g e and, q u i t e probably in some c a s e s , a fad among 

s c h o l a r s . Growing out of t h i s p u r s u i t i s a wea l th of 

v a l u a b l e c r i t i c i s m t h a t makes us d e b t o r s t o t h e men who 

have plumbed M e l v i l l e anu mtsdsurfed h i s d e p t h s . Much of 

t h e i r work i s e s s e n t i a l for an a p p r e c i a t i o n and a 

p e r s p e c t i v e of the man. The fo l lowing a r e most s i g n i f i c a n t . 

A p ionee r i n the s tudy of M e l v i l l e , Raymond Weaver 

has c o n t r i b u t e d a sympathe t ic approach t o M e l v i l l e t he 
pi 

symbol i s t , Objec t ive and c l e a r , t he work helped r e v i v e 

the fame of M e l v i l l e i n t h e e a r l y t w e n t i e s and was t o s tand 

20 Howard P . V incen t , The Try-out of Moby Dick, Boston, 
Houghton M i f f l i n C o . , 1949, p . 1 5 . 

21 Raymond Weaver, Herman M e l t i l l e , Mariner and Mys t i c , 
New York, George H. Doran and C o . , " 1 9 2 1 . 
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as the only adequate treatment of the novelist until 1926 

when John Freeman wrote the first book on Melville to be 

published in England. Departing from the framework of 

Weaver who tried to interpret Melville the thinker, Freeman 

keeps to a criticism and analysis of his works on a lite­

rary basis. Mr. Freeman's biography is especially valuable 

for the attention it pays to the work of Melville after 

1851. In discussing, Billy Budd, Mr. Freeman remarks that 

it is "an appealing tragedy for witness that evil is 

defeat and natural goodness invincible in the affections of 

22 
man . leaver thinks otherwise: "only the disillusion 

2"} 

abided with him to the last" . As we shall see in the 

final chapter of this dissertation, Billy Budd cannot be 

treated as a tale of high optimism, as Mr. Freeman thinks, 

nor as a story of disillusion, as Mr. Weaver would have 

us believe. But both Freeman and Weaver see the significance 

of Billy Budd, a fact not true of most early Melville 

scholars. An explanation for this oversight may lie in the 

fact that Bill;- Budd lay unknown and unpublished until the 

Constable edition of Melville's works in 1924. 

22 John Freeman, Herman Melville, London, Macmillan, 
1926, p. 135. 

23 Raymond Weaver, op.cit., p.381. 
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Lewis Mumford is another early biographer of Melville. 

Impressionistic and based on Freudian psychology, his work is 

interesting but lacks completeness and accuracy ^. Of the 

three biographers already mentioned, Mumford seems to come 

closest to a true interpretation of Billy Budd when he 

speaks of Melville accepting the paradoxes of Pierre as a 

tragic necessity and finding ultimate peace in resignation. 

The_-1940's have seen a wealth of publications about 

Melville. In 1944 William Sedgwick produced a masterful work, 

making quite reasonable the theory that Melville and Shakes­

peare in a much in common. The basis of Sedgwick's thesis is 

that there is a mutual attempt to apprehend "the absolute 

25 condition of present things" . Sedgwick treats Melville 

primarily as a tragedian, seeing in Clarel and Billy Budd 

various degrees of Melville's acceptance of tragedy in life. 

Fortified by a grant from the John Simon Guggenheim 

Foundation in 1947, Charles Olson emphasized the relation­

ship between Melville and Shakespeare. Olson sees a simi­

larity in the plight of Macbeth and Ahab. He compares them: 

24 Lewis Mumford, Herman Melville, New York 
Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1929. 

25 William Sedgwick, Herman Melville: The Tragedy 
of Mind, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1944. 
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"They both endure the t o r t u r e of i s o l a t i o n from humani ty . 

The cor respondence of t h e s e two e v i l wor lds i s p r e c i s e . In 
26 e i t h e r the d iv ine has l i t t l e p l a c e " . O l s o n ' s work c e n t e r s 

only about Moby Dick and for r eason of t h i s e x c l u s i v e n e s s 

i s no t a comple te ly adequate s tudy of M e l v i l l e ' s t h o u g h t . 

I n 1949 Richard Chase approached M e l v i l l e wi th a 

b i a s toward Freud ian psychology . Chase t e l l s u s : 

. . . purpose i s t o c o n t r i b u t e a book on M e l v i l l e 
t o a movement which may be desc r ibed (once aga in ) as 
the new l i b e r a l i s m - - t h a t newly i n v i g o r a t e d s e c u l a r 
thought a t t h e dark c e n t e r of t h e t w e n t i e t h cen tu ry d< . 

Chase i s on safe ground in d e s c r i b i n g Moby Dick as the 

American e p i c , and i s ext remely i n t e r e s t i n g in i n t e r p r e t i n g 

M e l v i l l e a g a i n s t t h e background of n a t i v e American humour 

and n a t i v e American s t o r y t e c h n i q u e . But Chase i n s i s t s 

t h a t t h e Promethean-hero ic theme in M e l v i l l e i s evidence 

of M e l v i l l e ' s " s ea r ch fo r t h e f a t h e r " . Even P i e r r e ' s eye­

s t r a i n i s i n t e r p r e t e d as a symbol of h i s sexua l response 

t o I s a b e l and Lucy. Chase e x p l o i t s M e l v i l l e ' s s h o r t s t o r y , 

"The P a r a d i s e of B a c h e l o r s " as w e l l as "The T a r t a r u s of Maids" 

as an i n d i c a t i o n t h a t the sexual theme i n M e l v i l l e ' s w r i t i n g 

i s deeply i n t e n d e d . 

26 Char les Olson, Ca l l Me I shmae l , New York, 
Reynal and Hi tchcock , 1947, p . 5 4 . 

27 Richard Chase, Herman M e l v i l l e : A C r i t i c a l S tudy, 
New York, Macmil lan, 1949, p . v i i . 
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Geoffrey Stone scolds Chase for h i s Freudian i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n and i n s i s t s Chase i s gu i l t y of a p e t i t i o p r i n c i p i i 

with which i t i s impossible to argue 28m j n ^ s 0Vjn 

study, Stone wr i t e s a chronological review of Melvi l le 

and f i t s in the works t o correspond t o each p a r t i c u l a r phase 

of Me lv i l l e ' s growth. Thus Redburn i s examined before Typee 

and Omoo, although published l a t e r , because i t i s a r e f l e c ­

t ion of M e l v i l l e ' s experience as a young s a i l o r when he 

l e f t home in 1837 to go t o sea. Stone i s e spec i a l l y succesful 

in seeing Moby Dick in proper pe r spec t ive . Here he under­

stands Ahab as confronting God as an equal . 

The year 1949 was extremely f r u i t f u l in Melvi l le 

scho la r sh ip . Nathalia Wright added to the growing pool 

of information and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n with a study of M e l v i l l e ' s 

use of the Bib le . Much of M e l v i l l e ' s imagery, 

theme and p l o t s , characters and types, and even s ty le are 

rooted in the Sc r ip tu r e s , e spec ia l ly the Old Testament. 

Miss Wright shows how the B i b l i c a l inc idents to which 

Melvil le repeatedly re fe r red f a l l in to two groups: events 

of violence and d e s t r u c t i o n , and events of vision and 

reve la t ion 2 ^ . 

Three worthwhile s tudies of Melvi l le were published 

28 Geoffrey Stone, op.cit., p.72. 

29 Nathalia Wright, Melville's Use of the Bible, 
Durham, Duke University Press, 1949, p.25. 
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during the past year. In the American Men of Letters Series, 

Newton Arvin contributed a study that emphasizes the liter­

ary appreciation of Melville 30# Arvin sees significance 

in Melville's early Calvinistic and Presbyterian training 

but falls into the specious reasoning of Freudian psycho­

logy to interpret Ahab's ivory leg as a symbol of impotence. 

Arvin darkly suggests that the relations of Melville and his 

mother were perverted and that Melville himself was of 

homosexual tendencies. Arvin's style is facile and extremely 

readable. 

The second-work of significance is Percival's 

reading of Moby Dick in the light of Soeren Kierkegaard's 

philosophy of suffering and despair. Percival's approach 

is cogent and plausible, certainly one of the most reasonable 

and sober interpretations of Melville's classic >^. Perci-

val hints at the influence of the Book of Job in Melville's 

writing of Moby Dick. 

One of the most comprehensive studies of Moby Dick 

was published by Howard P. Vincent in 1949- Vincent has a 

deep respect, almost reverence for this novel: 

30 Newton Arvin, Herman Melville, New York, William 
Sloane Associates, 1950. 

31 M. 0. Percival, A Reading of Moby-Dick. Chicago, 
University of Chicago Press, 1950. 
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Moby-Dick is rich and complex above any other 
novel in American literature. With a boldness of plan 
and a breadth of scope unequaled since the Renaissance 
...and with a vigor of animal spirits which sweeps 
all before it, Moby-Dick brings into magnificent 
focus the emergent forces of the western world 32e 

In view of the painstaking scholarship that marks this 

book, it can be considered one of the finest critiques of 

Melville in the twentieth century. Vincent clearly traces 

Melville's debt to whaling literature of his day and, what 

is most interesting, works out the thesis that the story 

was already written when Melville met Hawthorne in 1850, 

but was then revised and rewritten to serve as a vehicle 

for the philosophizing that was inspired in Melville by 

this friendship. Howard P. Vincent is also editor of the 

only recent edition of Melville's verse 33> 

In recent years innumerable dissertation on Melville 

have been accepted by the universities. Some survey phases 

that receive little emphasis in the published works. A de­

tailed account of Melville's reading and of the ideas that 

were influencing him between his return to America in 1844 

and his moving to Pittsfield in 1850 can be found in the 

doctoral dissertation of Luther S. Mansfield ^ . 

32 Howard P. Vincent, The Trying-out of Moby-Dick, 
Boston, Houghton Mifflin Company, 1949-

33 Howard P. Vincent, Collected Poems of Herman 
Melville. Chicago, Packard and Co., 1947. 

34 Luther S. Mansfield, Herman Melville: Author and 
Now Yorker. Chicago, University of Chicago, 1936 
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The work is based on first-hand examination of what 

remains of Melville's library and correlates material that 

is found in memoirs and journals of contemporary figures. 

For the serious student of Melville there is a 

valuable index to his ideas cataloged by Gordon Roper 35t 

This also is a doctoral dissertation and consequently is 

available only in manuscript form. Especially noteworthy 

is the fact that Roper sees the significance of Bj1ly Budd 

in the thought of Melville. Roper has restricted his work 

to the four major prose works of Melville, Mardi, Pierre. 

Moby Dick and Billy Budd. 

In the way of general criticism, the following 

works are noteworthy. More as an indication of the extent 

of interest in Melville than as a work of exceptional value 

is the study published by K. H. Sundermann in Berlin 36< 

The work* groups appropriate texts according to the idea they 

convey. However, it is rather brief and lacks the synthesis 

that can be found in works mentioned earlier. 

Happily combining an over-all view with a detailed 

and annotated analysis, Willard Thorp is one of the early 

commentators en Melville. His work is something of an anthology* 

35 Gordon Roper, Index to the Chief Works of Melville, 
Chicago, University of Chicago, 1943. 

36 K. H. Sundermann, Herman Melville's Gedankengut, 
Berlin, Verlag Arthur Collignon, 1937. 

37 Willard Thorp, Herman Melville: Representative 
Selections, New York, American Book Co., 1938. 
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However, it fails to give any selections from Pierre or 

Billy Budd and for that reason is necessarily incomplete, 

A study that should not be overlooked is Matthiessen's 

American Renaissance 38t Matthiessen treats Melville 

from the point of view of the history of ideas in -America. 

He delineates Melville's place in the world of Emerson, 

Thoreau, and Hawthorne. It is a sane attempt to under­

stand the philosophy of Melville by simply examining the 

characters and situations in the novels, without the 

bias or distortion of preconceived notions. Finally,the 

informal, chatty chapters in Brook's The Times of Melville 

and Vthiteman deserve a reading 39. 

Even a cursory glance at the preceding paragraphs 

or an occasional reading of book notices reveal the intense 

interest in Melville in the last decade. To find a reason 

for such a resurgence in popularity for an author who once 

enjoyed good sales and then lost the interest of his readers 

by the very works that today are acclaimed his best, is 

quite a challenge. Perhaps it can be credited to the 

perversity of fortune that seems to plague so many litera-

teurs. Literary men, like prophets, are so often rejected 

by their own mileau. Their magnitude is appreciated after death.. 

38 F. 0. Matthiessen, American Renaissance, New York 
Oxford University Press, 1941. 

39 Van Wyck Brooks, The Times of Melville and Whit­
man, New York, E. P. Dutton and Company, 1947. 
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Or a g a i n , an e x p l a n a t i o n may be found i n the f ac t t h a t 

one of M e l v i l l e ' s prominent themes i s t h a t t h e r e i s an 

e l u s i v e r e a l i t y behind t h e appea rances of t h i n g s : 

A l l v i s i b l e o b j e c t s , man, a r e but as pas t eboa rd 
masks. But i n each e v e n t . . . t h e r e , some unknown 
but s t i l l r e a s o n i n g t h i n g p u t s f o r t h t h e mouldings 
of i t s f e a t u r e s from behind t h e unreasonable m a s k . . . . ^ 

Thus Ahab i n t h e h e a t of h i s search for t h e whi te whale! 

Ahab 's d i s c o n t e n t w i th t h i n g s a s t h e y seem and h i s a t t empt 

t o r e a c h the a b s o l u t e r e a l i t y may f ind a sympathe t i c r e s p o n d 

i n the minds of t h e post-World War g e n e r a t i o n s . Twice 

cosmic s t r u g g l e s f a i l e d t o ach ieve t h e i r in tended purpose , 

world peace , i n s p i t e of glowing promises and a p p a r e n t 

s u c c e s s . I t was a f t e r the f i r s t Vnorld War t h a t M e l v i l l e ' s 

s t a r began t o r i s e . Since t h e end of t h e second V'/ar, 

M e l v i l l e ' s p o s i t i o n and p r e s t i g e has been even h i g h e r . 

I t i s no t our i n t e n t i o n t o exp lo re the r easons 

for M e l v i l l e ' s p o p u l a r i t y . The purpose of t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n 

i s t o examine M e l v i l l e ' s thought i t s e l f . Many and var ied 

have been the approaches of s c h o l a r s t o M e l v i l l e ' s t h o u g h t . 

However, none seems t o have e l a b o r a t e d upon t h e very 

d e f i n i t e th read of c o n f l i c t t h a t runs through b i s work. 

40 Moby Dick, p . 8 5 7 . 
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The burden of t h i s study wi l l be to examine t h i s conf l i c t 

in the l i g h t of the problem of e v i l and imperfection nhich 

Melvi l le saw everywhere about him. Melvi l le h = d a v is ion 

of con f l i c t tha t can be studied on three l e v e l s ; conf l ic t 

within soc ie ty , conf l i c t wi thin man, conf l ic t between men 

and God or, i n M e l v i l l e ' s terms, between ear th and heaven. 

Obviously Melvi l le did not approach his problem 

of conf l i c t in such a t idy order. His works show an 

inter-weaving of these th ree basic c o n f l i c t s . The purpose 

of t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n w i l l be to unravel the skein of 

M e l v i l l e ' s thoughts, knottea and twisted tha t i t i s . and 

sor t out the con t ra r i e s and contradic t ions tha t he saw, 

or thought he saw, in the world about him, within him, 

and above him. 

M e l v i l l e ' s output was prodigious, especial"!.7 in 

view of the fact t ha t he concentrated h i s eigho, best-known, 

prose works within a span of nine yea r s . His short s t o r i e s 

and verse were to f i l l several more volumes* In fac t , the 

standard Constable ed i t ion of a l l h i s wri t ing runs t o 

s ixteen volumes and a few short prose and poet ic works 

have been published since Weaver edited the Constable 

ed i t ion in 1924. For our study we sha l l keep to the major 

prose works; Mardi. rthite-Jacket, Moby Dick, P i e r r e . and 

B i l ly Budd w i l l share chief a t t e n t i o n . They excel in content . 
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His o the r w r i t i n g s s h a l l be used f o r c o r r o b o r a t i v e ev idence . 

In the works ment ioned, M e l v i l l e s t r u c k up-^n a l l h i s 

impor tan t themes . The o the r s were more l i k e o v e r t o n e s . 

Every man i s a p roduc t of h i s age i n one way or 

a n o t h e r . M e l v i l l e too was dependent upon t h e w e l t e r of 

i d e a s i n which he moved and b r e a t h e d . In h i s The Trjrirg---

out of Moby-Dick. Howard Vincent shows how M e l v i l l e drew 

h e a v i l y upon B e a l e ' s N a t u r a l H i s t o r y of t h e Sperm Whale_. 

I f M e l v i l l e was indeb ted t o a s p e c i f i c book for m a t e r i a l 

t h a t he h imsel f knew from p e r s o n a l expe r i ence before t h e 

mast , how much more was he dependent upon the i d e a s t h a t 

formed the f a b r i c of h i s t i m e s , i dea s t h a t were i n t h e 

c o n v e r s a t i o n s and w r i t i n g s of h i s con tempora r i e s , i d e a s 

t h a t were the very k e y s t o n e s of books t h a t he r e a d , of 

systems of t hough t i n which he was t r a i n e d as a lad and 

i n t o which he delved as a young man. Hence, t h e f i r s t 

s t e p i n t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n w i l l be a s tudy of M e l v i l l e 

and h i s a g e , t he source of M e l v i l l e ' s v i s i o n of c o n f l i c t . 



CHAPTER II 

MELVILLE AND HIS AGE 

Melville had an alert mind. In many respects he 

can be said to personify the ideal of the Latin poet 

Terence, "Nihil humanum a me alienum puto". He responded 

emotionally and intellectually to what he saw, heard and 

read. His mind, too, was philosophical: he was anxious to 

pierce to the depths of things, to analyze their ultimate 

causes.. As an artist, he wanted to experience the ultimate 

as well as define it. Immediately abou"1: him were the 

Transcendentalists, Thoreau, Emerson, who emphasized the 

immaterial reality that lay behind external objects. To 

Melville, as to some of his contemporaries this view gave 

birth to a dualism, or conflict, that seemed to lie at the 

heart of things and have a counterpart in the very mind 

of man. 

There was a painful division in his mind, as in the 
minds of many of his contemporaries, between his dis­
trust of the discursive reason and his respect for it; 
...he suffered deeply from the inner dissociation of his 
age. Yet his aspiration, like Thoreau's for example, 
was to triumph over them; to do justice both to visible 
"objects", masks as they are, and to the immaterial 
reality that, as he believed, lies behind them. It 
was an Impossible task, so profoundly split, so 
dualized was the mind of his time, and his own as 
representative of it i. 

1 Newton Arvin, op.cit.. p.169. 
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The mind of Melville's time did not produce itself. 

For its heritage it had the Cartesian and Kantian schools 

of thought which had been working like a ferment in the 

intellectual life of Europe and England, and consequently 

of America itself. Descartes's philosophy presumed an 

absolute antithesis of mind and matter. After Descarte3. 

philosophy became anthropocentric and reduced itself 

to the study of individual consciousness. Inevitably it 

bred an antagonism between spiritualism and empiricism. 

Descartes' dichotomy was to show itself in such a writer 

as Blaise Pascal whose Pensees contain a thought that might 

just as well have been written by Melville himself: "The 

heart has reasons of which reason itself knows nothing"-

Descartes was responsible for an entirely new 

philosophical system, but other men were to be the more 

immediate influences on the 19th century mind and on 

Melville in particular. Descartes' dichotomy was to find 

fresh and varied expression in the writings of 18th and 

19th century philosophers like Spinoza, faerkely, and Hume. 

These men had tried to solve the antithesis cf mind and 

matter that Descartes had posited. One tried pantheistic 

monism; Berkeley tried idealistic monism; Hume denied 

the substantial nature of both mind and matter. 
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Kant r e a c t e d t o t h e "pan-phenomenalism" of Hume and , 

f e a r i n g for t h e s p i r i t u a l i t y of t h e s o u l , the freedom 

of t h e w i l l , t h e e x i s t e n c e of God, and t h e o b l i g a t i o n of 

t h e moral law,posed once more t h e q u e s t i o n , What a re t h e 

c o n d i t i o n s of knowledge? 

M e l v i l l e knew K a n t ' s t h e o r i e s , a l ong w i t h t hose of 

Hegel and S c h l e g e l . On h i s t r i p t o Eufoland i n October , 1849, 

M e l v i l l e f e l l i n w i th F r a n k l i n Taylor and George Ad le r , t h e 

l a t t e r a p r o f e s s o r of German language and l i t e r a t u r e a t 

New York C o l l e g e . In h i s j o u r n a l , M e l v i l l e noted a warm 

companionship among the t h r e e and r e f e r s s p e c i f i c a l l y t o 

the evening of Monday, October 22 , when Adler and Taylor 

came t o h i s room and t h e t h r e e indulged i n whiskey punches , 

"We had an e x t r a o r d i n a r y t ime & did not break up t i l l two 

i n t h e morning. We t a l k e d metaphysics c o n t i n u a l l y & Hegel , 
2 

S c h l e g e l , Kant . . . . 

By t h i s t i m e , October , 1849, Mardi had been w r i t t e n 

and p u b l i s h e d . But Moby Dick and P i e r r e were s t i l l t o flow 

from M e l v i l l e ' s pen . I n f a c t , the deep , t o r t u r e d p h i l o s o -

p h i z i n g s of M e l v i l l e d a t e , f o r t h e most p a r t , from t h i s 

pe r iod of approx ima te ly 1849 and 1850. Although i n f l u e n c e s 

o ther t h a n Kant were t o have an even g r e a t e r impress upon 

him, t h e r e i s a s t r a i n of Kan t ian ph i losophy i n M e l v i l l e . 

2 Eleanor M, Mb W a i f , e d i t o r , J o u r n a l of a V i s i t t » 
L»ndon and t h e C o n t i n e n t . Cambridge, Harvard U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 
l ^ + » , p . 1 2 . 
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I n The C r i t i q u e of Pur© Reason Kant claimed t h a t phenomenon 

a re n o t h i n g but r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s . There i s a t r a n s c e n d e n t a l 

o b j e c t , the t h i n g - I n - i t s e l f (Ding an S ich ) which our under­

s t and ing cannot fathom. How c l o s e l y r e l a t e d i s t h i s t heo ry 

t o M e l v i l l e ' s v i s i o n of Ahab p i e r c i n g the "pas teboard masks" 

t o a t t a i n r e a l i t y , and, what i s even more s i g n i f i c a n t , of 

Ahab go ing down t o de fea t i n the a t t e m p t ! 

In K a n t ' s C r i t i q u e of Pure Reason t h e r e i s e l a b o r a t e d 

t h e "cosmolog ica l i d e a " t h a t t o every t h e s i s formulated 

concern ing t h e u l t i m a t e n a t u r e of m a t t e r , may be opposed 

an e q u a l l y p l a u s i b l e a n t i t h e s i s . Two of K a n t ' s four a n t i ­

monies have r e l e v a n c e t o M e l v i l l e ' s thought.- F i r s t , b e s i d e s 

t h e c a u s a l i t y which i s acco rd ing t o t h e laws of n a t u r e and, 

t h e r e f o r e , n e c e s s a r y , t h e r e i s c a u s a l i t y which i s f r e e . 

The a n t i t h e s i s : There i s no freedom; e v e r y t h i n g i n the world 

t a k e s p l a c e e n t i r e l y acco rd ing t o t h e laws of n a t u r e . 

Second, There e x i s t s an a b s o l u t e l y n e c e s s a r y Being be longing 

t o the wor ld , e i t h e r a s a p a r t or as a cause of i t . The 

a n t i t h e s i s : There nowhere e x i s t s an a b s o l u t e l y nece s sa ry 

Be ing , e i t h e r w i t h i n or wi thout t h e wor ld . 

Kand f e l t t h a t both the t h e s i s and a n t i t h e s i s of 

t h e s e two an t inomies a r e p l a u s i b l e . They show t h a t such 

cosmical concep t s as cause and n e c e s s a r y Being a r e beyond 

the l i m i t s of e m p i r i c a l knowledge and r a t i o n a l e x p e r i e n c e . 
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In our study of Moby Dick we s h a l l observe both of these 

antinomies in M e l v i l l e ' s thought . In regard t o free 

c a u s a l i t y and in regard to God Himself there i s evident 

the i n a b i l i t y of the human mind to grasp e i t h e r . In 

e f f ec t , both terms of these antinomies are p laus ib le in 

so far as human reason i s concerned. As we sha l l see, the 

tragedy of Ahab l i e s .in his f a i lu re to admit humbly tha t 

he cannot grasp the Ultimate but must be content with 

the paste-board masks. 

Kant ' s Cr i t ique of P r a c t i c a l Reason finds an echo 

in P i e r r e and u l t imate ly in B i l ly Budd. P i e r r e i s driven on 

by a sense of duty. He refuses to take stock of the r e s u l t s 

and circumstances of h i s decis ion to marry I s abe l , a 

h a l f - s i s t e r . Untold misery and tragedy ensue, but P ie r re 

i s buoyed up by the thought tha t he has followed h i s sense 

of duty . In Bj1ly Budd Captain Vere knows that h i s decis ion 

to hang B i l l y i s more the product of a "p rao t i ca l " reasoning 

than that of ul t imate t r u t h and goodness. But the l a t t e r 

i s beyond human comprehension and execut ion. The only 

feas ib le course to follow i s tha t of the law of human con­

duct and expediency. 

Kant ' s "ca tegor ica l imperat ive" i s c lose ly r e l a t e d t o 

both of these s i t u a t i o n s 3 , There i s a s t r i k i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

3 For an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Kant ' s thought , I am 
indebted to William Turner, History of Philosophy. New York 
Ginn and Co. , 1929, pp.528-548. 
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The moral law i s autonomous; i t i s impressed on the w i l l 

by p r a c t i c a l r e a s o n and r e v e a l e d by immediate c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 

The moral law i s i m p e r a t i v e ; i t speaks w i t h t h e a u t h o r i t y 

of a u n i v e r s a l and moral d e t e r m i n a n t . The moral law i s 

u n c o n d i t i o n a l ; i t r u l e s t h e human being u n c o n d i t i o n a l l y 

and a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y a s a law of human c o n d u c t . Thus 

a c t bo th P i e r r e and Captain V e r e . 

M e l v i l l e ' s debt to Hegel i s n o t so e a s i l y t r a c e d . 

I n f a c t , a l t hough he was aware of H e g e l ' s i d e a s , a s proven 

by the f a c t t h a t he d i scussed Hegel , Kant and Sch lege l w i th 

Taylor on t h e t r i p to England i n 1849, M e l v i l l e does not 

seem t o i n c o r p o r a t e H e g e l ' s phi losophy i n t o h i s w o r k s . There 

i s once excep t ion , and t h a t i s B i l l y Budd. H e g e l ' s method 

c o n s i s t s i n fol lowing out a t r i a d i c development i n each 

concept and i n each t h i n g . For example, in regard to freedom, 

t h e u n r e s t r a i n e d a c t i o n s of t h e savage a r e not r e p r e s s e d i n 

any way. The second s t e p l i e s i n the exchange of t h i s 

freedom for i t s o p p o s i t e , t h e r e s t r a i n t of law and c i v i ­

l i z a t i o n . T h i r d l y , t h e c i t i z e n expe r i ences t h e f i n a l s t age 

of development, t h a t i s , l i b e r t y i n a h ighe r and f u l l e r 

sense than t h a t exper ienced by t h e s avage . The t h r e e 

s t a g e s a r e , t h e r e f o r e , s t y l e d , ( l ) i n i t s e l f ( A n - s i c h ) : 

(2) »ut of i t s e l f ( A n d e r s s e i n ) ; (3) i n and f o r i t s e l f 

(An-und- fu r - s i ch )« 



MELVILLE AND HIS AGE 28 

B i l l y Budd has something of t h e same t r i a d i c 

development . His o r i g i n a l innocence i s p r i m i t i v e , u n s p o i l e d . 

Thus the a n - s i c h . B i l l y ' s dea th-blow t o C l a g g a r t i n v o l v e s 

him i n t h e laws and customs of c i v i l i z e d man. Thus t h e 

a n d e r s s e i n , B i l l y Budd•s d e a t h i s a c t u a l l y something of a 

v i c t o r y , a development of s e l f . At t h e moment of be ing 

hanged from t h e ya rd-a rm, B i l l y seems t o expe r i ence no pa in 

or d e a t h s t r u g g l e , b u t i s seen by h i s mates a g a i n s t a 

vapoury f l e e c e t h a t resembles t h e f l e e c e of t h e Lamb of God. 

Thus, i n meekly submi t t i ng t o law and m i l i t a r y or c i v i l i z e d 

procedure of law, B i l l y Budd assumes an even g r e a t e r s i g ­

n i f i c a n c e and impor t ance . Thus t h e an-und- fu r - ai ch . 

M e l v i l l e seems t o have been in f luenced more by the 

s p i r i t of H e g e l ' s ph i losophy than by i t s a c t u a l p r i n c i p l e s . 

Hegel endeavored t » a c h i e v e a complete s y n t h e s i s of r e a l i t y 

in te rms of r e a s o n . As we s h a l l s e e , such an o b j e c t i v e could 

be p r e d i c a t e d of Ahab i n Moby Dick. And t h e l e s son l ea rned 

by Ahab, and by M e l v i l l e , i s one which Hegel neve r g r a s p e d . 

. . . f o r i t i s not given t o t h e human mind t o g r a s p 
the t o t a l i t y of b e i n g , and t o f ind i n one formula a 
r a t i o n a l e of a l l r e a l i t y . No p h i l o s o p h i c a l system 
can c o n s i s t e n t l y c la im t o comprehend God; i t may 
d i s c o v e r Him, but i t must acknowledge t h a t He and His 
ways a r e i n s c r u t a b l e . Phi losophy must l eave room f o r 
f a i t h , and i t s l a s t word must be the n e c e s s i t y of 
f a i t h *•. 

4 Wi l l i am Turne r , i b i d . , p p . 5 8 2 - 5 8 3 . 
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Thus Moby Dick and Bi l ly . Bud4 s e r v e a s examples of how 

M e l v i l l e was in f luenced by Hegel i n a p p a r e n t l y c o n t r a ­

d i c t o r y ways. The f i r s t , as an a r t i s t i c exp re s s ion of 

what Hegel did not s ee , namely, t h a t f i n i t e man could 

neve r comprehend u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y . The second, a s an 

a r t i s t i c e x p r e s s i o n of t h e t r i a d i c development of t h e 

i n d i v i d u a l who p roceeds from one l e v e l th rough what i s 

a p p a r e n t l y a n t i t h e t i c a l , only t o a c h i e v e a h i g h e r and 

n o b l e r e x i s t e n c e . 

Two o t h e r European i n f l u e n c e s were a t work on 

M e l v i l l e ' s mind around 1849. A record of h i s purchases 

i n London, 1849, p roves t h a t he bought t h e Confess ions 

of Rousseau and t h e au tobiography of Goethe ->. I t i s t h e 

work of Rousseau t h a t has t h e most s i g n i f i c a n c e in r e l a t i o n 

t o M e l v i l l e . Rousseau, of c o u r s e , i s famous for t h e i d e a l 

p i c t u r e of man as he o r i g i n a l l y e x i s t e d i n the s t a t e of 

n a t u r e before e n t e r i n g the " s o c i a l c o n t r a c t " by which s o c i e t y 

was f i r s t formed. Rousseau demanded the abandonment of 

a r t i f i c i a l c u l t u r e and conven t iona l re f inement i n favor 

of what i s n a t u r a l , s i m p l e , and t h e r e f o r e of permanent 

va lue i n human n a t u r e . 

In Rousseau ' s Confe s s ions . M e l v i l l e read one of 

t h e most candid of a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s . I t i n f luenced M e l v i l l e . 

5 Eleanor M. Metca l f , o p . c i t . . p p . 8 5 - 8 $ . 
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Here he saw in fact the man Rousseau with characteristics 

of the romantic personality; extreme individualism, bor­

dering on megalomania at times, excessive sensibility, a 

passionate love of nature, rebellion against the established 

social and political order, the glorification of feelings 

over ideas, idealization of sensual love, and exaltation of 

the primitive and natural. 

On many of these counts Melville was already a 

disciple of Rousseau, whether he knew it or not. His 

purchase of Rousseau's Confessions follo».ed by four years 

the publication of Typee and Omoo which reflect much the 

same characteristics as enumerated above. In these books 

Melville glorifies the simple life of the Marquesas natives. 

He idealizes his relationship with Fayaway, the island beauty. 

It was in rebellion against the established order of dis­

cipline aboard the ship he sailed that moved Melville to 

escape into the jungle fastness. 

Other characteristics of Rousseau's philosophy 

were to be emphasized in the books that Melville wrote 

after 1849. In particular, the concept of the individual, 

alone and above common men, was to play a predominant role 

in Moby Dick. Pierre, and even in the very last book, Billy 

Budd. In Pierre, the element of isolation intensifies 

the concept of an individual against society. Pierre is alone. 
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His con tempora r i e s r ega rd him as i n s a n e ; he i s opposed a t one 

t ime or a n o t h e r t o h i s mother , h i s f a t h e r ' s s p i r i t , h i s 

b e t r o t h e d , h i s p u b l i s h e r s , h i s p u b l i c , h i s kinsmen— even 

t o I s a b e l , toward whom h i s a t t i t u d e became d i v i d e d . 

M e l v i l l e h imse l f , a s w e l l as t h e l i t e r a r y p r e d u c t s 

of h i s pen, was i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c . There runs t h r o u g h a l l 

h i s work the th read of r e v o l t , or a t very l e a s t , of 

a n a l y s i s and examinat ion of the t r a d i t i o n a l American mode 

of l i f e . 

M e l v i l l e was n o t h i n g i f not i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c . . . 
True a s t h i s was , t h e r e was much t h a t he had i n common 
w i t h such Americans of h i s t ime as Emerson, Thoreau, 
Hawthorne, Whitman, and P o p e . . . Going off i n t h e i r 
s e p a r a t e d i r e c t i o n s , t hey were in accord i n t h a t they 
were a l l f a c i n g o f f . a t t a n g e n t s t o American orthodoxy 
and r e s p e c t i b i l i t y " . 

M e l v i l l e ' s debt to Goethe may be more s i g n i f i c a n t 

than i s u s u a l l y conceded. G o e t h e ' s Faust has a p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

con ten t f a r beyond t h a t of Marlowe or of t h e legendary J o -

hann F a u s t , or F a u s t u s , of Wurtemberg. The o r i g i n a l Dr. Faust 

became t h e popu la r i d e a l of one who sought t o sound t h e 

depths of t h i s w o r l d ' s knowledge and enjoyment wi thout 

he lp from God. F a u s t ' s s e l l i n g h i s s o u l t o Satan for t h e 

p r i v i l e g e of t w e n t y - f o u r y e a r s of l i f e d u r i n g which he i s 

t o have every p l e a s u r e and a l l knowledge a t h i s command 

6 M l l i a m Sedgwick, o c c i t . . , p . 3 3 . 
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has a most i n t e r e s t i n g c o u n t e r p a r t i n Ahab 's s u r r e n d e r 

of h imse l f t o t h e powers of Satan t h a t he might ach ieve 

h i s o b j e c t i v e . 

But Marlowe a l s o wrote about F a u s t . To de te rmine 

how much M e l v i l l e was i n f luenced by Goethe and whether 

i t was Marlowe r a t h e r t h a n Goethe who had more i n f l u e n c e 

upon him i s a d i f f i c u l t ques t i on t o s o l v e . There i s 

l i t t l e or no th ing i n h i s w r i t i n g s t o a l low a d e f i n i t i v e 

answer . One t h i n g i s c e r t a i n : M e l v i l l e was as c l o s e to 

Marlowe as he was t o Goethe , because on t h e l i s t of books 

purchased on t h e t r i p t o London t h e r e i s mention not only 

of Goethe , bu t of Marlowe's p l a y s a s w e l l . 

I n f l u e n c e f r o m E n g l a n d . - M e l v i l l e ' s 

t i e wi th England i s bas i c and fundamenta l , j u s t as was t h e 

debt of a l l 19th c e n t u r y American w r i t e r s . Indeed t h e age 

of Whitman and M e l v i l l e marks t h e f i r s t r e a l b reak from 

the mother c o u n t r y , but such a h e r i t a g e cannot be disowned 

i n a f o r t n i g h t . M e l v i l l e h imself v i s i t e d England on t h r e e 

d i f f e r e n t o c c a s i o n s ; as a young man i n 1837, as a s u c c e s s f u l 

n o v e l i s t i n 1849, and as a d i s a p p o i n t e d man i n 1856-1857. 

In 1849 h.e r e t u r n e d wi th a smal l l i b r a r y of E n g l i s h 

a u t h o r s : Ben Jonson , Davenant, Beaumont and F l e t c h e r , 

H u d i b r a s . B o s w e l l ' s Johnson, a f o l i o of S i r Thomas Browne, 
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C a s t l e of Otranto. C h a r l e s Lamb, C h a t e r t o n , Vatnek. 
7 

Marlowe's p l a y s , Confess ions of a n Opium Ea te r ' . But 

a l r e a d y M e l v i l l e had become acqua in t ed w i t h E n g l i s h 

l i t e r a r y t r e n d s . As a f r i e n d of t h e Duyckincks, he had 

acce s s t o t h e i r w e l l - s t o c k e d l i b r a r y and took f u l l 

advantage of i t . I t was Ever t Augustus Duyckinck who 

was c l o s e r to M e l v i l l e . He was t h e son of t h e f i r s t 

p u b l i s h e r i n New York and became the e d i t o r of Wiley 

and Putnam's L i b r a r y of Choice Reading. When E v e r t , 

a long w i th h i s younger b r o t h e r George, became an e d i t o r 

of The L i t e r a r y World. M e l v i l l e was g iven a good share of 

space i n i t s p a g e s . Each of h i s works was t r e a t e d a t l eng th 

and w i t h sympathy. 

Eve r t Duyckinck had a g r e a t love for books and h i s 

l i b r a r y was w e l l s t o c k e d . In f a c t , i t was one ef the l a r g e s t 

i n New York a t t h a t t i m e . I t was h e r e t h a t M e l v i l l e had 

a c c e s s t o many volumes t h a t were t o shape and i n f luence h i s 

t h i n k i n g , a s w e l l a s h i s a r t , 

M e l v i l l e borrowed f r e q u e n t l y from i t , and h i s 
borrowings a r e i n d i c a t e d not only in the l i s t of them 
which Duyckinck kept but a l s o in M e l v i l l e ' s own w r i t i n g s 
where the i n f l u e n c e of R a b e l a i s , Browne, and C a r l y l e 
a r e most obvious 8 . 

Although i t i s more d i f f i c u l t t o a s c e r t a i n the 

s p e c i f i c a u t h o r s and i n f l u e n c e s t h a t were t h e s u b j e c t of t h e i r 

7 Eleanor M. Metcalf, op_.cit., pp.85-86. 

8 Geoffrey Stone, op.cit.. p.76. 
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c o n v e r s a t i o n s , i t i s e q u a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t M e l v i l l e 

was a p a r t of t h e l i t e r a r y c i r c l e t h a t g a t h e r e d p e r i o d i c a l l y 

a t t h e Duyckinck r e s i d e n c e . S i g n i f i c a n t , t o o , i s t he f a c t 

t h a t Duyckinck was an admirer of Co le r idge and so must have 

en te red i n t o many a me taphys i ca l d i s c u s s i o n w i t h h i s 

f r i end M e l v i l l e . 

As for t h e i n f l u e n c e of C a r l y l e , t h e r e a re s e v e r a l 

p o i n t s of r e f e r e n c e . S a r t o r Resa r tus develops a Transcen­

d e n t a l ph i losophy of U n i v e r s a l S p i r i t . The body of man i s 

the c l o t h i n g of the G o d - s p i r i t i n him and t h e m a t e r i a l or 

p h y s i c a l world i s the c l o t h i n g of t h e G o d - s p i r i t i n t h e 

u n i v e r s e , C a r l y l e goes on t o say t h a t man w i l l f ind h i s 

s a l v a t i o n no t in m a t e r i a l and f i n a n c i a l success but only 

th rough the a c t i o n of t h e s p i r i t . S i g n i f i o a n t l y , C a r l y l e 

ana lyzes the contemporary scene as one of s e l f i s h g rabb ing : 

"Each, i s o l a t e d , r e g a r d l e s s of h i s ne ighbor , tu rned 

a g a i n s t h i s n e i g h b o r , c l u t c h e s what he can g e t , and c r i e s 

'Mine ! ' and c a l l s i t Peace , because , i n t h e c u t - p u r s e and 

c u t - t h r o a t sc ramble , no s t e e l k n i v e s , but only a f a r 

cunninger s o r t , can be employed", 

M e l v i l l e h imse l f had made t h i s o b s e r v a t i o n in t h e 

scene i n Redburn v.nere pooplfe axe t o o busy i n t h e ma t t e r of 

every-day b u s i n e s s t o extend h e l p t o t h e hungry woman and 

her c h i l d . Human sympathy i s dead because of m a t e r i a l i s m . 
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Again in the same book, the passengers aboard the 

Highlander assume a superiority born merely of financial 

self-sufficiency. Essentially, it is a conflict within 

society, a conflict that exists between demands of human 

nature and the cold sophistication of those in power. 

In Mardi. Melville was to cast an even more 

jaundiced eye over the social scene. 

It is not gildings, and gold maces, and crown 
jewels alone, that make a people servile. There is 
much bowing and cringing among you yourselves, so­
vereign kingsJ Poverty is aboard before riches, all 
Mardi over; anywhere it is hard to be a debtor; 
anywhere, the wise lord it over fools; everywhere, 
suffering is found 9. 

In Clarel. Melville gives a panoramic view of history, muoh 

like the sombre view of Carlyle. Vaunted progress is merely 

Capitalistic exploitation. Brazen materialism is everywhere 

Science only gives more effective instruments to materialism, 

The abbot and the palmer rest: 
The legends follow them and die -
Those legends which, be it confessed, 
Did nearer bring them to the sky -
Did nearer w»o it to their hope 
Of all that seers and saints avow -
Than Galileo's microscope ,Q 

Can bid it unto prosing Science now x . 

In 1840, six years after the publication of Sartor 

Resartus. Carlyle gathered together a series of lectures wiriih 

he had been giving in England and published them under the 

title, Heroes and Hero Worship, He extols the individual fc-ip. 

9 Mardi. p.668. 

10 Clarel. p.428. 
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The doctrine »f the hero, the romantic doctrine, was 

common in the nineteenth century, but Carlyle was the first 

to insist upon it as a political concept, Melville's use 

of the individual protagonist with all the proportions of a 

hero is fairly obvious, Ahab is a hero who leads his motley 

crew in a desperate attempt to overpower their common foe, 

the White Whale, Pierre is a hero who stands against the 

social canons of respectibility for a cause that he believes 

in his own heart to be just, Billy Budd is a hero who 

achieves an ultimate defeat over evil, even though he 

must pay with his own life. 

Even without Carlyle, it seems likely that Melville 

would have fashioned these same characters along much the samf 

lines. In Carlyle, it can be said, he found confirmation 

for his ideas, rather than inspiration. But in Carlyle, 

he found a spur and a model for his vigorous style. 

Carlylese is a term for the vigorous, impassioned style 

that compensates in emphasis and force for what it lacks 

in grace and delicacy. The lines of Moby Dick, of Pierre, 

even of Billy Budd written near the end of his life, are 

exemplary of the same type of prose style that distinguished 

Carlyle. 

Richard Chase makes an illuminating remark about 

Melville in his study of the man and his work: 
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There i s much t h a t i s s o l i t a r y i n M e l v i l l e ' s 
t h o u g h t . And ye t h i s l a t e r works p l a c e him squa re ly 
i n the t r a d i t i o n of V i c t o r i a n t h o u g h t . C l a r e l i s t h e 
work of a man w e l l ve r sed i n the c o n t r o v e r s i e s of h i s 
day and shows M e l v i l l e t o have been a s t u d e n t of t h e 
p o l i t i c a l r e v o l u t i o n s of t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y , of t h e 
s c i e n t i f i c d i s c o v e r i e s of t h e t i m e , and of the ' h i g h e r 
c r i t i c i s m ' of myth and r e l i g i o n , C l a r e l w i l l very 
much remind us of t h e work of Matthew Arnold and 
Ar thur Hugh Clough ( A r n o l d ' s 'Empedocles on E t n a ' , 
which M e l v i l l e read i n 1871 . e s p e c i a l l y comes t o 
m i n d ) " -

Empedocles on Etna was pub l i shed i n 1853, a f t e r M e l v i l l e ' s 

Moby Dick and P i e r r e had a l r e a d y reached the p u b l i c , 

However, t h e s p i r i t of A r n o l d - - e v e r y t h i n g t o be endured, 

n o t h i n g t o be done—is the very a t t i t u d e t h a t marks 

C l a r e l pub l i shed i n 1876, and e s p e c i a l l y B i l l y Budd 

w r i t t e n i n 1891, a s M e l v i l l e ' s own " t e s t a m e n t of accep tance 

The V i c t o r i a n age thought i t saw a c o n f l i c t between f a i t h 

and r e a s o n . Such f i g u r e s a s .arnold, C a r l y l e , Browning, and 

Tennyson though t t h a t f a i t h was t h e n o b l e r and t h e r i c h e r 

course t o f o l l o w , but they were confused and saddened by 

the apparen t c o n f l i c t s t h a t s c i e n c e and r eason were p r o ­

p o s i n g . F a i t h can ach ieve more d e s i r a b l e r e s u l t s , but i t 

was f e l t t h a t man could no t l i v e by f a i t h a l o n e . E s p e c i a l l y 

i n P i e r r e . M e l v i l l e e n v i s i o n s t h e same c o n f l i c t in t e rms of 

two norms of conduc t ; t h e one nob le and d e s i r a b l e , d i c t a t e d 

by t h e h e a r t or f a i t h , t h e o t h e r , r e a s o n a b l e and p e d e s t r i a n . 

d i c t a t e d by t h e head or r e a s o n . There i s a c o n f l i c t betwef i the.-. 

11 Richard Chase, op.cit.. p.242. 
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In Billy Budd. the conflict is still there, but there is 

a wistful sadness in the conclusion that compromise is the 

only solution, 

Melville's identification with Arnold takes on added 

significance when we remember that Arnold's poems represent 

most »f the conflicts of the age. The accent on the mind of 

man was leading to the extension of reason into the various 

levels of human activity: democracy in politics, science 

in education, criticism in religion, realism in literature* 

Arnold tried to make an honest choice between the two 

termini, the traditional and the new, Without the certainty 

of religious truth, that is, without the guidance and 

protection of an infallible Church, he was caught between 

the conflicts and without a light to guide him concluded 

that serenity is impossible in modern life with "its sick 

hurry, its divided aims". In his copy of Arnold's essay on 

Heine, Melville marked a passage that concludes the critics 

study of the German poet: 

That is what I say; there is so much power, 
so many seem able to run well, so many give promise 
of running well; - so few reach the goal, so few -2 
are chosen. Many are called, but few are chosen 

This same longing for fulfilment, experienced by Arnold, 

had a counterpart in Melville himself.. The conflicts re­

mained; they felt helpless in the face of what they thought 

were insoluble antinomies. Withdrawal was a silent protest* 

12 Quoted in Newton Arvin, op,clt,. p.255. 
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In a copy of Arnold's poems, Melville was to write next to 

the lines, "Stanzas from the Grand Chartreuse", "Silent, -

the best are silent now" ' , 

If Melville was influenced by the spirit of his 

age, in some respects he was also objective enough to 

withdraw from it and use his own yardstick to measure it. 

Paradoxically, he was annoyed that the Victorian Age should 

surrender in the face of these apparent conflicts. 

Pierre, at the end of his tragedy, drained dry 
of his-emotional and spiritual life, calls himself 
neuter, Melville's criticism of the nineteenth century 
was just that; it was neuter. Neither in its beliefs 
nor in its unbeliefs did it show any visceral strength 
of human nature 14. 

Ironically, this neutrality is the very refuge that Melville 

was to embrace as the struggle to resolve the antitheses 

grew weaker within him. After Pierre there is a decided 

tendency to let well enough alone and to seek an obscurity 

of acceptance and compromise, 

Melville was acquainted with another Victorian, 

Thomas DeQuincey. It was the Confessions of an English 

Opium Eater that exerted the most influence upon him. In 

his Journal for the trip to England in 1849, Melville 

specifically remarked that he had just finished the "Opium 

Eater" and considered it " a most wondrous book", a 

13 Quoted in Geoffrey Stone, op_.cit., p.273. 

14 William Sedgwick, op_,cit, , p.215. 
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"marvelous book" ^ , DeQuincey's influence on Melville 

was on the level of prose style. Inverted clauses, vo­

cative passages, and enormous sentences fill his style. 

DeQuincey is a direct descendent of Thomas Browne, 

Melville also read Browne and from the both of them 

gained a more expert use of the "impassioned" prose that 

he wrote. The style is ornate, rhythmical, and emotional. 

On the other hand, there is little in the thought of either 

man that from all appearances influenced Melville, 

If there was any one influence from England that 

moved Melville to the depths, it was the Bard of Avon 

himself, Shakespeare's influence upon Melville was in all 

phases of the writer's craft and thought. Melville became 

acquainted with Shakespeare in late 1848 or early 1849. in 

a letter to Evert Duyckinck, written about that time, 

Melville exclaims: 

Dolt and ass that I am I have lived more than 29 
years, & until a few days ago never made close acquain­
tance with the divine William, .ah, he's full of sermons-
on-the-mount, and gentle, aye, almost as Jesus. I take 
such men to be inspired. I fancy that this mount (?) 
Shakespeare in heaven ranks with Gabriel, Raphael, and 
Michael. And if another Messiah ever comes, twill be in 
Shakespeare's person ">. 

Charles Olson is more specific in dating this discovery in 

February of 1849 and claims that Melville bought a seven 

volume set of Shakespeare in Boston at that time. 

15 Eleanor Metcalf, op.cit.. p,81. 

16 Quoted in Willard Thorp, ed., Herman Melville: 
Representative Selections. New York, American Book Company, 
1938, p.370, 
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Olson quotes a letter from Melville to Duyckinck in which 

Melville describes this set of Shakespeare: 

It is an edition in glorious neat type, every letter 
whereof is a soldier, & the top of every 't' like a 
musket barrel, 

I am mad to think how minute a cause has prevented 
me hitherto from reading Shakespeare, But until now 
any copy that has come-atable to me happened to be a 
vile small print unendurable to my eyes which are 
tender as young sperms. 

But chancing to fall in with this glorious edition, 
I now exult over it, page after page ̂ 7. 

It is significant to note that the books of Melville which 

possess the most thought-content and which reflect a truly 

thinking mind were written after his reading of Shakespeare. 

Mardi, an acknowledged philosophical treatise, was published 

in.-1849; Moby Dick, v.hose symbolism is deep and elusive, 

was printed in 1851, and Pierre, a melange of theories 

and searchings, came to the public in 1852. 

In the summer of 1850, while intent on the creation 

of Moby Dick. Melville wrote an essay for the Literary World 

concerning Hawthorne's Mosses, In this essay Melville had 

this to say about Shakespeare: 

...those deep faraway things in him; those occasional 
flashings-forth of the intuitive truth in him; those 
short, quick probings at the very axis of reality; -
these are the things that make Shakespeare, Shakespeare ̂  

As an indication of what Shakespeare did for Melville and 

as a hint of what would be the dominant theme in Moby Dick. 

17 Quoted in Charles Olson, Call Me Ishmael. New York; 
Reynal and Hitchcock, 1947, p,39. 

18 Quoted in William Sedgwick, op.cit.. p.85. 
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which was being wr i t t en a t t h i s same t ime, Melvil le remarks 

about Shakespeare in the same essay on the Mosses: 

F»r in t h i s world of l i e s , Truth i s forced to f ly 
l i k e a scared white doe in the woodlands; and only 
by cunning glimpses w i l l she revea l herse l f , as in 
Shakespeare and other masters of the grea t Art of 
Tel l ing the Truth - even though i t be only cover t ly 
and by snatches 19. 

An examination of the ac tua l se t of Shakespeare 

owned by Melvi l le reveals tha t on the f l y - l e a f of the l a s t 

volume Melvi l le made notes t ha t involve the characters of 

Moby Dick, such charac te r s as Ahab, Pip , Bulkington, Ishmael, 

and are a key t o M e l v i l l e ' s in ten t in regard to these 

oharao te rs 2 , Especia l ly in regard to any referenoe in 

Shakespeare concerning t r u t h - s e e k e r s , Melvil le was quick to 

put a check or make a no te . In Antony and Cleopatra. 

Melvi l le put a cheok beside Enobartus ' blunt answer to 

Antony's cor rec t ion of h is speeoh: "That t r u t h should be 

s i l e n t , I had almost fo rgot" . In Lear. Melvi l le underscored 

the Foo l ' s answer to Lear ' s angry th rea t of the whip: 

"Truth ' s a dog must to kennel; he must be whipp'd out, when 

Lady the brach may stand by the f i r e and s t ink" 2 . 

Hamlet and King Lear were the t raged ies of Shakespeare 

t h a t seemed to a f fec t Melvil le the most. I t i s worthy t o 

note t h a t M e l v i l l e ' s tragedies—Moby Dick and Pierre—were 

19 Quoted in Charles Olson, o p . c i t . . p .42 . 

20 I b i d , , p . 39 . 

21 I b i d . , p .42 . 
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written in 1851 and 1852, shortly after his reading of the 

volume that contained King Lear, Hamlet.and Othello. Since 

a first-hand examination of Melvillefs copyvOf Shakespeare 

is not possible, we must again rely on Charles Olson for 

the significant fact that in the fly-leaf of the afore­

mentioned volume, Melville in his own hand penned these lines-

Ego non baptizo te in nomine Patris et Filii et 
Spiritus Sancti — sed in nomine Diaboli — madness is 
undefinable - It & right reason extreme of one, - not 
the (black art) Goetic but Theurgic magic — seeks con­
verse with the Intelligence, Power, the Angel 2 2. 

The close relationship of these lines of Melville with what 

he wrote in M»by Dick is most interesting, AS Ahab bathes 

the harpoon in blood, Melville writes in Moby Dick: 

"Ego non baptizo te in nomine patris, sed in nomine 
diaboli!" deliriously howled Ahab, as the?malignant ivon 
scorchingly devoured the baptismal blood 3, 

Indeed Shakespeare was of tremendous import in the 

development and maturity of Melville's mind and art. Of 

course, Melville was in a receptive mood; otherwise, the 

"deep faraway things" in Shakespeare would not have affected 

him as they did. Sedgwick sums up the causal relationship 

between these two men: 

The influence of Shakespeare on Melville was funda­
mentally a profound and pervasive act of fertilization. 
There are many indications of this,..That is, there are 
numerous, diverse parallels in language, in emotional 
effect, in situation and tragic action, between Moby DJCK 
on the one hand, and, on the other, King Lear, Hamlet. 
Macbeth. Othello, and Timon 24. 

22 Cf. Charles Olson, op.cit.. p.52. 

23 Moby Dick, p.1052. 

24 William Sedgwick, op.cit.. p.85. 
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The vital difference lay on two levels: First, Shakespeare 

had the rare and lofty genius to persevere and produce much 

more, and most on a high literary plane, whereas Melville 

soon ran dry and after Moby Dick nothing of comparable 

quality was to issue from his pen. Second, Shakespeare was 

satisfied to leave ultimate truth and a final answer to the 

problems and conflicts of life to the philosophers and theo­

logians, whereas Melville sought to smash his way t» a com­

prehension of all things in this world and the next. His end 

was frustration, or rather, compromise. Shakespeare scaled 

the heights by "random probings and inferences". 

Shakespeare's influence on Melville is justifiably 

studied in relation to the other factors that were instru­

mental in shaping Melville's mind in the nineteenth century. 

For one thing, Shakespeare is of universal appeal and to 

restrict him to the Renaissance is to deny his sustained 

influence in all periods. In fact, there are facets in 

Shakespeare that sparkle according to the century in which 

he is read. What Melville found in Shakespeare that 

weighed very heavily with him at the moment was the element 

of doubt in Hamlet, The doubt of Hamlet and the conscious 

scepticism of the nineteenth century were cousins-germane. 

Hence, the immediate identification of what Melville found in 

Shakespeare and what he experienced as a very alert citizen li­

the world of the nineteenth century. His work reflected it. 
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The r e s u l t i a •bvious in such a work as P i e r r e . Like 

Hamlet, P i e r r e i s destroyed in what seems t » him a r ighteous 

cause . Like Hamlet, P i e r r e i s t roubled by doubts and scruples 

t h a t h i s course of ao t ion i s r e a l l y wr»ng a f t e r a l l . 

I n f l u e n c e f r o m A m e r i c a.— Melvi l le 

is American to the core. Although he absorbed much of the 

philosophic thought of Franoe, Germany, and England, it was 

all grist for his mill and what came forth was a new, vital 

kind of Americdniam, symptomatic of the great burgeoning forth 

of the 1840's and 1850's. Melville is most typically American 

in a sense once described by Emerson: 

Not out of those on whom systems of education have 
exhausted their culture, comes the helpful giant to de­
stroy the old »r to build the new, but out of unhand-
selled savage nature 25. 

Melville was to fulfill a role that Emerson had defined, but 

the author of The American Soholar was never to realize the 

faot. 

Melville himself voiced confidence in the vast 

potential of America and in his essay on Hawthorne boasted 

with something of romantic extravagance: 

Believe me, my friends, that men not very much inferior 
to Shakespeare are this day being born on the banks of 
the Ohio. And the day will oome when you shall say, who 
reads a botk by an Englishman that is a modern? 26, 

25 Quoted from "The American Scholar" in F. 0, 
Matthiessen, Amerioan Renajsganoe. New York, Oxford University 
Press, 1941, p.372. 

26 Quoted in F, 0, Matthiessen, op.cit.. p.372. 
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The inspiration and verve that moved Melville to create his 

novels came from a basio "savagery" that he felt was a oloser 

approximation to reality than so-oalled civilization. In 

Moby Dick Ishmael remarked: "...long exile from Christendom 

and civilization eventually restores a man to that condition 

in which God placed him, i.e., what is oalled savagery. I 

myself an a savage." 27 Melville toyed with the theory that 

a return to the primitive would bring to light the true 

pattern of things and supply answers for problems that seemed 

created or at least accentuated by man's traditions and 

culture. In Typee Melville extolls the virtues of the Poly­

nesian native and credits the White Man in general and Chris­

tian missionaries in particular with the vices and sorrows 

that found their way into the primitive community. 

The plots and characters of Moby Dick and Pierre, 

even of Mardi and Billy Budd were drawn from civilized life. 

But Melville himself cut through the traditional beliefs and 

attitudes of his age in an attempt to find a solution for 

the problems that trapped his characters. In fine, he did 

not formally subscribe, in his mature years, to any of the 

traditional dogma of his Presbyterian and Calvinistic back­

ground but, like primitive man, sallied forth under his own 

power and oonjured up his own principles t» solve what 

appeared to him to be the conflicts of life. 

27 Moby Dick, p.924. 
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S t i l l he could not escape h i s h e r i t a g e . His t roubled 

mind was r e a l l y the r e s u l t of a background and t r a d i t i o n 

tha t he oould not disown. M e l v i l l e ' s fa ther was a fusion of 

Scots Presbyter ianism and Boston Unitar ianism. On h i s mother 's 

s i de , the Gansevoort c lan were staunch O a l v i n i s t s . Both 

Gansevoort and Melvil le family records r e f l e c t an i n c l i n a ­

t ion among h i s forebears to preaching and genera l p ie ty in 

the family. There are no records of M e l v i l l e ' s own church 

a f f i l i a t i o n but the evidence of h i s novels ind ica tes t h a t 

he l i s tened t o many sermons in his day. Ishmael 's remarks 

and Father Mapples's sermon in Moby Dick are the product of 

a man who had heard many lec tu res from a Pro tes tan t p u l p i t . 

M e l v i l l e ' s b r i e f schooling was in the "god-fearing" academy 

of Dr. Beck in Albany, New Y»rk, Here a course in Hls to r i a 

Sacra was pa r t of the regular c l a s s i c a l curriculum in the 

f i r s t year . In Albany Melvi l le l ived from the time he was 

eleven u n t i l seventeen, a year before h i s f i r s t voyage. The 

c i ty i t s e l f was a stronghold of Pur i tan p i e ty and economy. 

In 1847 be married El izabeth Shaw, daughter of a good 

Uni tar ian family and in h i s years of g rea t f r u i t i o n , 1845-1855, 

he was a close fr iend of the Episcopal Duyckincks. Hence, 

Me lv i l l e ' s l i f e was influenced by a l l the major t rends of 

Protes tant ism in the United S ta tes of the middle of the century ' 

28 Cf. Nathal ia Wright, M e l v i l l e ' s Use of the Bib le . 
Durham, Duke Univers i ty P res s , 1949, p . 5 . 
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I f any r e s u l t of t h i s mixed a s soc i a t i on of r e l i g i o u s 

systems can be discerned in M e l v i l l e ' s work, i t i s a general 

r e j ec t ion of any ind iv idua l one and a f a i l u r e to d i s t i ngu i sh 

between any of them. In f a c t , t h e aAtaflOftiee t h a t were to 

ensue in h i s own vis ion of th ings can in l a rge measure be 

blamed on t h i s motley background of diverse r e l i g i o u s s e c t s . 

In 1854 Emerson said t h a t the age was Swedenborg's; t h a t i s , 

the age had embraced the subjec t ive philosophy t h a t the soul 

makes i t s own world. Such indeed was t he a t t i t u d e of 

Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman. I t was the s p i r i t of 

Transcendentalism. But Melvil le went off on another tangent: 

h i s soul wrest led with the objective world and t r i e d t o 

squeeze an answer out of r e a l i t y , l ike Jacob wres t l ing with 

the angel for a b l e s s ing . Thus Melvi l le stood apar t from 

his confreres in the matter of how they reacted to the 

hybrid r e l i g i o u s cu l tu re of t h e i r day: h i s confreres reached 

a Nirvana of subject ivism; Melv i l l e , a l b e i t influenced by 

his h e r i t a g e , reacted by s t r i k ing out to solve the problems 

i t glossed over or a c tua l l y c rea ted . 

The fundamental t r a i t of Calvinism was t h e awareness 

of the i n f i n i t e majesty and omnipotence of God, But Calvin 

accentuated the awareness of God in a wholly one-sided way. 

God operates a l l in everything; hence, He a l s o impels and 

moves to s i n . God thus becomes responsible for sin and e v i l . 
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Since God w i l l s t o manifest His majesty as wel l a s His mercy 

to the world, He was forced to c a l l i n to ex is tence the s inners 

together with the e l ec t and these s inners are absolu te ly 

destined for e t e r n a l damnation. 

On the b a s i s of i t s fundamental ideas , Calvinism la id 

the foundation of modern indus t r i a l i sm and oapi ta l i sm. I t 

wished not only t o bind the indiv idual to God, but t o t r a n s ­

form the world, to bend a l l and everything under the w i l l of 

God. For Calvin, labor and p r o f i t become a service of God t o 

such an extent tha t man i s no longer master of labor , but 

labor dominates man. In the case of the Ca lv in i s t , everything 

i s based on God, upon t r u s t in God, upon e l ec t ion by God, 

upon the person ' s thoroughness in h i s vocation and his bus i ­

n e s s . For t h a t reason he takes a pos i t ive a t t i t u d e t o a 11 

t e c h n i c a l , economic, s o o i a l , and p o l i t i c a l quest ions . Thus 

Calvinism has become the r e l i g i o n of a l l p r a c t i c a l l y i n ­

c l ined Anglo-Saxon peoples and has the re fo re been an opera­

t i v e faotor in modern cu l ture and economios, in s t a t e and 

soc i e ty . 

In England the somber s p i r i t of the Ca lv in i s t s 

gave b i r t h to the Pu r i t ans , who in turn a f f i l i a t e d with the 

Scotch P re sby te r i ans . The fr iends of the somber Calv in is t 

doc t r ines in England, for whom the Anglican Church had r e ­

mained too Catholic in i t s i n s t i t u t i o n s and usages, s t rove 
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as Puritans toward a Church purified of all Catholic elements, 

a purely Biblical church. The pressure of political and eco­

nomic controls soon drove the Puritans from England and they 

came to America to establish in New England a religious dy­

nasty that flourished under the leadership of Jonathan 

Edwards and the Mathers, but whioh by the middle of the nine­

teenth century was soft and flabby because of the material 

prosperity that had become its hall-mark and beoause of the 

problems it posed by its own teachings. 

Melville's famous passage in Typee where he excoriates 

the Christian missionaries and the culture of the West for 

bringing grief to replace the pristine joy of the natives is 

an indication of the conflict that was born in his own mind, 

Obviously, Melville thought, there must be some discrepancy. 

Perhaps pure nature and not the Christian dogma ( as 

taught by his Puritan forebears) is the key to serenity. 

If both are from God—this religion and pure nature itself— 

then there is a basic conflict at the very heart of things. 

Again, if primitive nature as reflected in the happy 

existence of the Polynesians is as it seems, how reconcile 

the doctrine of original sin? But even here in Typee there 

is a foreboding that things are really not as they seem. His 

forebodings are justified when he sees the native hunters 

return from an escapade with a bag of human remains. 



MELVILLE AND HIS AGE 51 

Then his fear lest he should be powerless to escape inten­

sifies. Even here, then, an inherited evil is at work. 

The Puritan concept of original sin explains this 

inherited evil. In place of the original holiness there came 

through sin a positive, evilly operating poweri Because of it, 

a man may be not only as cold and unresponsive as a pieoe of 

wood or a stone toward that which pertains to God and the 

good, but even positively rebels against the word, the will 

and the grace of God. This concupiscence not only brings forth, 

the personal sins of man as its fruit, but it may also be the 

cause of everything that man may do that is evil and in its 

Inmost essence sinful. Thus the characters like Jackson 

in Redburn and Claggart in Billy Budd. They are intrin­

sically evil. The real conflict for Melville came when he 

tried to fit in responsibility for action with this doctrine 

of fated evil because of original sin. Thus the torn 

mind and soul of Ahab and Pierre, whether they were free or 

fated, whether they were intrinsically evil or merely 

subject to the temptation to evil and hence free agents in 

their own destruction. If they are not free, then they have 

no responsibility, then they beoome robots and not the flesh 

and blood of vital personalities. Thus the questions that 

troubled Melville were fundamental questions to Puritan 

theology: what constituted original sin, to what extent could 
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man's will be free? Melville did not confine himself to 

moral and psychological observation, but entered the realm 

of metaphysios. He dwelt on the conflict between appearance 

and reality and, unohecked and unguided by any fixed system 

of theology, eventually found himself caught in a vortex 

of seeking the ultimate truth even while recognizing that 

it was as unfathomable as the sea. 

Melville was to inherit another strange twist in the 

Christian theology of his contemporaries. Matthiessen remarks* 

By Melville's time, and especially in protestant, 
democratic America, the emphasis was no longer on God 
become Man, on the unique birth and Divinity of the 
Christ*•.but on the rebel-killed by an unworthy society, 
on man become the Messiah, become God. 29. 

This attitude led logically to the ooncept that there was 

hardly anything more important than the individual; that he 

need not look further than himself for completion and ful­

fillment; that humanitarian!sm, and not humility before God, 

was the rock basis for brotherhood. These notions are opera­

tive in such characters as Ahab and Pierre, That Melville 

was strongly influenced by the theology of his age is 

balanced by the conclusion that he was also very conscious 

of its limitations because both Ahab and Pierre are tragio 

figures and their end is personal ruin. Melville was uncertain 

29 F, 0, Matthiessen, op.cit.. p.446. 
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Until Blllv Budd portrayed a character of compromise and 

acceptance, there is little or nothing in Melville to 

indicate anything but bewilderment and uncertainty 

about the basic issue of the individual and his relation 

to sin, free will, and God. Onoe Pierre abandons con­

vention, there Is no dogma to support him. His end is 

confusion, mental and moral. In Melville himself there 

Is a strong echo of the same collapse: delving beneath 

the externals and the conventionalities he was to sink 

into a limitless sea of speculation. In fact the severe, 

bleak, and uninspired Calvinism and Presbyterianism of 

his heritage was to make him question even the goodness 

of the Biblical God. 

What Melville tragioally lacked was the vision of 

traditional and Catholic theology that gave man a position 

in harmony with nature and with God. In him there is a 

potential for evil or for good. He is not sufficient 

unto himself, but possesses a higher aim that carries 

him outside of himself and eventually to self-fulfillment. 

Stone summarizes the contrast: 
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In t r a d i t i o n a l Chr i s t i an th ink ing , man's temporal 
condit ion i s short of the p o t e n t i a l fu l lness of h is 
being, but i n no sense i s there a fundamental oppo­
s i t i o n of what he i s to what he may be (hence the r e s u r -
reo t ion of the body), and one s t a t e i s t he reasonable 
prel iminary of the o the r . For the Pur i t an he re t i c and 
his Romantic h e i r , the t r a d i t i o n a l order , so t o speak, 
reversed: the Ca lv in i s t sa in t i s saved before he i s 
born and the Romantic hero , good by na tu re , i s a fa r 
b e t t e r man than circumstances can ever allow him to b e . 
The i d e a l , obviously, never can be fu l ly r e a l i z e d , and the 
r e a l , — the whole mate r ia l and s p i r i t u a l complex of man's 
ea r th ly ex is tence—is na t ive ly imperfeot and e v i l t o the 
degree of imperfection 30. 

Melvi l le knew Emerson's pos i t ion in regard t o the 

bas ic i ssues of l i f e in which he was embroiled. Although he 

had not ao tua l ly read through Emerson a t t h a t t ime, much of 

Emerson's philosophy i s sca t t e red through Mardi 31 , 

Baobalanja, the phi losopher , gave u t te rance on one occasion 

or another to a l l of the following thoughts: t ha t poet and 

philosopher are one; tha t the pas t and the present a re an 

organic whole; t h a t everyman can enjoy i n s p i r a t i o n i f he needs 

h is i n s t i n c t ; t ha t no f inished work i s more than a "scrawled 

copy of something". 

Of course Emerson must »e seen in the l igh t of 

Transcendentalism. This system i s the f ru i t of romanticism 

in philosophy. Between 1830 and 1835 a nucleous of 

Transcendental th inke r s was formed by Ralph Emerson, Henry 

Hegge, Bronson Aloott and o the r s . Their bond was a loose one. 

30 Geoffrey Stone, o p . o i t . . p . 4 . 

31 Cf. F. 0 . Matthiessen, op_.cit . , pp.384-385. 
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There was no formal creed to bind them together. Rather, 

it was an attitude or viewpoint that made one. Deepest in 

the transcendentalist mind was the romantic trust in human 

nature, together with an absolute trust upon their own in­

dependent thought,. If the rigid Calvinism had given way to 

the watery Unitarianism in religion, objective truth was 

also sacrificed to individual opinion in the realm of philosophy. 

Transcendentalism had a certain relationship to Kant's 

theories as outlined in his Critique of Pure Reason. Kant 

tried ti> show that human reason could deal reliably only 

with phenomena, and that in the realm of absolute verity 

human reason is powerless,. It can neither prove nor disprove. 

Nevertheless, our human nature demands that we live by certain 

ultrarational ideas—ideas such as God, Freedom, and Immor­

tality i To this realm, where reason is powerless,. human 

nature has an approach through faith. To explore this world 

beyond phenomena, the human being relied on intuition or what 

Coleridge called "reason" as opposed to the pedestrian "under­

standing" that saw only the differences and not the reality 

underlying all phenomena. Melville's objective to pierce the 

pasteboard masks and strike at reality is closely related 

to this theory of the Transcendentalists. Also Melville's 

great respect for the talented individual has a counterpart 
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in the doctrine held by Emerson and the other Transcenden-

talists that there is a divine sufficiency in the individual. 

The Transcendentalists were also important in the growth of 

Melville's mind in the sense that they developed a keen and 

searching criticism of American institutions and ways of 

life when the contemporary spirit was one of materialism 

and expansion, 

Melville departs most emphatically from the Transcen­

dentalists in the matter of evil in the universe. As with 

the other members of the group, one of the principal traits 

of Emerson's thought was an unfailing optimism. The very 

doctrine of self-reliance and the high possibilities of man 

naturally leads to optimism. Such roseate visions deceived 

Emerson and his group into blinking away the importance, if 

not the very existence, of evil itself, 

Melville, of course, is extremely conscious of evil 

and the harm it works. In Moby Dick. the chapter, "Midnight, 

Forecastle" pictures the whole earth as an arena in which men 

are sharks displaying savagery under the eye of a spectator 

God. In Mardi this consciousness of evil leads to a pessi­

mistic view of universal facts of sin and suffering and then 

to a consideration of the Creator's ambiguities in His 

creation. 
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When Melvil le f i r s t heard Emerson, he b lu r t ed out 

t ha t such th inkers were " a l l cracked r igh t across the brow"-^2. 

Me lv i l l e ' s scorn for t ranscendenta l thought became speci f ic 

and pointed with venom in P i e r r e . The hero follows out many 

of the p r e s c r i p t i o n s of Emerson's group but soon f a i l s in 

mental and physical h e a l t h . Melvi l le then snor t s , "C iv i l i za ­

t i o n , philosophy, Idea l Vi r tue ! behold your v ic t im" . 

Melvi l le a l so reac ted aga ins t the a s c e t i c s t r a i n 

in Emerson's thought , e spec i a l l y as portrayed in h i s essay, 

"The Poe t" . In h i s copy of Emerson's essays , Melvi l le noted 

the passage where Emerson deplores the fac t t ha t many poets 

had turned from t h e proper i n s p i r a t i o n of woods and waters 

and sun-bathed a i r to "Devi l ' s wine" and thus had d e t e r i o r a t e d , 

Melvi l le exclaimed in the margin: 

No, no, no, — T i t i a n — did he de t e r io r a t e? — 
Byron did he? — Mr. E, i s ho r r ib ly narrow he re . He 
has h i s Dardanelles for every Marmora,—But he keeps 
nobly on for a l l t h a t 33, 

M e l v i l l e ' s d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n with Emerson and the 

Transcendenta l i s t s arose la rge ly from t h e i r ignoring the whole 

problem of e v i l . As has been seen, there was a ce r t a in 

community of i n t e r e s t s and viewpoints between him and the 

group. But he f e l t t h e i r world was far from h i s own. 

32 F . 0 . Matthiessen, op_.cit.., p .471 . 

33 Quoted in F . 0, Matthiessen, o p . c i t . . p .472. 
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In fact, Melville kegan to feel as an alien in his own land, 

as Arvin has so aptly described the situation: 

Essentially he felt himself, and no doubt increasingly, 
a spiritual alien in the midst not only of the Duyokincks 
and the Willises but of the Emersons and the Thoreaus, 
their superiors, the best minds, Where among them all was 
there any recognition of the fact of tragedy, any aware­
ness of that dark half of the globe that more and more 
seemed to Melville an immitigable reality, not to be 
conjured away by transcendental spells 34, 

But there was another American figure to draw and 

attract him with a force equal to that of Shakespeare's upon 

his soul. Since they were to be friends in the flesh, perhaps 

the influence was even greater. The man was Nathaniel 

Hawthorne. We are indebted to Howard P. Vincent for the 

accumulation of facts that trace the inception and progress 

of this friendship ^ , 

On August 5, 1850, Melville and Hawthorne met for the 

first time. From this meeting there grew a correspondence 

which has been preserved by the Harvard Library, Here also 

are books which Hawthorne loaned Melville. The letters'from 

Hawthorne were probably destroyed; at the very least, they 

are nowhere to be found today. Harrison Hayford lists at 

36 
l e a s t nine personal meetings between the two men . 

34 Newton Arvin, o p . c i t . . p . 137. 

35 Howard P. Vincent, o p . c i t . . pp. '38-39. 

36 Harrison Hayford, Melvi l le and Hawthorne, 
unpublished doctora l d i s s e r t a t i o n , Yale Univers i ty . 
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Much of their conversation, oral and epistolary, was about 

moral and metaphysical matters. In Chapter Five we shall 

study the profound influence this relationship had on the 

actual writing of Moby Dick. 

For the Literary World in 1850 Melville wrote an 

essay on Hawthorne's Mosses from an Old Manse. The literary 

and personal esteem that Melville felt for Hawthorne oame to 

the fore in this piece. "Now", Melville said in this essay, 

"it is that blackness in Hawthorne...that so fixes and 

fascinates me." Thus the exact point of contact between 

these two men is immediately touohed? their mutual interest 

in the problem of evil. Moby Dick and Pierre were to follow 

as testaments of evil, written and codified under the spell 

of Hawthorne and, not to be forgotten, Shakespeare. Melville 

wrote in the same essay about the Mosses: 

Already I feel that this Hawthorne has dropped 
germinous seeds into my soul. He expands and deepens 
down, the more I contemplate him; and further and-further 
shoots his strong New England roots in the hot soil 
of my Southern soul 37. 

If Melville's own family heritage of Puritanism 

and Presbyterianism did not have enough influence of its own, 

then Hawthorne was a channel for an even more impressive 

amount. The Puritan past weighed heavily upon Hawthorne. 

37 Quoted in Newton Arvin, op.cit.. p.137. 
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Born and ra i sed in Salem he breathed the very a i r of 

Pur i tan theology. Pur i tan h i s t o r y and Pur i tan charaoter 

were in h i s very bones. All about him was a country-s ide 

where men had l i s tened to weekly sermons about sin and dam­

na t ion , made holy war aga ins t the savages and searched t h e i r 

consciences for half-hidden e v i l . In s p i t e of h i s h e r i t a g e , 

and in s p i t e of t he e s s e n t i a l influence i t had on his thought 

and works, Hawthorne was an i n d i v i d u a l i s t and stood aloof 

from his Pilgrim f o r e f a t h e r s . "Most dismal wretches" , he 

ca l led them. But t h e i r preoccupation with e v i l found a 

new t e l l i n g in the t a l e s of Hawthorne: "Young Goodman Brown", 

"The Hollow of the Three H i l l s " , "The Gentle Boy", are omly 

a few of the shor t t a l e s t ha t deal .wi th e v i l and suffer ing . 

The Scar le t L e t t e r , one of the great t r a g i c romanoes of the 

world, shows four people, a l l t r a g i c a l l y grea t of sou l , 

entangled in the mazes of broken law, 

There i s a s i gn i f i c an t d i f ference between Melvi l le 

and Hawthorne in t h e i r approach t o the problem of e v i l . 

Hawthorne depicted the good and e v i l i n a man's h e a r t . Mel­

v i l l e launched fur ther i n to the deep. He i s not so con­

cerned with ind iv idua l sin as with t i t a n i c uncontrol lable 

foroes which seem to make a pygmy out of the ind iv idua l human 

being. Thus Ahab looms more as a man ca r r i ed on the c r e s t of 

a cosmic wave. Evil assumes the proport ions of a global force . 
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The very symbol of the whale, which Melvi l le expands upon 

and qui te obviously s t r e s se s in the chapter "Measurement of 

the Whale's Skeleton" and in the chapters tha t emphasize-the 

vastness of the whaleing indus t ry , i nd i ca t e s t h a t the forces 

which sweep Ahab to h i s des t ruc t ion are tremendous and cer­

t a i n l y beyond the confines of a s ingle man's h e a r t . Melvi l le 

thus enlarged the v i s ion of e v i l from the moral t o the 

metaphysical . And i t i s on a metaphysical leve l t h a t 

Moby Dick i s best understood. 

The conf l i c t t ha t Melvi l le envisioned between good 

and e v i l ne t t l ed and disturbed him* Hawthorne saw the same 

c o n f l i c t , a t l e a s t on a moral and psychological l eve l , but 

l e f t i t at t h a t . Melvil le rankled under the apparent i n -

e x p l i c a b i l i t y of t h i s dichotomy and, unchecked by formal 

education or any coherent system of theology or philosophy 

and swept along by f i r s t one not ion, then another , un­

covered one layer a f t e r another of conf l i c t s u n t i l he was 

completely confused, as P ie r re w i l l t e s t i f y . 

I f the re was any one r eac t i on on M e l v i l l e ' s p a r t 

to t h e thought and atmosphere of the n ine teenth century, i t 

was one of c r i t i c i s m and except ion . In the vor tex of Kant, 

Rousseau, and Goethe from Europe, of Car ly le , Arnold, and 

DeQuincey, and espec ia l ly Shakespeare from England, i n the 
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atmosphere of his own religious background, of Emerson and 

of Hawthorne, Melville still stood apart as an individual. 

Whatever the thought, whatever the force of another's in­

fluence, Melville was an eclectic. Above all, of his own 

age he was critical: 

...his criticism of the nineteenth century may be 
restated thus: in its materialism it denied the good; 
in its idealism it denied the evil. In either case 
it denied the reality of life, and, denying this reality, 
humanity withered on all sides like an uprooted forest. 
The nineteenth century was a waste land, as sterile as 
the sands and rocky mountains of Palestine 38, 

The conflicts, the dichotomy, engendered by this 

philosophy, Melville saw on many levels. The first level 

for our consideration is his vision of conflict within 

society itself. 

38 William Sedgwick, o p , c i t . , p .216. 



CHAPTER I I I 

CONFLICT WITHIN SOCIETY 

When Melvi l le examined the world about him, he found 

con f l i c t s a r i s i n g from t h e fact that imperfection and e v i l 

seemed t o be a t the very core of c r e a t i o n . This imperfection 

led to conf l io t s t h a t were t h e very source of t ragedy, 

M e l v i l l e ' s views are bes t seen in the passages t h a t t r e a t 

of the oontras t between r i ch and poor, between war and 

peace in a supposedly Chr i s t ian soc ie ty . Again, he sees a 

conf l i c t and dichotomy within democratic socie ty and between 

the r e l a t i v e meri ts of primit ivism and progress , between 

savagery and c i v i l i z a t i o n . Omoo, White Jacke t , and Redburn 

contain l i t t l e more than a catalog of these antinomies.. 

But Mardi, Moby Dick and Pier re are an attempt to analyze 

and solve t he cleavages. Eventually Melvil le came to feel 

tha t the wise man, the man of s t a tu re over and above the 

commonality of men, w i l l t ry to work out for himself a 

philosophy of l i f e , but he w i l l do so a lone . Genius, alone 

and misunderstood, takes on t r a g i c s igni f icance and in 

pred ica t ing a f au l t in these heroes tha t leads to t he i r 

des t ruc t ion , Melvil le was approximating Shakespeare 's con­

cept of t ragedy. I s o l a t i o n , Melvil le f e l t , i s the condit ion 

on which a man th inks , for society r e j e c t s the t h i n k e r and 
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o f f e r s l i t t l e bu t c o n t r a d i c t i o n s and c o n t r a s t s . 

I t i s because t h e world i s shot through wi th e v i l 

t h a t t h e s e c o n f l i c t s a r i s e w i t h i n s o c i e t y . Imper fec t ion 

c u t s through t h e s t r a t a of s o c i e t y and c a u s e s c o n t r a s t s and 

i n c o n g r u i t i e s . Th is b a s i c i m p e r f e c t i o n i s what M e l v i l l e had 

i n mind when he wro te i n Mardi,: 

And though a l l e v i l s be assuaged ; a l l e v i l s can not 
be done away. For e v i l i s t he c h r o n i c malady of t h e u n i ­
v e r s e ; and checked i n one p l a c e , b r eaks f o r t h i n 
ano the r . 

These a r e the words of t h e f i e r y youth in Vivenza , After.. 

h i s impassioned speech in w h i c h - t h i s passage o c c u r s , 

Babbalan ja , whom most M e l v i l l e s c h o l a r s admit i s t h e most 

l i k e l y mouthpiece for M e l v i l l e ' s op in ions i n t h e e n t i r e book, 

i s acoused of hav ing au thored t h e s c r o l l from which the f i e r y 

youth had r e a d . Nor does Babbalanja deny the a c c u s a t i o n , 

a l t hough he t r i e s t o throw s u s p i c i o n on King Media. In hu ­

morous f a s h i o n , M e l v i l l e r emarks : " Indeed , t h e s e t t l e m e n t of 

t h i s q u e s t i o n must be l e f t t o t h e commentators on Mardi , some 

four or f i v e hundred c e n t u r i e s h e n c e . " 2 Not long a f t e r w a r d s , 

Babbalanja c a u t i o n s King Media, "My l o r d , s t i l l must we shun 

the unmi t iga ted e v i l ; and only view t h e good, or e v i l so mixed 

t h e r e w i t h , the m i x t u r e ' s o-oth". ^ 

1 Mard i . p . 6 6 8 . 

2 I b i d , p . 6 6 9 . 

3 I b i d , p . 7 1 8 . 
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In Moby Dick Melvi l le puts in to the mouth of 

Queequeg these words a f t e r Queequeg had seen a good deal of 

soc ie ty , " I t ' s a wioked world in a l l meridiens; I ' l l d i e a 

pagan". ^ Again in Moby Dick. Melvi l le puts t h i s thought in 

the mind of Ahab as he t akes stock of h i s hold over the crew 

of the Pequod: 

Nor was Ahab unmindful of another thing. In times 
of strong emotion mankind disdains all base considerations; 
but such times are evanescent. The permanent constitutional 
condition of the manufactured man, thought Ahab, is 
sordidness 5, 

Thus in discussing the contrasts and oonflicts whioh Melville 

saw between rioh and poor, between a world that professes 

a religion of peace and praotices murder and bloodshed, we 

will keep in mind that these conflicts arise from the existance 

of all-pervading imperfection and sordidness which "checked 

in one place, breaks forth in another". 

The cleavage between rich and poor is seen in Mardi 

and Redburn. ooth published in 1849, and is still in Melville's 

mind as he wrote Moby Dick in 1851, Pierre in 1852, and 

Israel Potter in 1855. In Mardi. symbol for the world as a 

whole, the advantages of money give a cheap superiority to t.be 

rich man, while the poor is considered his inferior. 

4 Moby Dick, p.793. 

5 Ibid,, p.887. 
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There i s much bowing and cringing among you your­
se lves , sovereign k ings! Poverty i s abashed before r i ches , 
a l l Mardi over; any where, i t i s hard t o be a debtor; 
any where, the w i s e . w i l l lord i t over fools ; every where, 
suffer ing i s found & , 

Ea r l i e r in Mardi. Melvi l le p ic tu res King Media acting in a 

haughty and arrogant fashion with " lean-visaged, poverty-

s t r i cken , and hence suspic ious looking v a r l e t s " , ' I f 

Melvil le i s hard on c i v i l a u t h o r i t y in i t s a t t i t u d e toward the 

poor and under-pr iv i leged, he i s much more severe with 

e c c l e s i a s t i o a l , In Maramma, considered to be the Catholic 

Church by most commentators., t he guide Pani asks for r e ­

compense a f t e r the t o u r . From the bottom of h i s hear t he 

b lesses the "hale matron, in handsome apparel" who i s 

lavish in her donat ion. But h i s a t t i t u d e toward the others 

i s s t e r n : 

"We are not rich., l ike unto Fauna," said the r e s t . 
Now the next pi lgr im was a very old and miserable 

man; s tone-b l ind , covered with r ags ; and supporting h is 
s teps with a s ta f f , 

"My recompense", said Pani . 
"Alas.l I have naught to g ive . Behold my poverty", 
"I can not s e e , " rep l i ed Pani; but fee l ing of h is 

garments, he said; "Thou wouldst deceive me; hast thou 
not t h i s robe, and t h i s s t a f f ? " 

"Ohl Merciful Pani, take not my a l l ! " wailed the 
p i lg r im. But h i s worthless gaberdine was t h rus t i n to the 
dwelling of the guide 8, 

6 Mardi, p .668 . 

7 I b i d , , p .478 . 

8 I b i d . , p .555 . 
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In Dominora, a symbol of Great Britain, Melville 

pictures crowds of men with hands tied behind their backs, 

crying out, "Bread, Bread'," Little attention is paid them; 

no sympathy is theirs in a hard, cruel world 9, A final 

reference to the inequality established by money and the 

lack of it is portrayed in Mardi when the Reception Day 

at Pimminee is sketched in terms of a cutting and ironical 

attack on the sham of riches. Melville describes the scene: 

It was an imposing array of sounds; a circulation 
of ciphers; a marshaling of tappas; a getting together 
of grimaces and furbelows; a masquerade of vapidities 1° 

In Redburn Melville reflects the miseries of the 

poor in the ill fortune that dogs Redburn's steps. The lad 

is an outcast among the rich on the river-boat and his lack 

of money causes an embarrasing situation in the cabin. 

The cold air forced the poorly clad boy into the cabin of 

the boat where admittance was to be had only by paying a 

sum of money over and above that of the regular fare. When 

a clerk demanded money, Redburn had to resort to a threat 

before he was allowed to stay in the warm room . 

But it is especially in Liverpool, the center of 

commerce and trade, that Redburn is brought into painful 

9 Ibid., p.639. 

10 Ibid,, p.600. 

11 Redteurn, p.1475. 
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contact with the sad p l i g h t of the poor, A woman, two g i r l s , 

and a baby are l e f t s ta rv ing in an a l l ey near t h e cotton ware­

houses. The policemen, whom Redburn accosts to do something 

about the t r ag ic s i t u a t i o n , p ro tes t t h a t i s i s none of t h e i r 

bus iness . Even when Redburn goes t o the captain of the pol ice 

t o r epor t tha t a l l four have died in s p i t e of attempts t o 

help them, he i s t o ld t h a t audi matters are the business of 

the c i t y pol ice and not of the Dock Po l i ce , Redburn remarks: 

I could do no more t h a t morning, being obliged to 
repa i r to t h e ship; but a t twelve o 'clook, when I went 
to dinner , I hurried in to Launcelot t ' s-Hey, where I found 
tha t the -vau l t was empty. In place of the women and 
ch i ld ren , a heap of quick-lime was g l i s t e n i n g . 

I could not learn who had taken them away, or whi­
ther they had gone; but my prayer was answered — they 
were dead, departed, and a t peace I 2 . 

Not even the miserable old women whom Redburn approaches for 

help a re w i l l i ng t o give a crus t of bread or volunteer in for ­

mation for he lp . The s t r i v i n g for mate r i a l gain has blinded 

men t o the fac t tha t they are bound to each other a t l e a s t by 

the t i e s of human n a t u r e . The ev i l of se l f i shness causes a 

conf l i c t between man and man. Indeed, " ev i l i s the chronic 

malady of the universe" . Evi l I s found among those who should 

fee l commiseration; and even more so among the soc ia l ly su­

per io r who are not so l i k e l y t o fe&l and apprecia te oold 

and hunger. 

12 I b i d . , p .1581 . 
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When Redburn goes to the Lyceum and sees the "pleasant 

gentlemen sitting at the open windows", he obeys an "uncon­

trollable impulse" and saunters in„ But he does not get far 

before a "terribly cross man" wheels him toward the door 

and, looking at him as though he were a strange dog, pushes 

him outside. This scene is in direct contrast with the 

cordial reception he receives from the rustics in the 

pages that follow 3# 

His study of society Is advanced on the voyage home 

by the sharp boundary line between the few cabin passengers 

and the mass of emigrants. The quitting of land was as tra­

gic as it had been on the way out. To match the drunken 

suicide of the trip from America was the discovery that 

one of the newly impressed men, brought on board by a crimp, 

was not drunk, but already dead ^4. This first event of the 

voyage home set the mood for the rest of the journey. 

Squalor results from the steerage passengers crammed into 

inadequate quarters. A malignant fever then killed off many 

of them. Now Redburn learns that grief is no mere sentiment 

among the poor and desolate. It is a "gnawing reality that 

eats into their vital beings." 

13 Ibid., pp.1595 ff. 

14 Ibid., p.1618. 
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Redburn r e f l e c t s the c o n t r a s t , or conf l i c t , between 

England's commercial and imperial might and the "want and woe 

t h a t staggered arm in arm along these miserable s t r e e t s " . 

Redburn i s t he awakening of M e l v i l l e ' s sense of t ragedy. 

The t raged ies of Mardi are on a t h e o r e t i c a l l e v e l . The 

t ragedies of Redburn cut deep in to human nature and are the 

produot of M e l v i l l e ' s ea r ly v i s i t to Liverpool in 1837 when 

he was a mere l ad . 

In Moby Dick Melvil le has l i t t l e occasion t o examine 

fur ther t h i s theme of the r i c h and es tab l i shed versus the 

poor and deso la t e . However, he develops the notion of 

"Fast -Fish" and "Loose-Fish" in chapter eighty-nine 15. 

Br i e f ly , the f i s h or whale i s t echn ica l ly fas t when i t i s 

connected with an occupied ship or boa t . Under any other 

circumstances i t i s a " loose- f i sh" and hence may be taken 

by the f i r s t who lays hands thereon. The important point 

tha t Melvi l le makes i s t h a t i t matters l i t t l e how the f i sh 

was made " f a s t " and or how i t i s obtained when i t i s " loose" , 

Melville philosophizes: 

What to the rapacious landlord i s the widow's l a s t 
mite but a Fast -Fish?. . .What i s the ruinous disoount which 
Mordeoai, the broker , gets from poor Woebegone, the bank­
rupt on a loan to keep Woebegone's family from s t a rva t ion ; 
what i s that ruinous discount but a Fast -Fish?. , .And con­
cerning a l l t hese , i s not possession the whole of the law? 

15 Moby Dick, p .997. 

16 I b i d . , p .998 . 
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P ie r re has a few passages t ha t keep a l ive Melv i l l e ' s 

i n t e r e s t , or r e f l e c t t h a t i n t e r e s t , in the p i t i a b l e lo t of 

the poor and t h e i r abandonment and e x p l o i t a t i o n by the r i c h . 

He notes t h a t , i f in pover ty , innocence freezes l ike milk 

in December. Toward t h e end of the novel t he re i s a r e f l e c ­

t ion t h a t to the wealthy •mor© s h a l l be given; poor s h a l l have 

t h a t taken away which they have ' , 

During the years 1853-1855 Melvi l le wrote a s e r i e s 

of sketches t h a t he never bothered t o c o l l e c t . In many 

there i s an emphasis on the various aspects of poverty. 

Among these were "The Two Temples" i a which a c o r d i a l crowd 

in t he g a l l e r y of a London thea t re i s contrasted with the 

f r ig id atmosphere of a fashionable New York church, where even 

the Madonna and child in a painting impressed Melville as 

1 8 being unwelcome s t rangers . In "Poor Man's Pudding and Rich 

Man's Crumbs" and again in "The Tartarus of Maids", he went 

further i n to h i s de ta i led accounts of American poverty. 

The whole b i t t e r sequence of The Confidence Man i s b u i l t 

around people who are made fools or knaves by money. Of 

s ixteen shor te r pieoes wri t ten before 1856, poverty i s an 

important theme in seven. 

17 P i e r r e , p .305 . 

18 Cf. F.. 0. Matthiessen, op_,cit . , p .398. 
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In I s r a e l P o t t e r , wr i t t en in 1855, Melvi l le por t rays 

the sad p l igh t of a beggar in London, the c a p i t a l of a r i c h 

Empire. Melvil le concludes, "In P o v e r t y , ' f a c i l i s descensus 
19 Avern i ' " . M e l v i l l e ' s chief concern was r e a l l y with human 

suffer ing wherever he found i t . The b i t t e r s t ruggle engen­

dered among men on the economic leve l was, i n M e l v i l l e ' s 

th ink ing , another manifestat ion of the e v i l and imperfection 

t h a t caused so many conf l i c t s and dichotomies in the social 

s t r u c t u r e . Especia l ly in regard to the economic misery that 

has been studied in M e l v i l l e ' s novels , Newton Arvin has 

made an accurate appra i sa l of Melv i l l e : 

Melville was a l l a long, among other t h i n g s , a wri ter 
of the c r i t i o a l p ro t e s t an t order t o which Car ly le , Thoreau, 
and Tolstoy belonged. . .Melvi l le had conoeived an a t t i t u d e 
toward the c i v i l i z a t i o n of h i s age t h a t mingled in quite 
spec ia l and personal fusion the ingred ien ts of skepticism, 
human contempt, and the anger of an outraged sense of 
r i g h t ^ u . 

I f t he imperfection of crea ted things is seen in the 

way money turns men's heads, much more so i s i t evident in 

the conf l i c t s t h a t t ea r t h e s o c i a l f ab r i c apar t in one gene­

r a t i o n a f t e r another , Melvi l le sees war standing in s tark 

cont ras t to the p r inc ip l e s of C h r i s t i a n i t y and the canons 

of c i v i l i z a t i o n . . Men bel ieve one th ing , but do the opposi te . 

19 I s r a e l P o t t e r , p .1458. 

20 Newton Arvin, o p . c i t . , p . 9 6 . 
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In Omoo. published i n 1846 and the very f i r s t of h i s w r i t i n g s , 

Melvil le bemoans the flogging of s a i l o r s aboard a man-of-war 

and makes t h i s observat ion: 

War being the g r e a t e s t of e v i l s , a l l i t s accessor ies 
necessa r i ly par take of the same cha rac te r ; and t h i s i s 
about a l l t h a t can be said in defense of flogging 2 1 . 

Mardi g ives evidence of d i sgus t with war and i t s r e s u l t s . 

In Diranda, the r u l e r s who had divided the i s land between 

themselves took grea t de l igh t in sponsoring war - l ike games 

which were so f a t a l in t h e i r r e s u l t s tha t "notwithstanding 

the m u l t i p l i c i t y of nup t i a l s taking place in the i s l e , i t s 
2? 

population remained in equi l ibr ium", Especia l ly s i g n i f i ­

cant and most i r on i ca l i s the fac t that the two kings have 

planned the mutual execution of t h e i r own men and the popu­

lace i t s e l f i s unaware of the conniving. 

In another place the f i e ry youth in Vizenza 

exclaims t o the crowd: 
Mardi 's peaces a re but t r u c e s . Long absent , a t l a s t 

the red comets have re tu rned . And r e t u r n they must, 
though t h e i r periods be ages . And should Mardi endure 
t i l l mountain melt i n to mountain, and a l l the i s l e form 
one t a b l e - l a n d : ye t , would i t but expand the old 
b a t t l e p l a in 2 3 , 

I t i s in r e l a t i o n t o t h i s thought tha t t h e f i e r y youth had 

21 Omoo. p . 2 5 1 . 

22 Mardi, p .618 . 

23 I b i d . , p .668 . 



CONFLICT WITHIN SOCIETY 74 

expressed the opinion t h a t "ev i l i s the chronic malady 

of the un iverse ; and checked in one p l ace , breaks for th in 

another" . Thus t h e f i e r y youth expresses a mild form of 

determinism: e v i l i s a chronio malady; wars w i l l ensue r e ­

gardless of man or s o c i e t y . The idea t h a t e v i l i s inesca­

pable i s a t the very root of M e l v i l l e ' s t h ink ing in regard 

to s o c i a l ques t ions , as well as a l l o t h e r s . Whether the 

conf l i c t be wi th in soc ie ty , wi thin man, or between man 

and God, i t has a neoess i ty tha t seems i r r e f u t a b l e . 

The f i e ry youth in Vivenza goes on t o plead for a 

oalm and sane approach to soc i a l d i f f i c u l t i e s but he i s 

hooted down by the crowd and h i s ideas ca l led a r e l i c of 

times p a s t . The reader w i l l note that i t i s an Ind iv idua l , 

a l l a lone , upholding reason and humaneness in con t r a s t t o 

the mob shouting in d isorder and urging a course of v io lence . 

This i s o l a t i o n i s t y p i c a l of M e l v i l l e ' s heroes who attempt 

to find an answer to the problems of man and of the universe . 

This point sha l l be s tudied in g r ea t e r d e t a i l a t the close 

of t h i s chapter . 

White Jacket i s phot through with references t o the 

b e s t i a l i t y of war. This i s t o be expected because i t r e ­

counts M e l v i l l e ' s experience aboard a man-of-war on h i s 

refcun* f>om the Paci f ic i n 1844. T i i e experience moved him. 
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The burden of Melville's argument is that war is directly 

contrary to the principles of Christianity and the canons 

of civilization that people profess in theory. 

The obvious cleavage between theory and practice 

has always been a point of observation among critics and 

interpreters of Christian civilization. If the problem 

is puzzling, its. solution is even more so. In fact, it 

escaped Melville completely that if Christians are divided 

in theory, how can they ever be united in practice. Or 

rather, if the Protestant concept of individual inter­

pretation of the Scriptures and the almost unqualified 

sovereignity of the individual conscience is the measure of 

Christianity and its principles, who shall determine whether 

the war he abhors is, after all, contrary to what he presumes 

to be the Christian ethic? 

In Whjj.te Jacket Melville uses the intensity and 

frequency of wars to make the following observation: 

But it needs not to dilate upon the pure, bubbling 
milk of human kindness, and Christian charity, and 
forgiveness of injuries which pervade this charming 
document, Articles of War, so thoroughly imbued, 
as a Christian code, with the benignant spirit of the 
Sermon on the Mount. But as it is very nearly alike in 
the foremost states of Christendom, and as it is nationally 
set forth by those states, it indirectly beoomes an index 
to the true condition of the present civilization 
of the world 2^. 

24 White Jacket, p.1283. 
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Thus with irtny and sarcasm Melville oastigates the world 

for its practice of war — something which he believes is 

essentially opposed to the philosophy of Christ. The 

Articles of War become an indication of what men really 

are. Thus evil, the chronic malady of the universe, manifests 

itself in the code of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a 

t»oth, that is practiced by "civilized oountries". Evil has 

so infeoted the civilized world that actually civilizatien 

is at war with Christianity itself. White Jacket keeps 

coming back to this theme. It is an introduction to the 

cosmic proportions of the conflict that was to take 

shape in Moby Dlok and Pierre. Today, Melville remarks, 

the world is in need of a re-conversion: 

Are there no Moravians in the moon, that not a 
missionary has yet visited this poor pagan planet of 
•urs to civilize civilization and christianize 
Christendom? 25. 

Moravians from the moon can at least persuade 

Christians to practice what they hold in theory. The wars 

that men wage are the result of a failure to practice 

Christianity as they should. Paradoxically the praotioe 

of waging war stifles any attempt to teach a religion of 

peace. 

2$ White Jacket.. p,1268. 
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How can i t be expected t h a t t h e r e l i g i o n of peace 
should f l ou r i sh in an oaken c a s t l e of war? How can i t 
be expected t h a t the olergyman, whose pu lp i t i s a f o r t y -
pounder, should convert s inners t o a f a i t h t h a t enjoins 
them zo tu rn the r i g h t cheek when the l e f t i s smitten? *J| 

Melvil le followed out a log ica l conclusion from h i s own 

premises. Organized C h r i s t i a n i t y i s , he f e e l s , a f a i l u r e 

and in the same chapter of White Jacket he remarks tha t 

Our own "hear ts are the best prayer rooms and the ohaplains 

who can i$#st help us are ourse lves" . 

Melvi l le wrote l i t t l e i n Moby Diok about t he incon­

g r u i t i e s of war in a Chr i s t i an world. There was l i t t l e 

frame of reference for the kind of thinking he had done 

in White J acke t . But there i s an a l l u s i o n t o war as a 

"shocking sharkish bus iness" , 27 A few years l a t e r in 

I s r a e l P» t te r Melvi l le w r i t e s : 

The loss of l i f e in the two ships was about equal; 
one half of the t o t a l number of those engaged being 
e i t he r k i l l e d or wounded. 

In view of t h i s b a t t l e , one may ask—What separa tes 
the enlightened man from the savage? I s c i v i l i z a t i o n 
a th ing d i s t i n c t , or i s i t an advanced s tage of 
barbarism? 28 

Implied throughout a l l of M e l v i l l e ' s comments on 

the incongruity of war i s the view t h a t man f inds i t impos­

s ib le to l ive up to the high moral code of C h r i s t i a n i t y , 

26 I b i d . , p .1202. 

27 Moby Dick, p .936. 

28 I s r a e l P o t t e r , p.1438. 
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AB we shal l see in the next chapter , P ie r re hinges on the 

notion t h a t t h e r e i s a bas ic diohotomy between man's laws 

and God's wishes. The Man of Sorrows brought a moral code 

t h a t i s workable only in heaven. The imperfeotion of human 

na ture excludes the p o s s i b i l i t y of keeping i t . Hence, we 

may argue t h a t in a period of two years Melv i l le had turned 

over in h i s mind t h i s conf l io t which had been merely ob­

served in White Jacket , and had worked out a philosophy t h a t 

t r i e d t o explain the inoongruity of Chr i s t i an people de­

port ing themselves in qui te an unChr is t ian- l ike manner. 

In 1866 Melvil le responded to t h e na t i ona l o r i s i s 

wi th Ba t t l e P i e c e s . Here t h e r e are poems tha t ao tua l ly 

g lor i fy the so ld ie r and h i s e x p l o i t s , others t h a t r e f l e c t 

the old horror he had for war. In the "March i n t o Vi rg in ia" , 

wars are considered "boyish". "In the Turre t" expresses 

a p a t r i o t ' s love for the North and i t s cause. So a l so in 

"The Bat t l e of the Miss i ss ipp i" and "Gettysburg", But 

"Armies of the Wilderness" i s a restatement of what he had 

wr i t t en in White Jacke t : 

Duat to dus t , and blood for blood — 
Passion and pangs! Has Time 

Gone back? or i s t h i s t h e age 
Of the wor ld ' s g rea t prime? 

Turned adrift into war 
Man runs wild on the plain, 

Like the jennets let loose 
On the Pampas — zebras again. 2" 

29 Battle Pieces . pp.64-65. 
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Laid aboard a vessel of war and occuring at a 

period of f-olitical unrest and tension, the plot of Billy Budd 

lends itself admirably to reflection on the subject. In 

spite of a growth and change within himself toward the basic 

problem of evil, Melville has little more to say in Billy Budd 

about war and its incongruity in a Christian society. In the 

Preface he remarks how the revolutionary spirit had been 

carried out in the blood of the French Revolution but in 

turn it initiated that prolonged agony of war whose ;final 

30 throe was Waterloo J . In another place he returns to the 

£heme of incongruity of Christianity and war. Here Melville 

personifies Christianity in the person of the naval chaplain, 

and obaerves that Christianity has been prostituted In serving 

the god nf war: 

Bluntly p u t r a chaplain i s the minis ter of the Prinoe 
of Peace serving in the host of the God of War - Mars. 
As such, he i s as incongruous as a musket would be on 
the a l t a r of Christmas. Why then i s he there? Because 
he i n d i r e c t l y subserves the purpose a t t e s t ed by the cannon; 
because, t oo , he lends the sanction of the r e l i g ion of 
the meek to t h a t whioh p r a c t i c a l l y i s the abrogation of 
everything but force 31 . 

Later in B i l ly Budd, Melvil le again noted t h e fact tha t 

r e l i g i o n was "sub^ftrviug the d i s c i p l i n e and purpose of 

war" 3 2 . 

30 B i l l y Budd, p . 1 3 1 , 

31 I b i d . , p .262 . 

32 I b i d . , p .273. 
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Besides no t i c ing the wide chasm between what Chris­

t i a n men hald in theory about money and war and what the same 

men did in p r a c t i o e , Melvil le no t ices an even wider gul f 

between the apparent value of a p o l i t i c a l se t -up and what 

ac tua l ly goes on in any form of government. Whether the 

hegemony i s democratic or a r i s t o c r a t i c , Melvi l le sees a 

cleavage between the r e a l and the i d e a l . The imperfection 

of created th ings corrodes even man's at tempts t o govern 

himelf. In Mardi. which Watters c a l l s Melvi l le ' s"sooio logy 

of evil"> the re is a mine of mater ia l i l l u s t r a t i v e of our 

po in t . When Melvil le descr ibes King Media on his throne , 

i t i s in a s p i r i t of respect and almost of enthusiasm. But 

he does not take the pos i t ion too se r ious ly . 

Now, for a l l the rant of your democrats, a f ine king 
on a throne i s a very f ine s igh t t o behold. He looks 
very much l ike a god . . . a king on his throne! After a l l , 
but a gentleman seated 33, 

King Media p r e d i c t s tha t kings w i l l never d i e , and even 

Vivenza (United Sta tes) may some day be ruled again by 

k ings . In f a c t , Media sees in Vivenza no reason to 

support a republican form of government: 

33 Mardi, p.477. 
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Ay, t r u t h i t i s , tha t i n Vivenza they have pros­
pered. But thence i t comes no t , t h a t a l l men may be as 
they . Are a l l men of one hear t and bra in ; one bone and 
sinew? Are a l l na t ions sprung of Dominora's loins? 
Or, has Vivenza yet proved her creed? Yoomy'.. the years 
t h a t prove a man, prove not a n a t i o n . But two k ings ' 
re igns have passed since Vivenza was a monarch's. 
Her c l imac te r ic i s not come; hers i s not yet a n a t i o n ' s 
manhood even; though now in childhood she a n t i c i p a t e s 
her youth, even lu s t s for empire l ike any czar 34. 

On the other hand, kings are t o take ca re ! Their d igni ty 

i s not in t h e i r roya l robes . Actual ly, a l l men have monarchs 

and sages for kinsmen. 

" . . . n a y , angels and archangels for oousins; since 
in an tedi luvian days, the sons of God did ve r i l y wed 
with our mo the r s , , . Thus a l l generat ions are blended; 
and heaven and ear th of one k i n . , , o n e and a l l , b ro thers 
in essence 35, 

And s t i l l , c i v i l i z a t i o n has not always fostered t h i s equa l i t y . 

The f i e ry youth in Vivenza pass ionate ly declaims: 

C i v i l i z a t i o n has not ever been the brother of 
e q u a l i t y . Freedom was born among the wild eyr ies in 
the mountains; and barbarous t r i b e s have shel tered under 
her wings, when the enlightened people of the p la in 
have nes t led under d i f fe ren t pinions 36, 

Turning t o Moby Piok, we find tha t M e l v i l l e ' s 

view i s in much the same focus as in Mardi; i . e . , much 

depends on the r e l a t i v e pos i t i on of man to man. Starbuck 

remarks t h a t Ahab i s a democrat when i t comes to those over 

him, but to those ben«ath he shows a s p i r i t of uncomprising 

34 I b i d . . p..676. 

35 I b i d . . p ,385 . 

36 Ibid. . . p .667 . 
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r u l e ^7# i p P i e r r e the re i s something of a resigned a t t i t u d e 

toward the exis tence of lordships even within a democracy. 

But whatever one may th ink of the exis tence of such 
mighty lordships in the hear t of a r epub l i c , and however 
we may wonder at t h e i r thus surv iv ing , l ike Indian 
mounds, the Revolutionary f lood, yet survive and e x i s t 
they do, and a r e now owned by t h e i r p resen t p r o p r i e t o r s , 
by as good nominal t i t l e as any peasant owns h i s f a t h e r ' s 
old ha t , or any duke h i s g r e a t - u n c l e ' s old coronet 38, 

In the same s p i r i t of r e s igna t ion , P ie r re watched the funeral 

of h i s neighbor whose a r i s t o c r a t i c fea tures and temperament 

always se t him apart from the r e s t of men. The thought 

s t r i k e s him tha t Death i s the only r e a l Democrat and t h a t 

other democracies are unreal and impermanent. In l i f e some 

heads are crowned with gold, and some bound round with thorns , 

"yet ch i s e l them how they w i l l , headstones a re a l l a l i k e " , 39 

B i l l y Budd exhibi ts an even more decided animus against 

popular democracy. Captain Vere i s a man of most mature 

i n t e l l e c t and i s faced wi th the problem of explaining t o 

his three o f f ice rs how Bi l l y Budd i s r e a l l y the pawn of 

fate but must be judged a s a free agent because of t he 

exigencies of the t imes. Melvil le takes a slap a t democracy 

when he says of Vere'a re luctance t o t a l k the matter through 

with h i s men, who are i n t e l l e c t u a l l y immature: 

37 Moby Dicki p .860 . 

38 P i e r r e , p . l l , 

39 I b i d . , p .326. 
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Similar impatience as to talking is perhaps one 
reason that deters some minds from addressing any popular 
assemblies; under which head is to be classed most 
legislatures in a Democracy *0. 

This reflection of Melville's ia an indication of 

how he deplored many of the forms American culture was taking, 

Melville had a kindly regard for the common man, but the 

individual common man of exceptional talent and mental 

maturity. It was the form of American democratic culture in 

the entirety that he deplored, 

Melville deplored many of the forms American oul-
ture was taking in his time: the decay of the spirit of 
freedom and humanitarianism; the whole enormous shell 
game of American commerce and American infantile uplift 
progressivism and cash-value philanthropy which conoerned 
him in his later works ̂ 1. 

But even in the earlier works there is an indication of his 

true position. In Moby Dick there is the famous passage 

that speaks of the "democratic dignity which, on all hands, 

radiates without end from God". ̂ 2 But the examples which 

Melville puts forth are those of exceptional and unusual 

personalitities and not the common clay of human nature. 

He mentions Bunyan, Cervantes, and Andrew Jackson. Melville 

was careful to point out that even in his earthly paradise 

of primitive Christianity, Serenia, the inhabitants did not 

40 Billy Budd, p.70. 

41 Richard Chase, op.cit.. p.65. 

42 Moby Dick, p.828. 
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"by annul l ing r e a s o n ' s laws, seek t o breed equa l i t y , by 

breeding ananchy". ^3 Melvil le oont inual ly i n s i s t s on the 

importance of breeding or blood. Two of h i s heroes who 

are common people, Jack Chase and B i l l y Budd, are considered 

l i ke ly t o be bas ta rds of gentlemen! 

Melvi l le i s c e r t a i n l y for democracy as a recognit ion 

of man's equa l i ty before God and the c h a r i t y t h i s demands. 

But in a democracy where i n f a l l i b l y the majority r u l e he did 

not b e l i e v e . Charles Olson has been for tuna te enough t o 

examine M e l v i l l e ' s personal copy of Shakespeare 's J u l i u s 

Caesar. In the passage where Casca deplores the f ickleness 

and l ightheadedness of the Roman mob, Melvi l le wrote in the 

margin, TAMMANY HALL, with heavy s t rokes ^ f . Melvi l le saw 

tyranny in an ever-broadening democracy and an ever-growing 

realm of r e l i g i o u s in f luence . In fac t , he feared a re lapse 

i n to "c iv ic barbarism" and thus stood apa r t from the American 

scene, out of harmony with such i d e a l i s t s as Walt Whitman* 

Melv i l l e , of course, was aware of t he g rea t p o t e n t i a l 

of democracy. The quotation from his works evidence a 

s incere respec t for the theory of the r e p u b l i c . But in con­

templating the a c t u a l , Melvil le saw the grea t gap between the 

43 Mardi. p.727. 

44 Charles Olson, op.cit.. p.70. 
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profession of democracy and its actual practice. He saw 

the cleavage in the great wrong of slavery, in the tendency 

to sacrifice everything to the grasping individual wi 11, 

in the very difficulty of establishing humane contacts in 

the busy whirl of an expanding democracy. Matthiessen 

remarks: 

When wr i t ing I s r a e l Po t t e r , he observed in Paul Jones 
a fasc ina t ing out t e r r i b l e symbol for the American charac­
t e r : " In t r ep id , unpr incipled, r e c k l e s s , predatory, wi th 
boundless ambit ion, c iv i l i z ed in externals but a savage 
a t h e a r t , America i s , or may yet be, the Paul Jones 
of na t ions" A-5. 

With Melvil le the whole dichotomy of the theory and 

p r ac t i c e of democracy had i t s confirmation in h i s Calvin is t 

background. He had fa i led to find in nature or in soolety 

the c a p a b i l i t y of human perfect ion which i s at the root of 

democracy. Experience and r e f l e c t i o n had confirmed the 

"dark view" of man t h a t was the C a l v i n i s t t r a d i t i o n . Newton 

Arvin comes c lo se s t to summarizing Melv i l l e ' s pos i t i on : 

They ^experience and re f lec t ion^ had not , however, 
confirmed the metaphysical absolutes of Calvinism, or 
indeed absolu tes of any s o r t ; and the phi losophical 
p lo t of Mardi i s furnished by the interact ion—which, 
to t e l l the t r u t h , i s too- la rge ly a vaci l la t ion—between 
the longing for c e r t a i n t y , a longing a t l eas t as in tense 
as t h a t for Y i l l ah , and the pa infu l ly recur r ing suspicion 
t h a t , on a l l the great quest ions , " f i n a l , l a s t thoughts 
you mortals have none; nor can have". 46 

45 F. 0. Matthiessen, o p . c i t . . p .444. 

46 Newton Arvin, o p . c i t . , p . 9 8 . 
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This view is even more clearly demonstrated in the 

long poem Clarel ..published some twenty years of more after 

Mardi, Moby Dick, and Pierre, Here there is another indict­

ment of materialistic democracy. Ungar is vitriolic in de­

nouncing the results of the Frenoh Revolution and then 

proceeds to a castigation of America. Suppose, Ungar argues, 

that it is founded on the assumption that men are good when 

left to their natural inclinations; and suppose that the 

New World is a stage for the acting out of this theory: 

... Know, 
Whatever happen in the end 
Be sure 'twill yield to one and all 
New confirmation of the fall 
Of Adam ̂ 7. 

Thus in the people as a whole Melville sees the 

imperfection that causes strife and confliot. In Moby lick 

Melville observed: 

Seat thyself sultanically among the moons of Saturn, 
and take high abstracted man alone; and he seems a wonder, 
a grandeur, and a woe. But from the same point, take 
mankind in mass, and ...they seem a mob of unnecessary 
duplicates 48. 

In short, Melville sees imperfection and evil both in the 

aristocracy of kings and in the democracy of the common 

people. However, he seems to favor the former because of 

his bias toward the "superior"individual. The mob is inferior. 

47 Clarel.Quoted p.210 in Sedgwick, op.cit. 

48 Moby Dick, p.1038, 
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And. t h roughou t i t a l l runs t h e t h r e a d of cyn ic i sm wi th t h e 

i d e a l . Entwined w i th t h e e n t i r e problem of democracy and 

monarchy, mob and i n d i v i d u a l , i s t h e o v e r - a l l d i sappo in tment 

of see ing a c l eavage between t h e r e a l and t h e i d e a l . 

I n P i e r r e , t h e p r o t a g o n i s t , a long wi th I s a b l e , r each 

out t o a g l o r i o u s i d e a l , but t he r e a l i t i e s of l i f e soon 

b r ing an awakening. In P i e r r e , t h e i l l u s i o n i s o e n t e r e d on 

the p s y c h o l o g i c a l l e v e l , whereas i n t h e problems of c o n f l i c t 

i n s o c i e t y which we have s t u d i e d so fa r t h e i l l u s i o n of an 

i d e a l and t h e a c t u a l r e a l i t y of t h i n g s i s on the s o c i o ­

l o g i c a l . However, the same c o r r o s i o n i s a t work on tooth 

l e v e l s : t h e c l e a v a g e of th© r e a l and t h e idea l . . 

P i e r r e ' s f i r s t g r e a t awakening t o t h e r e a l i t y of 

t h i n g s comes w i t h t h e c o n v i c t i o n t h a t I s a b e l i s h i s i l l e g i ­

t i m a t e h a l f - s i s t e r . The i d e a l image of h i s f a t h e r i s s h a t t e r e d . 

And M e l v i l l e uses t f e i a . expe r i ence t o say t h a t now in P i e r r e ' s 

l i f e a l l h i s o the r a s s o c i a t i o n s must be viewed i n the l i g h t 

of t h e g r e a t r e a l i t y : a l l ob j ec t s and pe r sons a re c o n c e a l i n g l y 

d e c e p t i v e . Even h i s mother l o s e s h e r r o l e a s a c o u n s e l l o r 

and f r i e n d . This exper ience was a "wonderful t h i n g " because 

a t l a s t P i e r r e knew t h e t r u t h : h i s mother t o o was tfnly an 

i l l u s i o n of goodness . 
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In the joyous young t imes, ere h i s great g r i e f 
came upon him, a l l the objects which surround him were 
concealingly decept ive . Not only was the long-cherished 
image of h i s fa ther now t ransf igured before him from a 
great fol iaged t r ee i n to a b las ted t runk, but every 
other image in h i s mind a t t e s t ed the u n i v e r s a l i t y of 
the e l e c t r i c a l l i g h t which had darted in to h i s sou l . 
Not even h i s lovely , immaculate mother, remained en­
t i r e l y untouched, unaltered by the shock 4-9, 

But confusion worse confounded, as P ie r re faces the end of h i s 

troubled l i f e and has himself i nex t r i c ab ly involved in a tangle 

of p e r p l e x i t i e s , r e a l i t y makes him now doubt and wonder whether 

I sabel i s h is h a l f - s i s t e r a f t e r a l l ! P ie r re had based h i s 

notion tha t I s abe l was h i s h a l f - s i s t e r on the p o r t r a i t of h i s 

fa ther . Now, a p o r t r a i t from Europe, the image of a man whom 

he never knew or met, makes P i e r r e wonder i f I sabe l could not 

be h is daughter, as well as h i s f a t h e r ' s ! 

How did he know tha t I sabe l was h is s i s t e r ? Set t ing 
aside Aunt Dorothea's nebulous legend, t o which, i n some 
shadowy p o i n t s , here and there I s a b e l ' s s t i l l more 
nebulous story seemed to f i t , - - t h o u g h but uncer ta inly 
enough—and both of which thus blurredly conjoining 
n a r r a t i o n s , regarded in the unscrupulous l i g h t of r e a l 
naked reason, were anything but l eg i t imate ly 
c o n c l u s i v e . . . , 5 0 

Thus " rea l naked" reason snaps back on P ie r re and he i s l e f t 

completely confused and befuddled. 

49 P i e r r e , p .104. 

50 I b i d . , p .415 . 
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A sense of the lurking t r eache r i e s in both nature 

and man, a t r a g i c awareness of the cleavage between the 

idea l and the r e a l i s a t the hear t of The Confidence Man. 

The country merchant s i t s over a g l a s s of wine and in a 

mood of quie t cynicism speaks t o the man in the tasseled 

t r ave l ing cap who has j u s t t o ld the s to ry of a broken marriage: 

"Ah", he c r i e d , pushing h i s g l a s s from him, "Ah, wine 
i s good, and confidence i s good; but oan wine or confidence 
pe rco la te down through a l l the stormy s t r a t a of 
hard cons ide ra t ions , and drop warmly and ruddi ly i n t o the 
cold cave of t ru th? Truth w i l l not be comforted. Led by 
dear c h a r i t y , lured by sweet hope, fond fancy essays 
t h i s f ea t ; but i n vain; mere dreams and i d e a l s , they 
explode in your hand, leaving naught but the scorching 
behind!" 51 

I t is s i gn i f i c an t to note tha t the scene of The Confidence 

Man i s aboard a boat s a i l i n g down the Miss iss ippi from 

S t . Louis to New Orleans, r i g h t through the hear t of the 

grea t new democracy of America! And the e n t i r e theme of the 

book i s one of cynical delusion; the r e a l i t y of things b l a s t s 

and destroys s tarry-eyed ideal ism! 

I f the c i v i l i z e d forms of p o l i t i c a l l i f e—ar i s toc r acy 

and monarchy and democracy—were far from the idea l i n the i r 

actual opera t ion, perhaps there i s v i r t u e and sereni ty in pagan 

pr imit iv ism. Melvi l le makes the remark in Typee t h a t i t i s 

eas ie r to r a i s e a family among these pr imi t ive people tha.n 

i t i s t o l igh t a f i r e . The very opposite i s t r u e in c i v i l i z a t i o n 

51 Quoted in Newton Arvin, o p . c i t . . p .249. 
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The eLefliental t h i n g s of l i f e seem thwar ted by c i v i l i z a t i o n 

w h i l e t h e n o n - e s s e n t i a l s p r o s p e r . 

What a s t r i k i n g e v i d e n c e does t h i s o p e r a t i o n f u r n i s h 
of the wide d i f f e r e n c e between t h e extreme of savage l i f e 
and c i v i l i z e d l i f e . A gentleman of Typee can b r i n g up 
a numerous f ami ly of c h i l d r e n and g i v e them a l l a h i g h l y 
r e s p e c t a b l e c a n n i b a l e d u c a t i o n , w i t h i n f i n i t e l e s s t o i l 
and a n x i e t y than he expends i n t h e simple p roces s of 
s t r i k i n g a l i g h t ; w h i l s t a poor European a r t i s a n , wh« 
through the i n s t r u m e n t a l i t y of a l u c i f e r performs the 
same o p e r a t i o n in one second , i s put t o h i s w i t s ' end 
t o p rov ide f o r h i s s t a r v i n g o f f s p r i n g t h a t food whioh-
t h e c h i l d r e n of a Po lynes i an f a t h e r , w i thou t t r o u b l i n g 
t h e i r p a r e n t , p luck from the b ranches of eve ry t r e e 
around them 52, 

What M e l v i l l e sees a s a c o n t r a s t on an economic l e v e l , 

becomes a fundamental c leavage in r e f e r e n c e t o C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

For t h e nex t few pages i n Typee he e x c o r i a t e s t h e C h r i s t i a n 

messengers as h a r b i n g e r s of d i s s e n s i o n and t r o u b l e . The 

m i s s i o n a r i e s , says M e l v i l l e , w i l l admit f a i l u r e and concede 

t h a t t h e i r work has bred only d i s e a s e , s t a r v a t i o n , and death 

among t h e n a t i v e s . In f i n e , C h r i s t i a n c i v i l i z a t i o n has 

brought a b l i g h t , not a b l e s s i n g t o the Po lynes ian p e o p l e . 

For every b l e s s i n g she i m p a r t s , t h e r e a re a hundred e v i l s 

i n r e s e r v e — h e a r t b u r n i n g s , j e a l o u s i e s , s o c i a l r i v a l r i e s , 

family d i s s e n s i o n s , and "the thousand s e l f - i n f l i c t e d 

d i scomfor t s of r e f i n e d l i f e " . " R e a l i t y outweighs t h e i d e a l . 

52 Typee. p . 8 3 . 

53 I b i d . , p . 9 1 . 
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Melville feels that instead of sending missionaries to the 

Marquesan Islands, we had better welcome four or five 

missonaries from the island. 

The term "Savage" is, I conceive, often mis­
applied, and indeed when I consider the vice, cruelties, 
and enormities of every kind that spring up in the 
tainted atmosphere of a feverish civilization, I am 
inclined to think that so far as the relative wioked-
ness of the parties is oonoerned, four, or five Marque­
san Islanders sent to the United States as Missionaries 
might be quite as useful as an equal number of Amerioans 
dispatched to the Islands in a similar capacity 54, 

Moby Piok shows evidenoe of a similar respeot for 

the untainted native. Queeque is a pagan savage and yet 

Ishmael admits that the fellow shows far greater deoency 

and consideration for another man than the civilized Ishmael. 

...but, the truth is, these savages have an innate 
sense of delicacy, say what you Mil; it is marvelous 
how essentially polite they are 55, 

Later on, Ishmael again compliments Queequeg for his superior 

character: 

I felt a melting in me. No more my splintered heart 
and maddened hand were turned against the wolfish world. 
This soothing savage had redeemed it. There he sat, his 
very indifference speaking a nature in which.there lurked 
no civilized hypocrisies and bland deoeits 56# 

Again, Ishmael desoribes how Queequeg was a native of Roko-

voko and was truly the desoendent of kings. Ishmael is a royal so. 

54 Ibid., p.92. 

55 Moby Dick, p.775. 

56 Ibid., p.789. 
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Ishmael presses him for an answer as to whether he ever 

hoped to return and claim his rightful throne. 

He answered no, not yet; and added that he was 
fearful Christianity, or rather Christians, had unfitted 
him for ascending the pure and undefiled throne of 
thirty pagan kings before him 57, 

But Melville is not completely biased in favor 

of the savages. Stone feels that with Melville the source 

of his predilection was his Calvinistic background. 

The notion of the noble savage, it can be argued, 
is a dialectical development from the Calvinist hope­
lessness about man's condition, a radical pessimism 
that despairs of what man can do and wishes to strip 
him of almost all that he has done 58, 

But still, Melville sees a defect even in the noble savage. 

In Moby Dick Ishmael watches Queequeg's unusual religious 

observances and remarks how he would not try to dissuade 

the savage from following them. 

All our arguing with him would not avail; let him 
be, I say: and Heaven have mercy on us all—Presbyterians 
and Pagans alike — for we are all somehow dreadfully 
cracked about the head, and sadly need mending 59. 

Most significant ia the fact that the immediate instruments 

of Ahab's fiendish and irrational pursuit of the White 

Whate are fine cannibals who were kept in the hold of the 

ship until the proper hour. Their purpose is an unholy one. 

57 Ibid., p.793. 

58 Geoffrey Stone, op.cit., p.52. 

59 Moby Dick, p.808. 
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In fine, Melville was aware that the primitive life was 

not an unmixed blessing. Here too the power of evil, 

"the chronic malady of the universe", was at work and 

would leave its mark. Melville did not stay with the 

natives of the Marquesan Islands but took great pains to 

escape. Nor did he ever go back, or even esoape. Nor 

did he ever go back, or even express the desire to do so. 

His philosophizing about the primitive Eden was done in the 

cushioned chairs of New Ytrk, He is aware that even the 

savages do horrible things. The very word "Typee" means 

"lover of human flesh". The natives wage war with one 

another constantly , One of the last chapters in Typee 

describes his finding of the three human skulls preserved in 

mysterious packages "1, Again, just before he makes his 

escape from the island, he uncovers the pot and sees the 

bones of a human being with some of the flesh still clinging 

to them 2. Thus Melville experienced a oertain delight in 

the company of the natives and felt attracted by many of 

their customs and by the congenial atmosphere of the place. 

But even here he sees the manifestation of the imperfection 

and evil that marks human beings in society, whether it is 

60 Typee. p.25, 

61 Ibid*, p.160, 

62 Ibid., p.164. 
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primitive or o lvi l ized. Thus, once again, Melville 's 

basic principle comes to the fore: 

And though a l l evils be assuaged; a l l evils oannot 
be done away. For evi l is the chronio malady of the 
universe; and checked in one place breaks forth in 
another 63. 

Melvil le 's a t t i tude toward the savages i s capable 

of several in te rpre ta t ions . Obviously, he sees oonf l i c t 

and an t i thes i s even among the primitive. But there are 

sufficient passages to indicate a decided affection for 

these primitive people. Ben Drew Kimpel sees a significance 

in Melvil le 's a t t i tude : 

His a t t i tude i s like that which a man-of-the-world 
might take towards a group of happy children, s l ight ly 
envious of the i r innocence and gaiety, but even more 
condescending. The important thing about Melville 's 
a t t i tude i s not his primitivism, but the broad-
mindedness which le t him recognize the merits of a p r i ­
mitive people, and the c r i t i c a l insight into the evils 
of c iv i l iza t ion which made him glorify them as a 
oontrast °^« 

On the other hand, there is actual rejection on 

the part of Melville. In Typee and Omoo Melville admitted 

that the savage's existence was a non-intellectual one. 

With Melville such a defect was an indictment. Depth 

and maturity of mind was his objeotive and his ideal. 

63 Mardi. p.668. 

64 Ben Drew Kimpel, "Herman Melville's Thought 
after 1851", unpublished doctoral dissertation, University 
of North Carolina, 1942, p.48. 
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Hence Sedgwick is able to see an even more significant 

factor in Melville's eventual rejection of primitivism: 

The labored antithesis, then, which Melville drew 
between savage life and civilization goes deeper than 
differences of place and lies between youth and maturity, 
between the carefree vagabondage of mostly sensuous 
being and the rigors of intellectual and spiritual 
self-consciousness °5. 

This viewpoint meshes with what is actually found in 

Melville's writings. Melville preferred to come back to 

civilization rather than stay and loll in the sensual 

delights of savage society. Melville had chosen Fayaway as 

a particularly close companion because of her "intellectual 

66 qualities" , Again, after comparing the European and the 

Polynesian, Melville concludes that the Polynesian "enjoyed 

an infinitely happier, though certainly a less intellectual 

existence, than the self-complacent European" 67, Melville 

was looking at them as children. There was no intellectual 

stature that he could admire. In his mind their physical 

superiority was not sufficient to offset the advantages of 

an intellectual life. Their happiness was enviable, but 

it was the happiness of unthinking children. 

Melville was always interested in the man who 

could think. In a letter to Evert Duyckinck, dated March 3, 

65 William Sedgwick, op_.cit., p.29 

66 Typee. p.80. 

67 Ibid., p.91. 
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1849, M e l v i l l e wro t e : " I love a l l men who d i v e . Any f i s h 

can swim n e a r . ^ e s u r f a c e , bu t i t t a k e s a whaLe t o go down­

s t a i r s f i v e mi l e s or m o r e . . . , " 68 i n Mardi . w r i t t e n about 

t h i s t i m e , M e l v i l l e p u t s i n t o t h e mind of T a j i : 

But t h i s new world here s o u g h t , i s s t r a n g e r far 
than h i s , who s t r e t c h e d h i s vans from P a l o s . I t i s 
t h e world of mind; wherein t h e wanderer may gaze 
round, wi th more of wonder than B a l b o a ' s band rov ing 
through t h e golden Aztec g l a d e s . 

. . . S o , i f a f t e r a l l t h e s e f e a r f u l , f a i n t i n g t r a n c e s , 
t h e v e r d i c t b e , the golden haven was not g a i n e d ; — y e t , 
i n bold ques t t h e r e o f , b e t t e r t o s i n k i n bounless deeps , 
t han f l o a t on v u l g a r s h o a l s : and g i v e me, ye gods , a n 
u t t e r wreck, i f wreck I do 6 9 . 

But the t h i n k i n g hero i s a l one ly f i g u r e i n the 

w o r l d . I t i s h i s response to an un th ink ing s o c i e t y t h a t 

i s absorbed in making money, f i g h t i n g war s , and keeping 

s e n s e l e s s c o n v e n t i o n s , M e l v i l l e ' s t h i n k e r s a r e s o l i t a r y , 

i s o l a t e d f i g u r e s because he c o n s i d e r s s o c i e t y h o s t i l e t o 

any depth of t h o u g h t . The a r t i f i c i a l canons of s o c i e t y r e ­

j e c t t h e man who would p i e r c e the s u p e r f i c i a l and sea rch for 

u l t i m a t e t r u t h . Thus s o c i e t y i t s e l f , i n f e c t e d by t h e fo rce 

of e v i l , " the ch ron ic malady of the u n i v e r s e " , s e t s i t s e l f 

i n o o n f l i c t a g a i n s t the man who would t h i n k . 

The theme of i s o l a t i o n i s seen e a r l y in M e l v i l l e ' s 

works . In Typee. t h e p r o t a g o n i s t makes a f r i end only of 

68 Quoted i n - W i l l a r d Thorp, e d . , R e p r e s e n t a t i v e 
S e l e c t i o n s . New York, American Book C o . , 1938, p . 3 7 0 . 

69 Mardi , p . 6 8 3 . 
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Toby, one of the few s a i l o r s aboard sh ip who evidence any 

i n t e l l e c t u a l s t a t u r e . On the i s l and , Fayaway consumes 

most of M e l v i l l e ' s t ime; as was pointed out e a r l i e r , the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p i s supposedly " i n t e l l e c t u a l " . In Omoo the 

hero r e s t r i c t s himself to the oompany of Doctor Long 

Ghost, a r a the r eccent r ic but well-read fe l low. In White Jacket 

the na r r a to r de f i n i t e l y avoids the crew and keeps to a small 

s e l ec t c i r c l e of men, each one of whom i s " i n t e l l e c t u a l l y 

super ior" 70# White Jacket i s subject to the taunts and 

j e e r s of h is mates, p r inc ipa l ly on account of h i s conspi* 

ouous j acke t . Regarding i t a s a symbol of misfortune, they 

Tilame him for t h e accident on the voyage. Nathalia Wright 

sees a unifying p r inc ip l e for a l l of Me lv i l l e ' s heroes 

in the common type of Ishmael, a wanderer: 

With the exception of th ree charac te r s , Ahab, 3 e n i t o 
Cereno, and Bi l ly Budd, Me lv i l l e ' s heroes are a l l essen­
t i a l l y one person and have one pro to type . He i s I sh­
mael, the wanderer and ou t ca s t . The charac te r of the 
wanderer i s prefigured in the na r r a to r of Typee and Omoo. 
the t i t l e of the l a t t e r s ignifying in the Marquesan 
d i a l ec t a rove r , or one moving from one i s l and t o 
another . Taji in Mardi i s another rover , a symbol of the 
mind's pu r su i t of t r u t h 7 1 . 

White Jacket may a l s o be included in t h i s type for he i s 

a wanderer aboard the Neversink, symbol of the United S t a t e s , 

70 White J acke t , p.1139. 

71 Nathal ia Wright, o p . c i t . . p . 47 . 
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t h e Amerioan man-of-war on which M e l v i l l e served fo r some 

time w h i l e on h i s way home from the South P a c i f i c . I t i s 

s i g n i f i c a n t t o n o t e t h a t the whi te j a c k e t , worn by the h e r o , 

i s t h e occas ion of h i s o s t r a c i s m by t h e crew and a t t h e 

same t ime i s t h e cause of a mi s fo r tune f o r i t s owner. On 

one occas ion i t blows over h i s head du r ing a s torm, and 

causes him t o f a l l i n t o the s e a , i n which he i s n e a r l y 

drowned. Thus, the f i r s t i n k l i n g t h a t a man's s u p e r i o r and 

unusual t a l e n t s or q u a l i f i c a t i o n s may a c t u a l l y b r ing him 

t o g r i e f . 

The theme of i n d i v i d u a l s u p e r i o r i t y i s emphasized 

in White J a c k e t i n the person of Jack Chase whom M e l v i l l e 

c o n s i d e r s " b e t t e r t h a n a hundred common m o r t a l s " . In 

f a c t , Jack Chase i s b e t t e r than a whole pha lanx , an e n t i r e 

army ' . The g r e a t , tower ing f i gu re of Jack Chase was t o 

remain a symbol of i n d i v i d u a l e x c e l l e n c e in M e l v i l l e ' s 

mind, fo r as l a t e as 1891 , a few months be fo re h i s d e a t h , 

he was t o d e d i o a t e B i l l y Budd to " t h a t g r e a t hear t ' . ' . 

Redburn a l a o c o n t a i n s t h e t h read of i n d i v i d u a l 

i s o l a t i o n and even the theme of "wanderer" , a s suggested 

of M e l v i l l e ' s he roes by N a t h a l i a Wr igh t . Redburn i s i s o l a t e d . 

72 White J a c k e t , p . 1117 . 
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The evil Jackson is the most venemous in his antipathy 

toward Wellingborough, but Redburn finds himself an iso­

lated figure among the rest of the crew as well. 

...I found myself a sort of Ishmael in the ship, 
without a single friend or companion; and I began to 
fell a hatred growing up in me against the whole 
crew.... 73 

In the midst of his most productive period, that 

is, around the year 1850, Melville himself withdrew from 

the bustling world of New York where he had lived sinoe 

his return from the South Seas and where he had married 

Elizabeth Shaw. In 1850 he moved himself and small family 

to Pittsfield, consciously isolating himself from the 

contemporary scene. Here he wrote Moby Dick and Pierre. 

two works that emphasize the isolation of the unusual 

individual in conflict with society. The idea is broached 

early in Moby "Dick. Father Mapple, when climbing into his 

pulpit to discourse on the deep things of life, always 

pulled the ladder up after him. Ishmael immediately suspects 

a significance and remarks: 

...there must be some sober reason for this thing; 
furthermore, it must symbolize something unseen. Can it 
be, then, that by that act of physical isolation, he 
signifies his spiritual withdrawal for the time, from 
all outward worldly ties and connexions? 74 

73 Redburn. p.1506. 

74 Moby Dick, p.783. 
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Indisputably Ahab is a lonely figure. An element that 

plays no small part in his isolation in his intellectual 

stature. Melville remarks that Ahab is a "great figure, 

that he has an extraordinary depth of soul 5, The result 

is an "apartness" from the rest of his crew, from the rest 

of humanity. 

Pierre is completely an isolated individual. His 

whole tragedy lies in rejecting the conventional norms 

and canons of society and in attempting a "solo flight" 

into the ambiguities of life, hoping to untangle and solve 

the problems that he actually creates for himself. In 

later works, Melville pursues much the same theme of the 

isolated individual in conflict with society. The Confidence 

Man is the sketch of a consciously superior individual who 

finds himself at odds with the general run of human nature . 

Ungar in Clarel is extremely aristocratic and there is much 

praise for brave, solitary spirits. The shorter tales also 

reflect the same attitude. In "I and My Chimney" there is 

a sense of isolation that has its counterpart in "Bartleby 

the Scrivener". In the latter, the copyist has receded more 

anc more into himself until he did no work for his employer. 

75 Ibid.-, pp.846-850. 
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But he a t e , s l e p t i n the o f f i c e , and s t a r e d a t t he b l ank , 

b r i c k w a l l . The poor f e l l o * d i e s v.hen tue employer moves 

from the b u i l d i n g to escape him and a f t e r B a r t l e b y has been 

put in j a i l fo r l o i t e r i n g . B a r t l e b y may be i n t e r p r e t e d as a 

b e a u t i f u l Innocence who w i l l no t w r i t e a t a l l r a t h e r t h a n 

compromise w i t h a c a p i t a l i s t i c s o c i e t y and w r i t e on demand. 

However, i t seems more r e a s o n a b l e t o see in B a r t l e b y t h e 

d i s e a s e of i s o l a t i o n and r e a l i z e t h a t M e l v i l l e h imse l f was 

beginning t o a p p r e c i a t e the u t t e r f u t i l i t y of t h e i n d i v i d u a l 

a g a i n s t t h e w o r l d . There i s an i n d i c a t i o n of t h i s a t t i t u d e 

in the very themes of P i e r r e and B i l l y Budd. w r i t t e n 

approx imate ly 40 years a p a r t . Richard Chase no te s a s i m i ­

l a r i t y of f r u s t r a t i o n i n t he se two p l o t s and makes t h e s e 

remarks : 

At the end of P i e r r e , c i v i l i z a t i o n was shown t o be 
i n the hands of c o n v e n t i o n a l s o c i e t y , m i l i t a r y power, 
and Laodicean l i b e r a l i s m . In B i l l y Budd c i v i l i z a t i o n 
i s shown to be in approximate ly t h e same hands . And t h e 
hero who opposes t h e s e f o r c e s i s no more capable of 
doing so than P i e r r e 76, 

M e l v i l l e was a p p a r e n t l y aware of t h i s t r a g i c f r u s ­

t r a t i o n even in Moby Dick . Ahab's s i l e n c e s take on a 

morbid s e c l u s i o n and i n s p i r e dread among h i s s a i l o r s . F . 0 , 

Ma t th i e s sen makes a m a s t e r f u l summary of t h e whole sweep 

76 Richard Chase , o p . c i t . , > p . 2 5 9 ' 
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of Ahab's tragedy in terms of the very foroes t h a t were a t 

work in M e l v i l i e ' s mid-nineteenth century . 

Without d e l i b e r a t e l y intending i t , but by v i r tue 
of h is in tense concern with the p recar ious ly maintained 
values of democratic C h r i s t i a n i t y , which he saw every­
where being threatened or broken down, Melvi l le created 
in Ahab's t ragedy a fearful symbol of the self-enclosed 
individualism t h a t , carr ied to i t s fu r thes t extreme, 
brings d i s a s t e r both upon i t s e l f and upon the group of 
which i t i s a p a r t 77, 

In h i s r e j ec t ion of a dependence and inter-communication 

with other human beings , Ahab i s markedly s imi la r t o 

P i e r r e . The fac t tha t Ahab and P ie r re meet doom in t h e i r 

lonely , i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c p u r s u i t s i s ind ica t ion that Melvil le 

was we«ll aware tha t a conf l i c t was in force even he re . 

He f e l t man needed s o l i t u d e and "aloneness" t o work out the 

complexit ies of l i f e , but i n following out t h i s modus 

Vivendi man stumbles on the fact tha t there i s an i n t e r -

indebtedness among men t h a t w i l l not be denied. Thus 

nature i t s e l f seems t o be in conspiracy against man. 

Richard Chase makes a happy comment upon t h i s dilemma 

in terms of t ragedy; in f ac t , th i s very conf l ic t i s a t 

the base of M e l v i l l e ' s t r ag ic heroes: 

77 F. 0. Matthiessen, o p . o l t . . p.459-
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Here we have come close t o M e l v i l l e ' s c e n t r a l 
idea of t ragedy, which, I should say, i s the self-
defeat of l eadersh ip . . .Tragedy , then , i s the degene­
r a t i o n of the p o t e n t i a l hero, 'mys t ica l ly i l lumined ' , 
by h i s withdrawal from t h e world and by his s p i r i t u a l 
ordeal , in to the Sultan who leads h i s followers to 
des t ruc t ion ins tead of leading them along the paths of 
c i v i l i z a t i o n 78, 

Thus Melvi l le had an oppresive awareness of e v i l 

tha t permeated th ings as they were. Society i s shot 

through with t h i s "chronic malady of the un iverse" . 

Riches make men forget the common t i e s of human nature 

and s o c i a l c l a s ses wage a quiet war against each o ther . 

War i s contrary to the p r i n c i p l e s of a Chr i s t i an c i v i l i ­

za t ion and yet men and even min i s t e r s of C h r i s t i a n i t y l ive 

by i t . The r e a l and the i d e a l are poles a p a r t . There i s no 

absolute goodness in e i t h e r monarchy or democracy, but 

in a l l forms of human government there i s imperfect ion. 

In f a c t , the mob ru le of democracy may be the most dangerous 

of a l l . Pr imit ive savages are often of far nobler q u a l i t i e s 

than so-cal led c i v i l i z e d people. And s t i l l , there are areas 

of barbarism and inhumanity even among the pagans. 

Society r e j e c t s the t h inke r ; they are in c o n f l i c t . 

But i s o l a t i o n w i l l not solve the problem because a dangerous 

moroseness i n f ec t s the i so l a t ed i nd iv idua l . 

78 Richard Chase, o p . c i t . . p . 5 5 . 



CONFLICT WITHIN SOCIETY 104 

But what can be said of the ind iv idua l man? I f soc ie ty 

i s shot through with c o n f l i c t s and c o n t r a s t s , what of 

man taken as a s ing le uni t? I s the re harmony and se ren i ty 

wi th in , or i s he a l so a t the mercy of conf l ic t ing foroes 

t h a t r i s e from e v i l , the "chronic malady of the universe"? 

In the next chapter we s h a l l examine t h i s problem. 



CHAPTER IV 

CONFLICT WITHIN MAN 

In t he l a s t chapter we found t h a t Melville found in 

soc ie ty a basic imperfection t h a t r e s u l t s i n conf l i c t s of 

various k i n d s . This imperfection and the r e s u l t a n t dicho­

tomies drive the superior individual to th ink out the 

meaning of l i f e and to pursue a course of ac t ion not only 

free from, but often in conf l ic t with the conventions and 

canons of an unthinking s o c i e t y . But in turning away 

from s r c i e t y man does not escape the t a i n t of e v i l . The 

i n d i v i d u a l i s t finds an i n t o l e r a b l e contradic t ion at the 

hear t of t h ings and eventually exh ib i t s symptoms of great 

neuroses . In f a c t , most men, l ike P i e r r e , have a contra­

d ic t ion wi thin themselves. 

The one conf l ic t i s in the order of knowledge 

between what a man fee ls with h is hear t and what he th inks 

with h i s head. There i s a second conf l ic t in regard to the 

p r inc ip l e of man's ao t ions , his w i l l : I s man fated or f ree? 

M e l v i l l e ' s r eac t ion to these problems in Mardi, Moby Dick, 

P i e r r e , and B i l l y Budd i s the r e s u l t of a c e r t a in matur i ty 

tha t he reached a f t e r the wr i t ing of Typee and Omoo. As 

noted in the l a s t chapter , Melvil le enjoyed a momentary 

i n t o x i c a t i o n with p r imi t ive l i f e and i t s pleasant cont ras t 
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t o the perplexing problems of a so-cal led c i v i l i z e d and 

Chr i s t i an soc ie ty . But we saw, too , t h a t h i s r ea l i n t e r e s t 

was to graple with the problems tha t he thought he saw 

about him. Arvin remarks: 

Not in avoiding the c lash between consciousness 
and the unoounscious, between mind and emotion, between 
anxious doubt and confident be l i e f , but i n confronting 
these antinomies head-on and, hopefully, transcending 
them — i n tha t d i r e c t i o n , a s Melvi l le i n t u i t i v e l y saw, 
lay h i s r i g h t future as an adult person 1. 

Wading through the problems of con f l i c t within soc ie ty , he 

eventual ly comes to the con f l i c t s within man himself. To do 

so, he must dive deep, very deep in to the human composite: 

Deep, deep, and s t i l l deep and deeper must we go, 
i f we would find out the hear t of a man; descending 
in to which is as descending a s p i r a l s t a i r in a shaft , 
without any end, and where tha t endlessness i s only 
concealed by the sp i r a lnes s of t h e s t a i r , and the black­
ness of the shaft * . 

P i e r r e ' s view of human na ture i s , indeed, a dark one and 

expresses an undeniable t i e - i n with the Calvinis t t r a d i t i o n 

of n a t u r a l depravi ty and black depths of human nature t h a t 

was in M e l v i l l e ' s family. 

Mardi i s the f i r s t a r t i c u l a t e expression of Me lv i l l e ' s 

attempt to descend t h i s stairway and probe at the "blackness 

of the shaf t" . "To l ive a t a l l i s a high vocation", i s often 

1 Newton Arvin, o p . c i t . , p .88 . 

2 P i e r r e , p .340. 
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expressed in one form or other in Mardi but a s an individual 

or in the aggregate man also shows no coherence or symmetry 

but i s a man of s e l f - c o n t r a d i c t i o n and of grandeur and infamy. 

Babbalanja emphasizes the element of conf l ic t and the r e ­

su l t i ng pe rp lex i ty about man: 

Oh, Man, Man, Man! Thou a r t harder t o solve than the 
I n t e g r a l Calculus — ye t , p l a in as a primer; harder t o 
find than t h e phi losopher ' s stone—yet ever at hand; a 
more ounning compound, than an a lohemis t ' s—yet a hun­
dred weight of f l esh , to a penny weight of s p i r i t ; soul 
and body glued t oge the r , f i rm as atom to atom, seamless 
as vestment without j o i n t , warp or woof--yet divided as 
by a r i v e r , s p i r i t from f l e sh ; growing both ways, l ike a 
t r e e , and dropping thy topmost branches to ea r th , l ike 
thy beard or a banian! I give thee up, oh Man! Thou 
a r t twain--yet i n d i v i s i b l e ; a l l t h ings ,—ye t a poor 
unit a t b e s t . 3 

These words from Babbalanja, the philosopher in Mardi. 

express the element ef conf l i c t t ha t Melville sees in human 

na tu re , "Oh man'. Thou a r t twain J" Here Babbalanja speaks 

in terms of s p i r i t and f lesh , but f u r t he r reading in Mardi, 

Moby Dick, and P i e r r e show an even more spec i f i c dichotomy 

in terms of head and hea r t , of free w i l l and neces s i t y . In 

t h i s quotation a second element i s one of pe rp l ex i t y , " . . . 

harder to solve than the I n t e g r a l Calculus" and "I give thee 

up, oh Man!" In general t h i s view remained M e l v i l l e ' s u n t i l 

the very end. Not even in B i l l y Budd i s there a so lu t ion for 

the con t r ad ic t ions ; a t most, there i s only acceptance. Dis­

t ressed by the conf l i c t Melvi l le f e l t to be in human na tu r e , 

3 Mardi. p . 6 l 4 . 
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he thought i t was t r u l y i n s c r u t a b l e . 

The burden of t h i s chapter w i l l be t o t r ace M e l v i l l e ' s 

views on the diohotomy in man, v i z . , the con f l i c t of head 

versus hear t as a source of knowledge and guide of ac t ion , and 

the conf l i c t of free w i l l versus fa te as the determinant of 

man's a c t i o n s . This two-fold antimony springs from an even 

more fundamental problem, t h a t of e v i l i n the ind iv idua l 

human being. 

One of the most s ign i f i can t passages found in M e l v i l l e ' s 

work is in Mardi,' Yoomy the poet and Babbalanja the philosopher 

are in a discussion about poets and their art when Babbalanja 

observes: 

The essence of a l l good and ev i l i s in us , not out of 
u s . Neither poison nor honey lodgeth in the flowers which, 
side by s ide , bees and wasps oft a l igh t* My lo rd , nature 
i s an immaculate v i rg in , forever-s tanding unrobed before u s . 
True poets but pa in t the charms which a l l behold. The v i ­
cious would be vicious without them ^ . 

Here the philosopher points to human nature as the source of 

e v i l . The world of na ture i s amoral, for flowers bear ne i the r 

poison nor honey. Later in the same novel , Melvil le s t a t e s h i s 

own p o s i t i o n : 

Miserable, t h r i c e miserable he, who i s forever turning 
over and over one 's oharacter i n h i s mind, and weighing by 
nice avoirdupois , the pros and the oons of h i s goodness 
and badness. For we are a l l good and bad 5. 

4 I b i d . , p .617. 

5 I b i d . , p .712. 
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Thus at this stage Melville would discourage a probing and a 

weighing, at least of the individual man, and concede a mix­

ture of good and evil in each. This position is a development 

over Redburn. published in 1849, where there is a virtual per­

sonification of evil in Jackson, This character, Fedellah in 

MPJiy. Dick, and Claggart in Billy Budd are the three personali­

ties in all of Melville where evil is predominant as a con­

stitutional element in their make-up. It is interesting to 

note that Jackson merely gives off the "effluvium" of evil 

while Claggart embodies it in his very being. Fedellah is 

identified with Satan himself. 

Redburn thus contained a character or individual with 

evil as a predominant characteristic. In Mardi. however, 

evil in relation to human nature is considered more in the 

abstract and it is not embodied in any one personality. 

Moby Dick and Pierre return to the viewpoint of evil within 

the individual man. Billy Budd will emphasize it. In Moby 

Dick Fedellah looms as an embodiment of evil. In fact, 

Melville speaks of him in connection with the memory of the 

first man as a distinct recollection among the more primitive 

tribes of the earth. What is significant is that in relation 

to Fedellah he hints of his anoestry as stemming from the 

"mundane amours" of the devils with the daughters of men! 
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Stubb fee l s t h a t Fedellah i s the dev i l i nca rna t e . Stubb and 

Flask discuss the Parsee over a r i g h t whale they k i l l e d and 

Stubb makes t h i s po in t : 

Flask, I take t h a t Fedellah to be the devi l in 
d i s g u i s e . . . H e ' s the d e v i l , I say. The reason why you 
don ' t see h i s t a i l , i s because he tucks i t up out of , 
s i gh t ; he c a r r i e s i t co i led away in h i s pocket, I guess °, 

Fedellah proves to have a commanding inf luence over Ahab as 

the man throws himself i n to h i s "Godless" search for the 

White Whale. Soon a f t e r Stubb and Flaak engage in the con­

versa t ion quoted above, Fedellah and Ahab stand near each others 

And Ahab chanced So to stand, t h a t the Parsee occupied 
h i s shadow: while , i f the Pa r see ' s shadow were there a t 
a l l i t seemed only to blend wi th , and lengthen Ahab's. 
As the crew to i l ed on, Laplandish speculat ions were bandied 
among them, concerning a l l these passing things 7. 

Howard P. Vincent expresses what ea s i ly may have been the 

"Laplandish specula t ions" of the crew, p a r t i c u l a r l y in view of 

Stubb's remarks quoted above. 

Melvi l le has r e s t a t ed as in a coda h i s symbolism of 
Fedellah as the Devil and of Ahab's domination by t h e 
powers of E v i l . The united shadows of Ahab and Fedellah 
represent the union of Ahab wi th the Devil 8„ 

I t i s most s i gn i f i can t to note t h a t Fedellah i s a Parsee 

and so a bel iever in the two P r i n c i p l e s . Zoroastr ianism, 

the ancient and t r a d i t i o n a l r e l i g i o n of the Par sees , teaches 

6 Moby Dick, p . 9 5 5 . 

7 I b i d . , p .957. 

8 Howard P. Vincent, o p . c i t . . p .251 . 
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a relentless war of Ormazd, the principle of light and good­

ness, against Ahriman and his evil spirits. Hence, Stubb 

was perhaps quite right In predicating consummate evil of 

Fedellah. And Melville, fascinated by the apparent dualism 

of good and evil, makes the happy choice of a charaoter 

whose ancestral religion is based on such a dualism. 

Moby Dick has two other personalities who are more 

in agreement with Melville's over-all theory that good and 

evil is in all men. Radney is "vengeful and full of social 

quarrel as the backwoods seaman". He is as stubborn as he 

is malicious 9. And still he has his good qualities. In the 

same passage, Melville says, "Yet was this Nantucketer a man 

with some good-hearted traits.,." Thus even in an individual 

marked by meanness and jealousy there is an. element of the good. 

Steelkilt is a foil for Radney* Steelkilt is describe^ 

as having the brain, the heart, and the soul of Charlemagne. 

And yet Steelkilt is not without sin. Were it not for a 

sudden twist of fate, he would have oarried through his plans 

to murder Radney out of revenge for an insult and would have 

led his mates in mutiny 1^. In the persons of Radney and 

Steelkilt we see clearly the working of Melville:s theory, "Oh 

Man! Thou art twain!" They have both good and evil within 1bon 

9 Moby Dick, p.907. 

10 Ibid., pp.908 and 913. 
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In Radney, we see the soul "so simple t h a t i t p re fe rs e v i l 

t o good". For a reason beyond M e l v i l l e ' s ken, Radney i s 

predisposed t o e v i l , but has h i s good q u a l i t i e s t o o , 

P i e r r e i s M e l v i l l e ' s "psychology of e v i l " . ^ Ad­

mi t t ing the ever-present element of e v i l i n man, Melvi l le 

w r i t e s , "Why in the nobles t marble p i l l a r tha t stands beneath 

the a l l -compr is ing v a u l t , ever should we descry the s i n i s t e r 
12 vein?" He sees man a noble c rea t ion but spotted with a 

" s i n i s t e r ve in" . Even in his mother's love for him P ie r re 

senses pride: 

She loveth me; - -but why?...Me she loveth with 
p r i d e ' s love; in me she thinks she seeth her own curled 
and haughty beauty; before my glass she s t ands ,—pr ide ' s 
pr ies tess—and to her mirrored image, not to me, she 
offers up her offerings of k i sses ^-3, 

P i e r r e ' s mother herse l f s o l i l o q u i z e s : 

Sometimes I have feared tha t my pr ide would work me 
Some woe incurable . . .Bu t who can get a t one 's hear t to 
mend i t ? Right one 's s e l f agains t another tha t one may 
sometimes do; but when that other i s one 's own self , 
these r i b s forbid !*»-. 

Thus a conf l i c t wi thin the ind iv idua l himself who sees im­

per fec t ion a t work within himself but fee ls powerless to stay i t . 

11 R. E, Watters , op_.cit. , p . 174. 

12 P i e r r e . p,127. 

13 I b i d . , p .105. 

14 I b i d . , p .154. 
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B i l l y Budd p ro j ec t s the a n t i t h e s i s of good and e v i l 

tha t i s in man's hea r t i n t o single p e r s o n a l i t i e s . B i l l y 

Budd himself i s a lad of noble soul and unblemished c h a r a c t e r . 

Claggart himself owned him t o be a "sweet and pleasant young 

fel low". On the other hand, Claggart i s the incarna t ion of 

e v i l . Along with Jackson i n Redburn and Fedellah in Moby. Diok. 

he is one of M e l v i l l e ' s few characters who embody the e v i l 

tha t i s present a t l e a s t i n a small way in a l l men. C i v i l i ­

za t ion fos t e r s the type of man Claggart i s . " I t holds i t s e l f 

in the mantle of r e s p e c t a b i l i t y " . But underneath i t i s a 

n a t u r a l depravi ty . 

Now something such was Claggart , in whom was the 
mania of an>ovil na tu r e , not engendered by v ic ious 
t r a i n i n g or corrupt ing books or l i c en t i ous l i v i n g , but 
born with him and inna te , in s h o r t , a "depravity according 
to na ture" 15. 

There i s an "elemental e v i l " i n Claggart tha t puts him at 

odds immediately with Budd. Claggart evidences a super ior 

capac i ty , a c o n s t i t u t i o n a l sob r i e ty , a pecul ia r " f e r r e t ing 

genius" and a oe r t a in aus t e re p a t r i o t i s m . There i s nothing 

of the sordid or sensua l . This s o r t of e v i l , of a s p i r i t u a l 

and i n t e l l e c t u a l order, dove ta i l s with M e l v i l l e ' s thought in 

Mardi t h a t the soul may choose e v i l , but the body i s a frame, 

"whose minutest ac t ion i s f u l l of unsearchable wisdom 16. 

!5 B i l l y Budd. p . l « 7 . 

16 Mardi. p .654. 
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Obviously, the con f l i c t of good and e v i l i s ex t e r ­

na l ized in the persons of B i l ly Budd and Claggar t . But i t i s 

s ign i f i can t t h a t even B i l l y has been touched with e v i l . I t i s 

not t h e s p i r i t u a l e v i l , the na tu ra l depravi ty t ha t dogs Claggart . 

but i t i s a physical imperfection t h a t i s t he ac tua l occasion 

of his downfall* His speeoh impediment in time of nervous 

s t r e s s and s t r a i n impells him to express himself with a physi­

ca l blow t h a t k i l l s Claggart and s e t s in motion tha t machinery 

that b r ings B i l l y himself to t he yard-arm. 

Besides being "twain" in respect to good and e v i l in 

his inmost na tu re , man suffers another conf l i c t t h a t places 

him on the horns of a dilemma. In d i r eo t ing h is ac t ions , 

s h a l l a man re ly on the d i c t a t e s of h i s hear t or of h i s reason'. 

I f man were completely good, there would be no c o n f l i c t . The 

impulses of h is nature would be in harmony with the conclusions 

of his reason. But given the imperfection, i s the hear t or the 

head a more r e l i a b l e guide in d i r ec t i ng man to do the r i g h t 

thing and the good thing? 

M e l v i l l e ' s understanding of the term "hear t" i s a na­

t u r a l l y good i n s t i n o t t ha t serves as a guide to t r u t h and 

v i r t u e . I t i s interchangeable with h is use of the word "Fa i th" . 

Melvil le wrote a l e t t e r t o Hawthorne around 18j>0 commenting 

on Ethan Brand. Hawthorne's famous s t o r y . The l ime-burner, 

Ethan Brand, i s gu i l t y of the Unpardonable Sin, i n t e l l e c t u a l 

pr ide and a hear t of s tone . Depressed because of unpopularity 
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he throws himself i n t o the l ime-furnace. When h i s skeleton 

i s found, the r i b s enclose a piece of marble shaped l ike a 

human h e a r t . The story gives occasion to Melvi l le to wr i te 

to Hawthorne: 

I t i s a f r i g h t f u l poe t i ca l creed t h a t the c u l t i v a t i o n 
of the head ea t s out the h e a r t . . . I stand for the h e a r t . 
To the dogs with the head! I had r a the r be a fool with 
a h e a r t , than J u p i t e r Olympus with h i s head 17, 

E a r l i e r in Mardi Melvil le had expressed a s imilar 

d i s t r u s t of the head. Babbalanja, the philosopher, observes: 

''Let us s t i f l e a l l vain specu la t ions ; we need not be to ld 

what r ighteousness i s ; we were born with the whole law in 

our h e a r t s " 18, The d i s t r u s t of specula t ion i s even more 

emphatically enunciated by King Media, and Babbalanja admits 

that " th i s i s not the f i r s t time a philosopher has been i n ­

s t ruc ted by a man": 

. . . l a s t thoughts you mortals have none; nor can 
have; and, a t bottom, your own f l e e t i n g fancies are too 
often secre t s t o y o u r s e l v e s . . . Thug with the wises t 
of you a l l ; you are ever unfixed 19, 

Media claims tha t the philosophers can hardly solve the 

problems tha t vex t h e i r own souls ; a c t u a l l y , f ina l knowledge 

seems una t t a inab le . Later on, Babbalanja discourses in muohi 

17 J u l i a n Hawthorne, ed . , Nathaniel Hawthorne and His 
Wife. Boston, Houghton-Mifflin, 1897, p .404. 

18 Mardi. p .696. 

19 I b i d . , p .577 . 
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the same vein and dismisses knowledge as inadequate: "Tell 

us, ye sages! something worth an archangel's learning... 

Fools, fools! ...we cut our eye-teeth just as late as they 

did, three thousand years ago" . In short, Mardi offers 

much evidence for the conclusion that at this time Melville 

had a great distrust for the head. The heart is extolled 

as the source and guide of virtue. Even in Serenia, the 

island where the principles of charity and justice of the 

Prophet Alma (Christ) are observed, the old man remarks, 

"But are Truth, Justice, and Love the revelations of Alma 

alone? ...Oh! Alma but opens unto us our own Hearts" 21. 

Babbalanja, however, stands for greater emphasis 

on the validity of the human mind. In conversation with the 

old man, quoted above, Bubbalanja is .anxious to know, "But 

pray you, old man—say on—methinks, that in your faith must 

be much that jars with reason" 2 . Tno old man answers that 

such is not so. Alma and right reason are the same. Else 

Alma, and not reason would we reject. The Master (Christ) 

has brought a commandment of Love and "here do all things 

wise, and all things good, unite. Love is all in all". 

William Sedgwick sees in Mardi the odyssey of the 

20 Ibid., p.698. 

21 Ibjd., p.726, 

22 Ibid., p.728. 
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human mind in quest of truth. Man is ultimately faced with 

the dilemma of choosing Serenia where God is all; all life 

is from God and love is the law of life. But will this 

view stand before the inquisition of the mind? Hautia is 

a symbol of spiritual death but of material life. Hautia 

is the life of pride and sensuality. It is an existence that 

circumvents the whole problem of head and heart and refuses 

to follow either, because both seem in contradiction. At 

least, both head and heart fail to achieve ultimate Truth. 

When Taji sails off into the horizon at end of Mardi, he 

is still on the search for the expression of his complete 

human nature. In terms of gaining truth, Taji. wants both 

head and heart to grasp Truth. Melville seems to indicate 

2^ that such is impossible -'. 

Melville here reaches the inevitable dead-end of a 

mind that has no structure of revealed truth on which to 

lean. Earlier in Mardi t Babbalanja had rejected any dogma­

tic system; in fact, objective truth, he intimates, is 

utterly beyond comprehension and expression: 

...wherefore, orthodoxy and heresy are one...For 
in things abstract, men but differ in the sounds that 
come from their mouths, and not in the wordless thoughts 
lying at the bottom of their beings 2^. 

23 Cf. William Sedgwick, op_.cit., pp.38-58. 

24 Mardi. p.611. 
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In the same chapter, Babbalanja casts aspersion upon the 

faith of the unthinking man, "Faith is to the thoughtless, 

doubts to the thinker". Thus Mardi reflects this view of 

Melville toward head and heart; The heart will accept the 

program of Serenia where a surrender is made to Alma the 

Prophet. But the head will not reach a satisfactory fulfill­

ment in this surrender. Doubts will arise for the thinker. 

Thus, Melville is caught in the contemporary conflict of faith 

and reason. His concept of faith, the prompting of the heart 

of man to accept a commandment of love and forego intel­

lectual satisfaction, is both erroneous and immature. He 

could not appreciate the great vistas of Truth opened out 

before the mind by the use of Faith in the proper sense of 

belief in the revelations of God because of God revealing. 

Melville was not familiar with the motives of credibility 

that make faith and reason dovetail in approaching God, the 

ultimate Truth. As a result, he had to try to reconcile 

himself with the anxiety of an apparent conflict between 

head and heart. 

Melville was aware that his position did not solve 

the antinomy, In Moby Dick he created Ahab who was to 

show how madness and self-destruction follows on the 

glorification and emphasis of the human intellect. As we 

shall study in the next chapter, Ahab's search can be inter­

preted as one in the ontplogical order. His object was Truth. 
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His frustration and ultimate defeat are sufficient indication 

of what Melville saw would occur to the man who relied entirely 

on his head to the exclusion of his heart, or more specifi­

cally, of faith. Ahab is an Ethan Brand gone to sea. But 

Melville has a deep-down affection and respect for this type of 

soul. 

...all deep, earnest thinking is but the intrepid effort 
of the soul to keep the open independence of her sea; 
while the wildest winds of heaven and earth conspire 
to cast her on the treacherous, slavish shore? 

But as in landlessness alone resides the highest 
truth, shoreless, indefinite as God—so, better is it to 
perish in that howling infinite, than be ingloripusly 
dashed upon the lee, even if that were safety! ̂ 5 

Melville admits that it is only "glimpses" we have of the 

eternal truth. The spirit of this quotation is in harmony 

with the observation made in the very first chapter: Mel­

ville preferred the soul who could think. He never abandoned 

his position although he always felt that ultimate truth 

was really beyond man and even man himself is "harder to 

solve than the Integral Calculus", 

Pierre carries on the idea of a conflict between 

head and heart. Here heart is understood more in the sense 

of the inner promptings of man's nature. When Pierre receives 

the letter from Isabel beseeohing him to come to her, he is 

town for a moment between two forces. 

25 Moby Dick, p.823. 
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One bade him f i n i s h the s e l f i s h d e s t r u c t i o n of 
t h e n o t e ; f or i n some dark way t h e r e a d i n g of i t 
would i r r e t r i e v a b l y e n t a n g l e h i s f a t e . The o ther bade 
him d ismiss a l l m i s g i v i n g s . . . b e c a u s e t o d i smis s them 
was t h e man l i e r p a r t . . . The bad a n g e l i n s i n u a t i n g l y 
b rea thed — Read i t n o t , d e a r e s t P i e r r e , b u t d e s t r o y 
i t and be happy. Then, a t t he b l a s t of h i s noble h e a r t , 
t he bad a n g e l shrunk up i n t o no th ingnes s 2 " . 

The h e a x t of P i e r r e wins out over t h e "bad a n g e l " t h a t r e a ­

sons and c a l c u l a t e s . I t i s a "nob le" h e a r t for i t a v e r t s t h e 

d e s t r u c t i o n of t h e no te advised by the "bad a n g e l " w i t h i n 

him. I t i s h i s h e a r t i n the sense of an i n s t i n c t for good. 

The i r o n y i s seen when we r e c a l l t h a t i t i s by going t o 

I s a b e l i n response t o the no te t h a t s e t s off a s e r i e s of 

even t s t h a t lead t o P i e r r e ' s d e s t r u c t i o n . Hence, the "nob le" 

h e a r t can h a r d l y be t r u s t e d . I t b r i n g s about P i e r r e ' s r u i n . 

Near the c l o s e of t h i s n o v e l , P i e r r e admits t h a t i f he had 

been h e a r t l e s s , he would have been happy. 

Had I been h e a r t l e s s now, disowned, and spu rn ing ly 
po r t i oned off t h e g i r l a t Saddle Meadows, then had I 
been happy through a long l i f e on e a r t h , and perchance 
through a long e t e r n i t y i n heaven! Now, ' t i s merely 
h e l l i n both worlds 2 ' . 

On t h e o the r hand, P i e r r e does not t e a c h dependence 

on r e a s o n . The more P i e r r e m e d i t a t e s and ponders on h i s 

f a t e , the more mysti.fi e4 he becomes: 

26 P i e r r e , p . 7 3 . 

27 I b i d . , p . 4 2 4 . 

http://mysti.fi
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So t h a t i n P i e r r e was p r e s e n t e d the apparen t anamoly 
of a mind, which by becoming r e a l l y profound in i t s e l f , 
grew s k e p t i c a l of a l l t e n d e r e d p r o f u n d i t i e s ; whereas , 
t h e c o n t r a r y i s g e n e r a l l y supposed . 

Hence, r e a s o n a l s o i s power less t o help P i e r r e . Far from g i v ­

ing him an i n s i g h t i n t o t r u t h , i t only makes him s k e p t i c a l 

of " a l l t ende red p r o f u n d i t i e s " . In s h o r t , P i e r r e shows 

a d i s t r u s t of both mind and h e a r t . The h e a r t l eads P i e r r e 

i n t o a s i t u a t i o n t h a t b r i n g s about h i s r u i n . The l a d i s 

h e l p l e s s t o f a s h i o n a ph i lo sophy t o e x p l a i n the "onse t of 

L i f e and P a s s i o n " . 

In g e n e r a l we can conclude t h a t M e l v i l l e t r u s t e d 

n e i t h e r t h e head nor the h e a r t comple t e ly . He keeps t o h i s 

r e s p e c t for t h e i n d i v i d u a l who has t h e courage to search for 

the t r u t h but whether i t i s b e t t e r t o use the h e a r t or head, 

M e l v i l l e seems unable t o d e c i d e . At l e a s t t h i s c o n f l i c t 

c o n t i n u e s u n t i l 1891 when he wrote B i l l y Budd. As we s h a l l 

see in t h e l a s t chapter of t h i s s t u d y , M e l v i l l e c r e a t e d i n 

Captain Vere a c h a r a c t e r who i s a b l e t o make t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l 

v i r t u e s harmonize wi th t h e promptings of h i s h e a r t . But 

even t h e n , a s we s h a l l see , i t i s a s o l u t i o n t h a t r e c a l l s ttye 

words , "Oh Man, Man, Man, Thou a r t h a r d e r t o s o l v e than the 

I n t e g r a l C a l c u l u s " . Indeed t h e r e i s s e r i o u s c o n f l i c t i n 

M e l v i l l e ' s w r i t i n g s between t h e r e l a t i v e m e r i t s of head and 

28 I b i d . . p , 4 1 7 . 
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h e a r t , whether the' l a t t e r is taken as f a i t h or as the 

inner promptings of a man's na tu re . 

Along with the mixture of good and e v i l in human 

na ture and the r e l a t i v e meri ts of head and hear t in d i r e c t ­

ing a man's a c t i o n s ; M e l v i l l e ' s works revea l an anxie ty 

about whether a man i s free or fated in his a c t i o n s . In 

Melvi l le the top ic of free w i l l f a l l s under the var ious 

terms of Fa te , Necessi ty , Wi l l , and Chance. Early in Mardi 

there i s the moving desc r ip t ion of a calm a t sea . Melvil le 

masterful ly descr ibes the effect of a calm on the human soul 

and body, fo r in very t r u t h i t seems to affect both. One 

of the r e s u l t s i s for the human mind to begin to doubt f ree­

dom of w i l l ; the immutability of the sea becomes an argument 

for the immutabil i ty of the w i l l . "If (the t r a v e l e r is^ a 

reader of books, P r i e s t l e y on Necessity occurs to him; and 

he be l ieves in t h a t old S i r Anthony Absolute t o the very l a s t 

chapter" 2 * . The relevance and aptness of M e l v i l l e ' s analogy 

i s apparent when we remember tha t P r i e s t l e y taught a 

material ism t h a t denied the s p i r i t u a l i t y of the sou l ; hence, 

the w i l l j u s t does not ex i s t in the t r a d i t i o n a l , Scholas t ic 

sense of a f ree , s p i r i t u a l f a c u l t y . I f man i s wholly 

m a t e r i a l , then he too can become u t t e r l y becalmed l i k e the 

29 Mardi. p=2S3. 
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sea and there i s no i n t e r n a l facu l ty of self-movement to 

i n i t i a t e any new a o t i o n . 

In some l a t e r passages in Mardi. Babbalanja the 

philosopher voices a f ine d i s t i n c t i o n between Fatal ism and 

Necess i ty . After vehemently denying tha t he i s a Necessi­

t a r i a n and implying t h a t to be such would be t o play the 

fool , Babbalanja expla ins : 

Confound not the d i s t i n c t i o n . Fatalism presumes 
express and i r revocable ed ic t s of heaven concerning 
p a r t i c u l a r events . Whereas, Necessi ty holds tha t a l l 
events are n a t u r a l l y l inked, and inev i tab ly follow 
each o ther , without p rov iden t i a l i n t e r p o s i t i o n , though 
by the e t e r n a l l e t t i n g of Providence 30, 

Ia other words, Necessi ty , acoording to Babbalanja means t h a t 

once a o e r t a i n a c t i s committed, a ce r ta in ef fect w i l l follow, 

the whole process of free ac t and neoessary e f fec t being with­

in the " l e t t i n g " of Providence, i . e . , within the framework of 

God's p l an . Babbalanja 's theory of Necessi ty i s qu i t e s im i l a r 

to the t r a d i t i o n a l Scholas t ic concept of cause and e f f e o t . 

He omits one important cons idera t ion: free w i l l may s t i l l 

a l t e r the course of e v e n t s . In na tu r e , cause and effect ope­

r a t e with divine r e g u l a r i t y , but in the realm of human r e ­

l a t ions cause and e f fec t i s conditioned by the exercise of 

free w i l l . Babbalanja has wisdom in placing the whole 

30 I b i d . , p .609. 
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operation of Necessity under t h e " l e t t i n g " or Providence of 

God. Even in admitting a free w i l l to determine and condition 

the working of t h i s cause and e f fec t , God s t i l l eventual ly 

shapes a l l a c t i ons and things fo r the fu l f i l lment of His 

own W i l l . 

White Jacket offers e x p l i c i t proof tha t Melvi l le 

himself believed in free w i l l . He himself remarks: 

But a l l events a re mixed in a fusion ind i s t i ngu i shab le , 
What we c a l l Fate i s even, h e a r t l e s s , and impart ia l . . .We 
may f r e t , fume, and f igh t ; but t he th ing cal led Fate 
eve r l a s t i ng ly sus ta ins an armed n e u t r a l i t y . 

Yet though a l l t h i s be so , never the less in our own 
h e a r t s , we mold the whole world 's he rea f t e r ; and in our 
own hea r t s we fashion our own gods. Each mortal cas ts 
h i s vote for whom he would to ru l e the wor lds : I have 
a voice t h a t helps t o shape e t e r n i t y ; and my v o l i t i o n s 
s t i r the o rb i t s of the f a r t h e s t suns. In two senses, 
we are p rec i se ly what we worship. Ourselves are Fate 31 

But the very next year, 1851, i n wri t ing Moby Dick Melvil le 

was t o make many references to t h i s force ca l led Fa te . In 

t h i s one novel there are approximately twenty-eight references 

to a Fate t h a t both proposes and disposes in a man's l i f e . 

But there i s a l so a working out of the complex in t e rp l ay of 

Chance, Necessi ty , and Free Will in t h i s same book. 

Ishmael and Queequeg a r e weaving a mat. In a moment 

of r e f l e c t i o n Ishmael sees an analogy between the weaving of 

the mat and the t u r n of events i n a man's l i f e . 

31 White Jacke t , p.1299. 
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Ishmael h imsel f i s t h e s h u t t l e ; the f ixed t h r e a d s of t h e warp 

are n e c e s s i t y . Ishmael m e d i t a t e s , " . . . h e r e , thought I , w i t h 

my own hand I p l y my own s h u t t l e and weave my own d e s t i n y i n t o 

those u n a l t e r a b l e t h r e a d s . " 32 g u ^ Queequeg1s sword h i t s t h e 

woof o c c a s i o n a l l y , sometime s l a n t i n g l y , sometimes c rooked ly , 

always i n d i f f e r e n t l y . The d i f f e r e n c e i n the blow produces a 

co r respond ing d i f f e r e n c e i n t h e f i n a l a s p e c t of the completed 

f a b r i c . 

. . . t h i s s a v a g e ' s sword, t h o u g h t I , which t hus f i n a l l y 
shapes and fash ions both warp and woof; t h i s e a s y , i n ­
d i f f e r e n t sword must be chance —aye , chance , f r ee w i l l 
and n e c e s s i t y , —no wise i n c o m p a t i b l e — a l l i n t e r w e a v i n g l y 
working t o g e t h e r . The s t r a i g h t warp of n e c e s s i t y , not t o 
be swerved indeed , only t e n d i n g t o t h a t ; f r9e w i l l s t i l l 
f r ee t o p ly her s h u t t l e between g iven t h r e a d s ; and chance , 
though r e s t r a i n e d i n i t s p lay w i t h i n the r i g h t l i n e of 
n e c e s s i t y , and s ideways i n i t s motions d i r e c t e d by f r e e 
w i l l , though thus p r e s c r i b e d t o by b o t h , chance by t u r n 
r u l e s e i t h e r , and has t h e l a s t f e a t u r i n g blow a t even t s 3>o 

Thus Chance p l a y s a very impor tant r o l e i n the d i s p o s i t i o n of 

human a f f a i r s . Free w i l l and the n e c e s s i t y of a cause and 

e f f e c t r e l a t i o n s h i p a l s o p lay a p a r t , but "chance by t u r n 

r u l e s e i t h e r , and has the l a s t f e a t u r i n g blow a t e v e n t s " , 

Queequeg's sword, s t r i k i n g i n d i f f e r e n t l y and producing the 

f i n a l r e s u l t s i n the f a b r i c , i s the sword of chance t h a t 

has the b r e a t e s t p a r t i n shap ing e v e n t s , 

32 Moby Dick, p . 8 8 8 . 

33 I b i d . . p , 8 8 8 . 
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Thus Moby Dick swings to the side of an ind i f fe ren t 

Chance, r a the r than Necessity or absolu te Free Wi l l . Thus 

there i s a freedom of the w i l l but a man's free ac t i ons are 

often conditioned by forces beyond h i s c o n t r o l . In f ac t , 

Moby Dick evidences d e f i n i t e over-tones of determinism. 

Chance and Necessity circumscribe a man's f ree a c t i o n s . 

The p r a o t i c a l app l i ca t ion of the theory i s given in Ishmael ' s 

handling of Queequeg's monkey-rope while the l a t t e r worked 

on the whale over the s ide of the sh ip . 

But handle Queequeg's monkey-rope heedfully as I 
would, sometimes he jerked i t so, t h a t I came very near 
s i l k i n g over board. Nor could I poss ib ly forget t h a t , 
do what, I would, I only had the management of one end 
of i t 34# 

Ishmael takes the opportunity to draw a moral. " . . . I saw 

tha t the s i t u a t i o n of mine was t h e prec i se s i t u a t i o n of every 

mortal t h a t b r e a t h e s . . . . " Tnus, i n sh©rt, we can conclude 

tha t Melvil le wrote about a free w i l l tha t was never the less 

influenced by circumstances beyond man's c o n t r o l . Man's 

ac t ions a r e , on t h e whole, f ree but in t h e i r e f f ec t s they are 

conditioned by Necessi ty and Chance which are beyond anyone's 

c o n t r o l . 

Thus far we have confined the d iscuss ion t o M e l v i l l e ' s 

view of chance and free w i l l i n r e l a t i o n to the ordinary events 

34 I b i d . . p.?r.zt 
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of day-to-day l i v i n g . But when a t t e n t i o n i s given t o act ions 

tha t are e v i l , the elements of chance and neces s i t y are 

emphasized t o the v i r t u a l exclusion of freedom of the w i l l . 

We can say t h a t M e l v i l l e ' s b e l i e f in f ree w i l l f luc tua tes in 

inverse proport ion to h i s r e a l i z a t i o n of the elements of 

imperfection in man. In White Jacket Melvil le descr ibes the 

hideous, crumpled horn tha t grew out of the forehead of 

Dr. Cadwallader Cu t i c l e , M.D., surgeon of the f l e e t . 

Melvil le phi losophizes : 

The horn seemed the mark of a curse for some myster­
ious s in , conceived and committed before the s p i r i t had 
entered the f l e sh . Yet t h a t sin seemed something im­
posed, and not vo lun ta r i ly sought; some s i n growing 
out of the hea r t l e s s n e c e s s i t i e s of the p redes t ina t ion 
of th ings ; some s in under which sinner sank in 
s i n l e s s woe -J-J. 

"Sinless woe" expresses the thought tha t there i s no 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for t h i s e v i l . I t en t e r s the l i f e of a p a r t i ­

cular man and he consequently su f f e r s . Hence, Melvi l le fuses , 

or confuses, the Ca lv in i s t concept of predest ined s in in the 

l i f e of a man and the t r a d i t i o n a l Chr i s t ian idea that " fu l l 

consent of the w i l l " i s e s s e n t i a l for s i n . Hence, the 

"s inner" suffers in " s i n l e s s " woe, 

The idea t h a t e v i l may be predest ined in the l i f e of 

oer ta in ind iv idua l men i s emphasized in Moby Dick. 

35 White Jacke t , p.1256. 
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When Ishmael t e l l s Don Pedro of an ear ly encounter wi th the 

White Whale and the ru in which i t brought on the men who 

chased i t , Ishmael remarks: "Gentlemen, a strange f a t a l i t y 

pervades the whole career of these events , a s i f v e r i l y 

mapped out before the world i t s e l f was cha r t ed . " 3" After 

Starbtiok.had accosted iAhab and«.aeeuaed him of "impiety and 

blasphemy" to hunt down the White Whale in t h i s mad and 

ev i l chase, Ahab r e p l i e s : 

This whole a c t ' s immutably decreed. 'Twas rehearsed 
by thee and me a b i l l i o n years before t h i s ocean r o l l e d . 
Fool! I am the Fa t e s ' l i eu t enan t ; I aot under„orders. 
Look thou, under l ing! t h a t thou obeyest mine -*'. 

E a r l i e r Melvi l le had hinted t h a t Ahab was driven by a force 

t ha t was immensely larger than himself. Occasionally 

Ahab would break for th from his cabin with a wild, p ierc ing 

cry . I t was an " e t e r n a l , l iv ing p r i nc ip l e or soul in him" 

tha t drove him on ™. 

P ie r re i s driven on by a necess i ty t h a t i s beyond 

h i s own con t ro l . In f a c t , P i e r r e f ee l s t h a t l i f e i s made 

up of " insc ru tab le inhumanit ies" tha t are nobody's f a u l t , 

but never the less work t h e i r e v i l among men. 

36 Moby Dick, p.916. 

37 Ibid., p.1094. 

38 Ibid., p.880. 
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I can not speak coherently here ; but somehow I 
f e l t tha t a l l good, harmless men and women were human 
beings , placed at c ross-purposes , in a world of snakes 
and l i g h t n i n g s , in a world of ho r r i b l e and inscru tab le 
inhumanities 39, 

I t i s about t h i s time tha t the re comes i n t o P i e r r e ' s mind 

" l i f e ' s sub t l e s t problem", 

With the lightning's |lash, the query is spontaneously 
prppoundedr-chance, pr God? ...The heart, stirred to 
its depths, finds cprrelative sympathy in the head, 
wh^oh likewise is profoundly mqved. Before miserable 
me^j wfren intellectual, all tbe'ages of the world pass 
as in a manacled, prooepsipn, ̂ nd all their myriad links 
rattle in the mournful mystery H-Q, 

Later Melville himself makes this observation as Pierre is 

caught in the perplexities of situation: Strike at one end 

a long row of billiard balls, and the furthermost ball will 

start forth, while all the rest stand still. Melville 

concludes: 

So, though long previous generations, whether of 
births or thoughts, Fate strikes the present man. Idly 
he disowns the blow's effects, because he felt no blow, 
and indeed, received no blow. But Pierre was not arguing 
Fixed Fate and Free Will, now; Fixed Fate and Free Will 
were arguing him, and Fixed Fate got the better in 
the debate 5 1. 

Hence Melville surrenders to a Fixed Fate in Pierre's pre­

dicament. There is no longer room for argument. If a man 

is not convinced,- it is only because the poor man is not 

39 Pierre, p.144. 

40 Ibid., p.130. 

41 Ibid., p.214. 
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oonscious of the blow t h a t has been s t ruck . 

In f i n e , men and women may have the best i n t e n t i o n s . 

But t he r e i s a force beyond them t h a t puts them at "cross 

purposes" and r e s u l t s in " insprutable inhumani t ies" . The 

term " insc ru t ab le" t i e s }n witja Me lv i l l e ' s observation in 

Mardi t h a t man i s "harder to solve than the In t eg ra l Calculus" . 

Even mo,re conclusive ty}at free w i l l i s minimized in ev i l 

ac t ions i s given in P ier re when Melvi l le speaks of P i e r r e ' s 

recogni t ion of the e v i l within him; 

. . . i t would seem, tha t P ie r re i s qu i t e conscious of 
muoh t h a t i s so anomalously hard and b i t t e r in h i s l o t , 
of much t h a t i s so black and t e r r i f i c i n h i s sou l . Yet 
t h a t knowing his condit ion not one whit enable him to 
change or b e t t e r h is condi t ion. Conclusive proof tha t 
he has no power over his condi t ion . For in tremendous 
ex t remi t ies human souls are l ike drowning men; well 
enough they know they are i n p e r i l ; wel l enough they 
know the causes of tha t p e r i l ; — never the less , the sea 
i s the sea , and these drowning men do drown ^ 2 . 

In summing up M e l v i l l e ' s view of Free Wi l l , Necess i ty , 

Fatal ism, and Chance, we can conclude from the foregoing ev i ­

dence tha t here too Melvi l le sees a c o n f l i c t within man. In 

general man has a free w i l l , conditioned by circumstances and 

chance and n e c e s s i t y . But in matter of e v i l , man i s influenced 

by ohance to t he a c t u a l undoing and pa ra lys i s of free w i l l . 

In shor t , there i s a p redes t ina t ion to e v i l and man's 

r ebe l l i on to i t w i l l a v a i l him noth ing . 

42 I b i d . , p .357. 
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All i n a l l , M e l v i l l e ' s view of the c o n f l i c t within 

man himself i s summed up in the passage from Mardi. 

Oh, Man, Man, Man'. Thou a r t harder to solve than 
the I n t e g r a l Calculus — yet p l a in as a primer; harder 
to find than the ph i losopher ' s stone — yet ever a t h a n d . . . 
—I give thee up, oh Man! ^hou a r t twain—yet indivi*. 
s i b l e ; a l l things — ye^ a p'por uni t a t best ^-3. 

Bas ica l ly there i s imperfection in man; we a re a l l good and 

bad. In t ry ing to decide yf^at tQ <3o in a given s i t u a t i o n , 

or in f rying to solve the perplexing problems of l i f e , man 

find himself torn between tfte impulses pf h is hear t and the 

d i c t a t e s of h is head or reason. In general Melvi l le d i s t r u s t e d 

both because both seemed l i k e l y t o lead a man to f r u s t r a t i o n 

or madness. On the leve l of human r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , i s i t 

possible for a man to d i r ec t h i s own ac t ions? Here, t o o , 

Melvi l le has the v is ion of a con f l i c t a r i s i n g from the con­

s t i t u t i o n of t h i n g s . In regard t o ind i f fe ren t a c t i ons , a 

man i s free but circumscribed by Necessity and Chance. In 

the doing of e v i l , Fate i s the d i c t a t o r . Truly, man i s 

"twain" and "hard to solve than the I n t e g r a l Calculus" . 

In view-of t h i s visiQn of conf l i c t within man himself, i t i s 

understandable tha t Melvil le should mark the following 

passage in h i s copy of Arnold 's essay on Heine: 

43 Mardi. p .614. 
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That i s what I say ; t h e r e i s so much power, so 
many seem a b l e t o run w e l l , so many g i v e promise of 
runn ing w e l l ; — so few reach t h e g o a l , s o few a r e 
chosen . Many a r e c a l l e d , b u t few a r e ohosen ^ . 

The r e a l t r a g e d y of M e l v i l l e ' s v i s i o n of c o n f l i c t 

w i t h i n man i s the f a c t t h a t be 4i<3 no t have t h e advantage 

of a comple te ly C h r i s t i a n , pr C a t h o l i c , concept of man. 

C e n t u r i e s before M e l v i l l e , S a i n t Paul was aware of a c e r t a i n 

d u a l i t y i n the make-up pf man. In the seventh c h a p t e r of h i s 

E p i s t l e t o t h e Romans, S a i n t Pau l 4 e v e l ° P 3 t h e theme of a 

c o n f l i c t between the law of h i s mind and the law of h i s members, 

between t h e law of grace and t h e law of s i n . 

The re fo re , when I wish t o do good I d i s c o v e r t h i s 
law, namely, t h a t e v i l i s a t hand for me. For I am d e ­
l i g h t e d wi th t h e law of God a c c o r d i n g t o t h e inner man, 
bu t I see another law in my members, war r ing a g a i n s t the 
law of my mind and making me p r i s o n e r t o t h e law of s i n 
t h a t i s i n my members. 

Sa in t P a u l ' s words can be i n t e r p r e t e d in t h i s s e n s e : t h e hea t 

of t h e b a t t l e does not l i e i n a d i r e c t c o n f l i c t w i th e v i l , 

but i n choosing t h i n g s t h a t i n themse lves a r e n e i t h e r r i g h t 

or wrong. In any man's l i f e t h e r e a r e numerous words , a c t s , 

t h o u g h t s , and d e s i r e s which a c t u a l l y work t o b r i n g him under 

the dominion of s i n . This i s what Sa in t Paul r e f e r s t o a s 

the law of the members. I f a man y i e l d s u n r e s i s t i n g l y t o t h e 

c o n t r o l of t h i s law, he w i l l e v e n t u a l l y f ind h imsel f under 

t h e c a p t i v i t y of the Law of s i n i t s e l f . 

44 Quoted in Newton Arvin , o p . c i t . , . p . 2 5 5 . 
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Melville had a glimpse of this truth when he apoke in Pierre 

of the long row of billiard balls and the effect on the last 

ball when the first is struck. But Melville speaks of Fate 

striking the blow, whether through long generations of births 

or thoughts ^*. However, he n§Y8r pursued the topic further. 

Certainly he seems never tp have given much thought to Saint 

Paul and the Epistle to the RQmans. Nathalia Wright makes no 

mention of this particular passage from Saint Paul in her 

study of Melville]s use of the Bible. In reading Melville's 

work there is little or no evidence of being acquainted with 

Epistles. In fact his acquaintance with the New Testament was 

anything but thorough. His Biblical roots are typically 

Calvinistic, i.e., in the Old Testament primarily. 

A Catholic vision of Man, grounded on Saint Paul and 

the traditions and teaching authority of the Church, would 

have enabled Melville to appreciate the fact that evil can 

become a possessive force in the life of an individual man. 

But free will remains the responsible agent. No man is 

fated to do evil. Voluntary surrender, repeatedly done, may 

effect a pattern of action, or habits, that are extremely 

difficult to change. But man is responsible at least for the 

initial actions that brought about his oondition. 

45 Pierre. p.214. 
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Cheated of this balanced view of man, Melville faced a 

oonflict that he was never to solve adequately. He was 

always to be baffled by the state of "twilight" where the 

power of free will and the power of necessity seem almost 

to mesh. 



CHAPTER V 

CONFLICT BETWEEN MAN AND GOD 

The preceding ohapters have shown that the problem 

jof good and evil that leads to 3 multitude of conflicts in 

society and within man himself runs like a thread through 

most of Melville's works.y Again and again a character, a 

situation, a plot manifest the conflict that springs from 

a baslo imperfection in s U things* The desire to solve the 

mystery of why the dichotomy exists and to Cĉ rette-nd-.-mare 

completely its significance and meaning, is the distinguishing 

mark of not a few of Melville's characters. Babbalanja, the 

philosopher in Mardif states his purpose and objective: 

I am intent upon the essence of things; the mystery 
that lieth beyond; the elements of the tear which much 
laughter provoketh; that which is beneath the seeming; 
the precious pearl within the shaggy oyster. I probe the 
circle's center; I seek to evolve the inscrutable I. 

Here Babbalanja takes a comprehensive view of the problem. 

He would explain the mystery of all things, a mystery which 

naturally inoludes the problem of evil. In short, Babbalanja 

wishes to find an Absolute. Later on in Mardi. Babbalanja 

actually predicates evil of Oro (God) and thus points toward 

God as the ultimate source of knowledge and the Reality that 

1 Mardi. p.568, 
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must be reached if the "inscrutable" is to be known: 

Hence, Oro is in all things, and himself is. all things— 
the time-old creed. But since evil abounds, and Oro is all 
things, then he can not be perfectly good; wherefore, 
Oro's omnipresence and moral perfection seem incompatible l« 

In Pierre the protagonist is quite as explicit in 

laying the root of the problem in God Himself. Melville 

writes about Pierre's deepening realization of the problems 

of life; 
i 

He saw tha t human l i f e dptl} t r u l y come from t h a t , 
wh .̂ch a l l men are agreed t|o c a l l by the name of God; and 
tha t i t par takes of the unravelable inscrutableness 
of God 3. 

Thus, human l i f e i s i n s c r u t a b l e . The conf l i c t s t ha t mark 

soc ie ty and man himself partake of th i s inscrutableness and 

the en t i r e complex puzzle is a r e f l e c t i o n of the inscru table 

God who made a l l t h i n g s . If a man would explain the dicho­

tomies and antinomies that socie ty and human nature present 

to him, e spec ia l ly when he r e f l e c t s and thinks over the swirl 

of l i f e around and within him, he must approach the Creator 

Himself. L i f e ' s problems are inscru tab le because for man the 

Source of Life i s insc ru tab le and makes I t s presence f e l t 

throughout c r e a t i o n . Later in P ier re the same thought s t r i ke s 

the baffled hero as h i s tragedy comes to a climax tha t leaves 

2 I b i d . , p . 6 1 1 . 

3 P i e r r e . p .166. 



CONFLICT BETWEEN MAN AND GOD 137 

him even more baffled and confused: "How, that vague, fear­

ful feeling stole into him, that, rail as all atheists will, 

there is a mysterious, inscrutable divineness in the world— 

a God...." Hence, any attempt to understand the inscru* -

tableness of the world about us and of human nature resolves 

itself into the attempt to understand God Himself and to 

share in the Divine Wisdom that is His. 

In Moby Dick Melyille wrote the complete story of a 

man,,Captain Ahab, whp tpok it uppn himself to invade the 

province of Gcd's Wisdom and try to unravel this universal 

"inscrutableness". In a very real sense it is the story of 

a man in conflict with God. It is extremely significant that 

originally Moby Dick was planned and actually half-written 

as merely another tale of the sea in the tradition of 

Redburn and White Jacket. It has been established that in 

May, 1850, Melville wrote to Evert Duyckinck that he was 

halfway through his "whaling voyage". In August. 1850, 

Duyckinck wrote to his brother that Melville was "mostly done". 

And still, Moby Dick was not finished until July, 1851 5. 

Newton Arvin, William Sedgwick, Howard P. Vincent, and 

Charles Olson, all competent Melville scholars, feel that 

4 Ibid., p.373. 

5 Cf. Newton Arvin, op.cit., p.138. 
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Melvi l le rewrote the grea ter pa r t of the manuscript a f t e r the 

impact of two grea t forces in h is l i f e in the l a t e spr ing and 

summer of 1850, The f i r s t was tha t of Hawthorne; the second, 

of Shakespeare. The l a t t e r had been in h i s l i f e s ince 

February, 1849, This fac t was discussed e a r l i e r in t h i s 

study . Charles Olson ^ap examined the se t of Shakespeare 

owned by Melvil le and has discovered the information which he 

mentions in the followings l i n e s : 

The s i g n i f i c a n t th ing i s the rough notes for the 
composition of Moby-Dick on the f l y - l e a f of the l a s t 
volume. These notes involve Ahab, P ip , Bulkington, 
Ishmael, and are the key to M e l v i l l e ' s in ten t ion with 
these c h a r a c t e r s . They thus r e l a t e not to what we know 
of Moby-Dick tha t Melvi l le had been working on up t o 
Ju ly but to Moby-Dick as he came to conceive i t a t t h i s 
time 7. 

Shakespeare and Hawthorne were in M e l v i l l e ' s mind 

together a t t h i s period, i . e . , l a t e spring and ear ly summer of 

1850, because a t th i s very time Melvi l le wrote h is 

apprecia t ion of the Mosses. For him, both Shakespeare and 

Hawthorne were g ian t s because both t r i e d to plumb the depths 

to seek out Truth. In the Mosses piece Melvil le wr i t e s : 

6 Cf. Chapter II, pp.40-44. 

7 Charles Olson, op.cit.. pp.39-40. 
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In Shakespeare 's tomb l i e s i n f i n i t e l y more than 
Shakespeare ever wrote . And i f I magnify Shakespeare, 
i t i s not so much for what he did do as for what he did 
not do, or ref ra ined from doing. 

For in t h i s world of l i e s , Truth i s forced to f ly 
l ike a sacred white doe in the woodlands, and only by 
cunning glimpses w i l l she reveal he rse l f , as in Shakes­
peare and other masters of the great Art of Te l l ing- the 
Truth,—even though i t be cover t ly and by snatches " . 

In the f l y - l e a f of the volume of Shakespeare containing the 

t r a g e d i e s , Lear. Othel lo , and Hamlet, Melvi l le wrote a 

s ign i f i can t passage: 

.. .madness i s indefinable r - I t & r igh t reason 
extremes of one, not the (black a r t ) Goetic but Theurgic 
magic--seeks converse with the I n t e l l i g e n c e , Power, 
the Angel 9 , 

Charles Olson goes on t o i n t e r p r e t the words of "Goetic" and 

"Theurgic" in th i s manner: The Greek "goetos" means t r i c k s t e r , 

juggler , magician. "Theurgic" r e fe r s to t he occult a r t of 

the Neo-Platonis ts in which through s e l f -pu r i f i c a t i on and 

sacred r i t e s , the a id of the divine i s invoked. Hence, the 

harmony of the whole p i c t u r e : Moby Dick i s the s tory of a man 

who t r i e s to share in the mysterious Truth ( In te l l igence) of 

God and uses an occul t a r t to t r y to ashieve his end. 

Hawthorne's contr ibut ion to M e l v i l l e ' s l i f e and 

thought was ex t rao rd ina ry . Along with Shakespeare, Hawthorne 

impressed Melvil le with the attempt to essay t h e Truth of t h ings . 

8 I b i d . , p .42 , 

9 I b i d . , p.-55* 
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Hawthorne emphasized the darkness of reality. "Now it is 

that blackness in Hawthorne...that so fixes and fascinates 

me... Already I feel that this Hawthorne has dropped ger-

monous seeds into my soul". Thus Melville in his essay 

about Mosses from an Old Manse spoke. The influenoe of 

Hawthorne on Melville during the writing, or re-writing, of 

Moby Dick is, for all practical purposes, finally guaranteed 

by the very dedication of the book to Hawthorne "In Token 

of my Admiration for his Genius", 

Granted a depth and profundity in the book, the in-

tepretation of its symbolism is quite another matter, although 

the references that Melville makes to "Truth" and "Blackness" 

that he found in Shakespeare and Hawthorne point quite steadily 

to a fairly clear purpose and intention. On the other hand, 

Melville scholars have wrangled and argued over the meaning 

of the symbolism. For Melville himself admitted an 

"allegoricalness" in his reply to Sophia Hawthorne who had 

written an appreciative letter in which she suggested a pos­

sible significance in the tale. Melville responded in part: 

I had some vague idea while writing it, that the whole 
book was susceptible of an allegorioal construction, & also 
that parts of it were — but the specialty of many of the 
particular subordinate allegories were first revealed to 
me after reading Mr. Hawthorne's letter, which, without 
citing, any particular examples, yet intimated the part-&-
parcel allegoricalness of the whole 10, 

10 Quoted in Howard Vincent, op.cit.. p.206. 
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The interpretations of this "allegoricalness" have 

been as varied as there are scholars of Melville's works. 

John Freeman offers his interpretation: 

...Ahab and the whale, the prototypes of an eternal 
bloody strife between opposites. If you ask for a defi­
nition of these opposites, the answer is not very easy; 
they are, in one view, spirit against the flesh, eterni­
ty against time; in another view, pride against pride, 
madness against madness, unreason against unreason . 

Lewis Mumford waxes more poetical and advances this inter­

pretation: 

The White Whale stands for the brute energy of exi­
stence, blind, fatal, overpowering, while Ahab is the 
spirit of mankind, small and feeble, but purposive, that 
pits its puniness against the might, and its purpose 
against the blank senselessness of power 12. 

Raymond Weaver is not explicit in defining the meaning of 

the symbolism but rests content with the general observation 

that the tale is an allegory of pessimism and that the entire 

book is built on the philosophy that "All is vanity, All" 13. 

Later scholars and critics of Melville have assumed 

a much more definite position and have not been embarrassed 

to state in unequivocal terms what they think the great novel 

means. Richard Chase holds to a mechanistic interpretation that 

makes Moby Dick a "towering, mindless head" that is the 

11 John Freeman, op.cit.. pp.115-116. 

12 Lewis Mumford, op.cit.. p.184. 

13 Raymond Weaver, op_.cit., pp.331-333. 
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reminder of a machine, a machine out of human control. Chase 

tips his hand and reveals his mechanistic bias in using the 

White Whale as a symbol of the "mechanism of the universe, 

innocent of all human intelligence and feeling" 1^, In the 

same study of Melville, Chase blandly offers two more inter­

pretations without any attempt at reconciliation. Chase 

remarks with confidence: 

Yet the question of what Moby-Dick represents can 
be answered very simply. He represents purity, the 
purity of an inviolable spiritual rectitude which, since 
it cannot be discovered among the imperfections of life, 
must be sought in death !->, 

Chase's third attempt becomes even more universal and all-

embracing in scope, He finally concludes that for Ahab the 

White Whale is the mask of all "human, natural, and 

divine reality" 1°, 

M. 0. Percival is more conservative in restricting his 

interpretation to two levels. The first is that Moby Dick is 

the symbol of evil "that frets and baffles men in their pursuit 

of good". In the same passage Percival declares that the 

theme of Fate is not to be ignored 17 „ Percival is most 

discerning in seeing some analogy with the Book of Job but does 

not carry his investigation to the ultimate conclusions. 

14 Richard Chase, op_.cit., p»53» 

15 Ibid., p.62. 

16 Ibid., p.99. 

17 M.O.Percival, op.cit.,. p.2. 
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William Sedgwick's extremely valuable study of 

Melville contributes a sane and balanced view of the sym­

bolism that is involved in Moby Dick. Sedgwick is, per­

haps, too quick to read a psychological interpretation into 

the allegory, but he is on safe and reasonable ground in 

stating that "Moby Dick stands for the mystery of creation". 

In the same passage Sedgwick goes on to say that this mystery 

lies, at the same time, "ambushed in the process of his own 

consciousness" i^, Sedgwick carries through on a note of 

subjectivism, insisting that any evil in Moby Dick must be 

considered as a reflection of the evil that is in the soul 

of the man who is in pursuit of the great white beast. 

None of the commentators on Melville make a completely 

satisfying synthesis of all the elements of the story. Each 

theory leaves much to be desired, and much to be explained. 

John Freeman's "spirit against the flesh, eternity against 

time, etc.", is extremely inadequate, Neither Ahab nor the 

White Whale fill either category. Lewis Mumford's inter­

pretation of the Whale's "brute energy" leaves no room for 

the intelligence and cunning that marked the actions of Moby 

Dick and proved the undoing of the soheming, purposefull Ahab. 

18 William Sedgwiok, op.oit.. p.98. 



CONFLICT BETWEEN MAN AND GOD 144 

Raymond Weaver escapes censure because he d i s m i s s e d t h e whole 

problem wi th a l i t e r a r y and s c h o l a r l y shrug of t h e s h o u l d e r s 

and wrote the book off merely as an a l l e g o r y of pess imism. 

C h a s e ' s d e f i n i t e b i a s t o a l a w - l e s s , m e c h a n i s t i c 

un ive r se d i s q u a l i f i e s him from a p p r e c i a t i n g the p o s s i b i l i t y 

of s p i r i t u a l dep th and meaning i n the book. F u r t h e r , h i s 

o f f e r i n g of t h r e e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s w i t h o u t any e f f o r t to 

r e c o n c i l e one wi th the o the r pe r suades the r e a d e r t o d i smi s s 

h i s approach as i n a d e q u a t e . 

P e r c i v a l and Sedgwick can no t be d ismissed as i n ­

a d e q u a t e . Thei r approach i s mature and f u l l of u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 

The only o b j e c t i o n s are t h o s e t h a t have a l r e a d y been vo iced ; 

P e r c i v a l does not pursue the analogy of t h e Book of Job fa r 

enough and Sedgwick a l lows h imsel f to become somewhat mired in 

a t t e m p t s a t a p s y c h o l o g i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n on the b a s i s of sub 

j e c t i v i s m and p r o j e c t i o n of Ahab's p e r s o n a l i t y i n t o the 

Whale i t s e l f . 

Geoffrey Stone can be numbered among the r e l i a b l e and 

more sober i n t e r p r e t e r s of M e l v i l l e ' s work . He i s ex t r emely 

c a u t i o u s i n d e f i n i n g any s p e c i f i c or d e f i n i t i v e meaning t o t h e 

s t o r y o u t s i d e of a g e n e r a l s t a t ement t h a t t h e book has a c l o s e 

connec t ion wi th the Old Testament and Ahab i s s t r i k i n g a t t h e 

God of t h e Old D i s p e n s a t i o n . Stone f e e l s t h a t M e l v i l l e did 

no t have a c l e a r concept of what was symbol ized in t h e book. 
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It was merely the telling of a good story and the religious 

overtones were the result of his Calvinism: 

His Protestant heritage, the persistent dualism in 
whose extremes of light and darkness Calvinism saw all 
things, gave him his conception of the human lot and 
within the strait limits thus set on his thoughts and 
feelings he dived deep, to soundings where he saw no 
light but whose enveloping horror he was determined to 
report ly. 

Howard Vincent's provocative and soholarly assemblage of 

materials and sources add up to one of the most comprehensive 

studies of Moby Dick. But like Stone, Vincent is wary to 

assign a specific meaning to the story and contents himself 

with the comment that Ahab is a Faustian character who starts 

off in search of Truth but ironically becomes evil-intentioned 

and suffers a tragic delusion in pursuing the "Demon of the 

20 

Absolute" , Thus, Stone and Vincent, two of the most reliable 

and serious students of Melville, fail to offer a clear inter­

pretation of the work. Their works have been published quite 

recently and indicate that the pendulum has swung back again 

to the attitude of the more generalized and less specific 

and definitive interpretation that marked such early Melville 

scholars as Freeman and Weaver. 

19 Geoffrey Stone, op.cit.. p.185. 

20 Howard Vincent, op.cit.. p.252. 
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On the other hand, there is little good reason to 

be overly cautious. Since Moby Dick is an allegory, as 

Melville admitted to Mrs. Hawthorne, there must be some key 

to it, It is the purpose of this chapter to show how the 

Book of Job is the most likely key to the novel. Moby Dick 

is Melville's dramatic presentation of the very same theme 

that is found in the book of Job, the story of an attempt to 

fathom the ways of Divinity, the Source of all things. 

There are really three steps in establishing the link 

between the Book of Job in the Old Testament and Melville's 

Moby Dick. The first step consists in showing how Melville 

was always conscious of the Bible and owed much in chara­

cterization and phrasing to the Holy Scriptures. The 

second step is to show how the Book of Job and Moby Dick are 

intimately connected in innumerable details, so that it is 

reasonable to claim that Melville was particularly conscious 

of the Book of Job while constructing this novel. The third 

step consists in drawing a parallel in theme between the two 

works. It is our thesis that on all three levels there is 

enough evidence to establish the Book of Job as the key to 

the "allegoricalness" of Moby Dick. 

Nathalia Wright has made a significant contribution 

to Melville literature in her splendid study, Melville's Use 

of the Bible. Miss Wright's scholarly examination of 
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M e l v i l l e ' s work revea ls extremely i n t e r e s t i n g d e t a i l s about 

h is debt to the Holy S c r i p t u r e s . Miss Wright shows tha t by 

ac tua l count Melvi l le came to r e l y more and more on the 

Bible for a l l u s i o n s , phrases , names, and innumerable other 

items of the w r i t e r ' s c r a f t . 

Their number |_Bibl ical a l lus ions J mounted as Mel­
v i l l e ' s career developed. By ac tua l count they increase 
from a dozen in Typee to 100 in Mardi to 250 in Mobv Dick 
and then decrease , to r i s e again in Clare l to 600 and in 
B i l l y Budd to 100. A numerical estimate of them in 
proport ion to the length of each volume i s even more 
revea l ing , for thus arranged, h is books stand in t h i s 
order: C l a r e l . Moby Dick. B i l l y Budd. 

Miss Wright 's discovery i s most s ign i f i can t for our study-

Moby Dick has , by ac tua l count, more B ib l i ca l a l l u s ions 

than any other prose work of M e l v i l l e ' s . Also i t ranks f i r s t 

in prose even on the bas is of proport ion to number of words 

and length . I t i s surpassed only by C l a r e l . M e l v i l l e ' s long, 

tor tuous verse-p iece of 1876. Hence, i t must be conceded 

tha t not only was Melvil le always extremely conscious of 

Holy Sc r ip tu r e , but Moby Dick exh ib i t s a specia l awareness 

of the B ib le . 

The fact that the Bible had an influence on Melville's 

mind as he conceived and gave birth to Moby Dick is made 

even more obvious by the consideration of such Biblical names 

as Ishmael, Ahab, and others. They are from the Old Testament. 

21 Nathalia Wright, op.cit,, p,9. 
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Miss W r i g h t ' s o b s e r v a t i o n aga in se rves t o f o r t i f y our p o s i t i o n : 

I n f a c t , King Ahab's s t o r y and t h a t of h i s p r e d e c e s s o r , 
King Jeroboam, account for an e n t i r e group of p e r s o n s i n 
Moby-Dick: Ahab, F e d e l l a h , S t a rbuck , E l i j a h , G a b r i e l , 
Macey, and the Jeroboam and the Rachel 2 2 . 

Even more s i g n i f i c a n t for our s tudy i s t he f a c t t h a t the only 

o the r c h a r a c t e r of B i b l i c a l o r i g i n s i n Moby Dick i s B i l d a d , 

pa r t -owne r of the Pequod. who i s a f r i e n d of J o b ! 

Did M e l v i l l e have p a r t i c u l a r r e f e r e n c e t o t h e book of 

Job as he wrote Moby Dick? This q u e s t i o n i s t h e second s t e p 

in our t h e s i s t h a t the two works a re i n t i m a t e l y , connec t ed . 

F i r s t of a l l , M e l v i l l e was very f a m i l i a r wi th t h e Book of J o b . 

In h i s own p e r s o n a l B i b l e , f o r t y - f i v e markings i n t h e Book 

of Job have been counted . After r e v e a l i n g t h i s p o i n t , 

N a t h a l i a Wright remarks t h a t " . . . t h e r e i s a g e n e r a l c o r r e s ­

pondence between t h e books of the B i b l e which M e l v i l l e scored 

and commented upon and those which he quoted and a l l u d e d t o " 2 3 , , 

And i n t h e same passage Miss Wright n o t e s t h a t among t h e most 

of ten r e p e a t e d a l l u s i o n s which a r e checked in M e l v i l l e ' s 

B i b l e a r e t h e wisdom sen t imen t s i n J o b . J e h o v a h ' s d i s c o u r s e 

t o Job r e g a r d i n g the Lev ia than , which Ishmael q u o t e s , i s 

marked. J o b ' s a f f i r m a t i o n of f a i t h i s marked in M e l v i l l e ' s 

22 I b i d . , p . 6 1 . 

23 I b i d . , p . 1 0 . 



CONFLICT BETWEEN MAN AND GOD 149 

Bible; so also is the word "merchant" in Job 41*6: "...shall 

they part him £ leviathan_*] among the merchants?" Wright 

makes a further observation: 

Throughout the Old Testament books of his Bible 
he noted the paradoxical observations, especially in Job, 
Psalms, and Ecclesiastes, on the one hand that the ungodly 
are like the chaff and on the other that the race is not 
to the swift 24, 

Again, Melville marked in his copy of the Book of Job the 

passage of chapter 28, that says, "Behold the fear of the 

Lord, that is wosdom; And to depart from evil is understanding". 

Melville noted also the passages that express a distrust of 

men, passages that refer to their deceit, flattery, and the 

poor comfort of friends. 

Melville made another marking in his copy of the 

Book of Job that ties in extremely well with our thesis. 

"Canst thou by searching find out God?" inquired Zophar of 

Job. Melville bracketed both his question and his answer: 

"It is as high as heaven; what canst thou do? deeper than 

hell; what oanst thou know?" 

Melville's markings in his copy of the Book of Job 

are most revealing. His actual quotations of the Book of Job 

and other allusions in Moby Dick emphasize a relationship 

that is much more than mere coincidence. Thus Melville 

24 Ibid., p.97. 
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himself gives us innumerable hints in Moby Dick that the 

story of Job was in his mind as he wrote the novel. The first 

reference to Job is a quotation in the Epilogue: 

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

This verse is taken from chapter 41, verse 32 of the Holy 

Book. It is part of the speech of God Himself telling Job 

of the mighty wonders of His Creation and asking him how 

he could attempt an explanation of the ways of God with men 

if he cannot even comprehend the Almighty Power of God in 

creating the Leviathan. 

Melville spends several pages in Moby Dick advancing 

the "cause" of the whale as fit material for a work of 

literature. He makes this allusion: "Who wrote the first 

account of our Leviathan? Who but mighty Job'." 25 Later, 

Ishmael speaks of having one's hands among the unspeakable 

foundations of the world, its very pelvis. It is a fearful 

thing, he remarks and then adds, "The awful tauntings in 

Job might well appal me" 2 ° . Ishmael then quotes the 

book of Job: 

Will he i3he leviathan]] make a covenant with thee? 
Behold the hope of him is vain! 

25 Moby Dick, p.825. 

26 Ibid., p.839. 



CONFLICT BETWEEN MAN AND GOD 151 

In t h i s passage M e l v i l l e had emphasized t h e v a s t n e s s of t h e 

L e v i a t h a n . In J o b , God had used t h e whale as an example of 

His own i n s c r u t a b l e n e s s t o man. I f t h e whale i s beyond man, 

how much more He who made the wha le ! 

In c h a p t e r f o r t y - o n e of Moby Dick. M e l v i l l e g i v e s a 

d e t a i l e d account of what the White Whale came t o mean t o 

Ahab. Ahab pinned a l l h i s " i n t e l l e c t u a l and s p i r i t u a l 

e x a s p e r a t i o n s " on t h e White Whale and then went out a f t e r 

him. In M e l v i l l e ' s own words t h e r e i s an immediate a l l u s i o n 

t o Job ; "Here, t hen , was t h i s g rey -headed , ungodly old man, 

chas ing w i t h cu r se s a J o b ' s whale round t h e w o r l d , . . . " 2 7 

Thus, bo th s t o r i e s — J o b and Moby Dick—use t h e Lev ia than 

as a symbol and, as we s h a l l s e e , bo th t e a c h t h e same mora l : 

t h a t man i s not t o probe the d iv ine i n s c r u t a b l e n e s s . Th i s 

analogy w i l l be confirmed by o the r passages i n Moby Dick 

t h a t w i l l show Ahab's s ea rch was r e a l l y t o un rave l t h e 

i n s c r u t a b l e n e s s of t h e u n i v e r s e . 

Another t i e of r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two 3ooks 

i s i n the use of the c h a r a c t e r B i ldad in Moby Dick. B i ldad 

i s par t -owner of the Pequod, t he boat on which Ahab s a i l s 

on h i s mad chase for t h e White Whale. I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t o 

no te t h a t B i ldad i s w e l l ve r sed i n S c r i p t u r e l o r e 2 ^ . 

1 1 1 1 - 1 1 1 111 • - • • • 

27 I b i d . , p . 8 7 2 . 

28 I b i d . . pp .803 and 812. 
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In the Book of Job Bildad is the name of the man who comeat 

to sympathize with Job in his afflictions and makes an effort 

to interpret Job's misfortunes in terms of a punishment for 

sin, the working out of divine retribution. Thus, another 

bond of relationship is established between Job and Moby Dlok 

in the person of a character who is in each story. 

There is one more actual reference in Moby Dick to 

the Book of Job. It occurs in the very last chapter. After 

recounting the tragic death of Ahab, Ishmael, the narrator 

of Moby Dick, quotes directly from the story of Job: "And 

only I have escaped alone to tell thee.:" 29. _This quotation 

is from Job, 1:15, 16, 17, 19- The words are uttered Hy 

each of the four messengers who come to tell Job that his 

oxen, camels, flocks, and children have been destroyed by 

his enemies. The Book opens with a dialogue between God 

and Satan wherein the latter persuades God to allow him to 

test Job with ill fortune to see what will be the reaction of 

this "perfect and upright man who fears God and shuns wicked­

ness". The servants then bring Job the news of what has 

taken place, the awful results of Satan's bargaining with 

God, for God had permitted Satan to destroy and lay waste 

the riches of Job, even his children! 

29 Ibid., p.1102. 
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There is no analogy between Ishmael as a character 

and the messengers of Job. In fact, Ishmael has no real 

relation even to his namesake in the Old Testament, the son 

of Abraham by a slave girl. However, Ishmael's words are 

fraught with significance in view of what he has just been 

through. He has seen a man, Captain Ahab, attempt to pierce 

the "pasteboard masks", to unravel the inscrutable. The 

link with Job is apparent when we realize that such is the 

real meaning of the Book of Job and that the moral is to 

leave alone the-"divine inscrutableness". Otherwise, ruin 

will engulf the rash man who essays to share in Divine 

Wisdom. 

The accumulation of all these facts: Melville's 

markings of the Book of Job in his personal Bible and the 

actual use of quotations and allusion from Job in Moby Dick: 

justify us in using the Old Testament story and its moral 

as a key to unlock the meaning of the "allegoricalness" 

of Moby Dick. 

The Book of Job contains the following story and 

moral: After the messenger announces the terrible ruin and 

desolation of Job's possessions and offspring, Job and his 

three friends, Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar, ignorant of the 

divine plan, proceed to attempt an explanation of the evil that 

has befallen the "upright man", They feel there is a moral cause 
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I t i s the t h e s i s of J o b ' s f r iends t h a t Job must have sinned 

gr ievous ly . His present sorrows are God's punishments for 

his orime. The fr iends urge Job to repent and throw himself 

on the mercy of God. Job counters wi th a f l a t denia l of any 

g u i l t and i n s i s t s t h a t a man's moral charac te r does not 

determine h i s mater ia l p r o s p e r i t y . Job claims t h a t he suf­

fers un jus t ly . He wants t o t a lk h i s case over with God Himself: 

But I would speak to the Almighty 
And I des i re to argue with God 30, 

Chapters t h i r t y - e i g h t to for ty- two, verse s i x , record 

God's reply to Job and his three f r i e n d s . The Almighty takes 

a l l four to t a sk for daring an explanation of the Div in i ty . 

God addresses Job p a r t i c u l a r l y and censures him for having 

spoken as though man could ever know and understand the ways 

of God, To impress on Job the inscru tableness of the Divine 

Mind, God t r aces the wonders of the universe and i n s i s t s 

t h a t man i s never able to fathom the Divine Wisdom. God 

demands a s a c r i f i c e from Job ' s three fr iends for having 

l i ed "in God's favor", i . e , , claiming tha t Job must have 

offended God to deserve such a d i s a s t e r . God upbraids Job 

for his i r reverence in chal lenging the Greatness and Wisdom 

tha t belongs to God a lone. Job r e t r a c t s : 

30 Job , 13 :3 . 
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Therefore I have declared without understanding, 
Things too wonderful for me, without knowledge. 
Therefore I retract and repent, 
In dust and ashes 31. 

Most signifieant for our study is the fact that it was 

the attempt of Job and hip three friends to fathom the problem 

of good and evil in the universe that led God to upbraid them 

for their audacity. With their own minds they had tried to 

solve the problem of evil and of suffering; Job had wanted 

to "speak to Almighty" and "argue with God" about the 

whole matter! God expressly reminds them that His Wisdom is 

utterly beyond them: 

Who is this that obscures counsel 
By words without knowledge? 3Z. 

It is only when Job repents of his foolishness, viz., to 

fathom the Divine Mind, that God restores the goods that had 

been taken away at the Divine Pleasure. 

Chapter t h i r t y - e i g h t s t r i k e s the key-note of the 

e n t i r e Book of Job. I t i s a poem of p ra i se for the i n f i n i t e 

Wisdom of God and of rebuke for the man who would attempt 

the share in tha t Wisdom. 

I t £Wisdonf} i s hidden from the eyes of a l l the l i v i n g . 
God understands i t s way 
And He knows i t s loca t ion . 
Behold the fear of the Lord, tha t i s wisdom...33 

31 Job, 4 2 : 3 . 
32 Job, 38:2. 
33 Job, 38:21,23,28. 
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I t i s important for our study t o remember t h a t these words 

are u t te red by the author of the Book of Job and are not 

put in to the mouth of Job or of h i s three f r i e n d s , a l l of 

whom have acted in a manner qui te contrary t o t h a t suggested 

in chapter th i r ty -e igh t . The author has l i t t l e but contempt 

for the rash efforts of Job and his three friends to solve 

the mystery of suffering. Although many editions of the 

Bible pr int the text as though Job himself were being quoted, 

most Scripture scholars support the theory that his passage 

i s not part of the speech of Job but i s the reflection and 
34 

comment of the writer himself . 

In the Book of Job, God speaks to Job of the wonders 

of creation. He makes special reference to the vastness of 

the Leviathan and its boundless power and agility in 

chapter forty-one. This is the very number of the chapter 

in Moby Dick where Melville describes the immensity and 

"unwonted power" of the White Whale. In Job, the author 

describes the tremendous strength of the Leviathan and the 

fear that he arouses in those who come near him. 
When one approaches him with the sword 

it does not hold; 
Nor does the spear, the javelin, or the dart 35, 

34 Edward Kissane, The Book of Job. New York, Longman. 
Green, 1939, p.172. 

35 Job, 41:26. 
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This allusion to a monster of the deep that cannot be caught, 

a symbol of the unfathomable Wisdom of• God, together with all 

the explicit details that have thus far been discussed, tying 

together the Book of Job and Moby Dick, lead us into the third 

step of our problem: drawing a parallel in theme between the 

two works. 

Captain Ahab identifies himself as a man who is 

seeking to unravel the inscrutable. Job and his friends have 

attempted the same thing. When Starbuck remonstrates that 

his vengeance on the White Whale will bring few barrels in 

the Nantucket market, Ahab insists that there is more to the 

search than the money involved. 

All visible objects, man, are but as pasteboard masks. 
But in each event...there, some unknown but still-reason­
ing thing puts forth the mouldings of its features from 
behind the unreasonable mask...To me, the white whale 
is that wall... I see in him outrageous strength, with an 
inscrutable malice sinewing it. That inscrutable thing 
is chiefly what I hate 3o, 

Thus Ahab declares explicitly that his chase is one to pieroe 

through to the very heart of tbe inscrutable. It is not so 

much the whale that he i3 after; it is the reality, the 

inscrutable reality of which the whale is but a pasteboard 

mask. Ahab's aim is the Absolute. Ahab refers particularly 

to "inscrutable malice'' because for him, as it was for Melvill^. 

36 Moby Dick, p.857. 
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the great problem of life is that of evil. When that is 

solved, the other perplexities will also be solved. The 

pieces of the puzzle will then fall into place. Thus, the 

influence of Hawthorne in the writing of Moby Dick becomes 

clear. In rewriting what he had almost finished, Melville, 

in the summer and fall of 1850, very likely adjusted the plot 

and character and dialogue of his whale story to incorporate 

the problem of evil and the over-all mystery of creation that 

was so often the topic of conversation between himself 

and Hawthorne. 

Throughout Moby Dick, the terms "evil" and "malice" 

constantly recur. The whale is the symbol of the inscrutable. 

The most inscrutable problem of life is that of evil. There­

fore evil will be predicated of the whale in a number of 

instances. In the Book of Job and in Moby Dick there is 

ample justification for an emphasis of this particular 

problem among all the others that may plague man. Both Job 

and Captain Ahab are set off on their search after experiencing 

a physical evil. Job began to probe the mind of God after he 

had suffered the loss of his ohildren and his possessions and 

after he had been personally afflicted with sores and suffering, 

Ahab began the search for the White Whale after his leg had 

been bitten off in an earlier encounter. Hence in their attempts 
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to analyze the larger problem of the mystery of creation it­

self, both Job and Ahab are particularly interested with the 

problem that concerns them most personally, that is, evil, 

which aroused them to begin the search. Actually the larger 

purpose is the unravelling of the divine inscrutableness. 

The White Whale is not all evile. The very whiteness 

of the whale has qualities which we ordinarily attach to God 

Himself. Melville devotes the lengthy chapter forty-two to 

an accumulation of details that link the color of white and 

the supernatural. Melville mentions explicitly the "superna-

turalism of the hue"; that in the most august religions it has 

been made the symbol of the divine spotlessness and power; 

that in the White Stead of the Prairies it is his "spiritual 

whiteness chiefly, which so clothed him with divineness"; that 

"by its very indefiniteness it shadows forth the heartless 

voids and immensities of the universe". Finally, in summing up 

and making, as it were, a last emphasis, Melville remarks: 

...why, as we have seen, it is at once the most 
meaning symbol of spiritual things, nay the very veil 
of the Christian's Dejty, and yet should be as it is, 
the intensifying agent in things the most appalling to 
mankind 37. 

In his articl° on Hawthorne's Mosses piece, Melville 

had said: 

37 Moby Dick, p.877. 
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For in this world of lies, Truth is forced to flee 
like a scared white doe in the woodlands; and only by 
cunning glimpses will she reveal herself, as in Shakes- ' 
peare and other masters of the great Art of Telling the 
Truth — even though it be covertly and by snatches 38, 

There is greatsignificance in Melville's use of the color 

white to describe the doe. Also, there is great significance 

in the fact that this white doe symbolizes Truth. Thus in 

Moby Dick the White Whale symbolizes that complex entity of 

Truth which Melville--and Ahab--had a passion to comprehend. 

Thus Truth, symbolized by the White Whale, embraces the 

whole mystery of good and evil, the whole bottomless pit of 

knowledge and wisdom. In attempting to fathom this wisdom, 

Ahab, like Job of old, was defying the God who is responsible 

for it. 

That Ahab's monomania is an intellectual one is 

emphasized in other passages in Moby Dick. The loss of his 

leg was but an external manifestation of a deeper wound in 

Ahab's soul. Melville writes that Ahab's torn body and 

gashed soul bled into each other. Eventually, Ahab "at last 

came to identify with him [Tthe whalej, not only all his 

bodily woes, but all his intellectual and spiritual exaspe­

rations" 39. That Ahab s prime objective was the understanding 

38 Quoted in Charles Olson, op.cit.. p-*42. 

39 Moby Dick, p.871. 
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Of the mysteries of which natural things were but pasteboard 

masks is again made evident when Melville describes Ahab's 

reaction to the blinding storm and to the flaming lightning. 

Ahab cries out: 

In the midst of the personified impersonal, a perso­
nality stands here... There is some unsuffusing thing 
beyond thee, thou, clear spirit, to whom all thy eternity 
is but time, all thy creativeness mechanical... Through 
thee, thy flaming self, my scorched eyes do dimly see it. 
Oh, thou foundling fire, thou hermit immemorial, thou too, 
hast thy incommunicable riddle, thy unparticipated grief *+-

M. 0. Percival agrees that these lines are part of an entire 

passage that emphasizes the metaphysical and intellectual 

motif of Ahab's search, 

It is in this grand and tragic speech, whieh must be 
read entirely to be appreciated, that the intellectual 
aspect of Ahab's pursuit of Moby Dick reaches its climax. 
In part, it is a pursuit of the eternal mystery—as 
mystery as elusive as Moby Dick... and it is this that 
makes of Ahab a tragic figure and gives a metaphysical 
quality to his story 41, 

Thus Ahab is moved most of all by the "incommunicable 

riddle". It is the "inscrutable" that annoys and spurs him on, 

The lightning itself is terrifying, but Ahab sees its mystery 

as more challenging than merely provocative of fear. Indeed, 

Ahab resembles Job and his friends who see in natural events 

an occasion to attempt a probing of the Absolute, 

40 Ibid., p.1062. 

41 M. 0. Percival, op.cit.. p.95. 



CONFLICT BETWEEN MAN AND GOD 162 

To seek a share in ultimate Wisdom and Knowledge—that is 

their common objective. 

In this same scene where Ahab defies and challenges 

the lightning and the storm, the sailors stand in terror at 

the St. Elmo's fire that played over all the yard-arms. There 

is a definite hint that a voice or a cry has been heard that 

none can recognize. The Parsee proceeds to adore the fire, but 

in a spirit of defiance, the paradoxical form of submission 

according to his Persian mythology. The comparison to Job 

is striking. It is in a whirlwind and midst, a great upheaval 

of nature,that God speaks to Job and his friends. There is a 

great difference between Job and Ahab: the former submits to 

God in humility; the latter, submits to the pagan forces of 

the Parsee and drives his crew on in pursuit of the whale, 

even though Starbuck cries out, "God, God is against thee, 

old man. .." **2 . 

Here is the basic and essential conflict in Moby Dick: 

Ahab versus God I This conflict is emphasized in the passages 

in Moby Dick that reveal the main-spring of Ahab's actions— 

consummate pride. Early in the voyage Starbuck remonstrates 

with Ahab that his seeking vengeance on a dumb brute seems 

blasphemous, Ahab explains, but in rising wrath, that*all 

42 Moby Dick, p.1062. 
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things are "pasteboard masks" and that he is intent on 

piercing the mask that is Moby Dick. If Starbuck is disturbed, 

then Ahab will only emphasize his intent and purpose: 

Talk not to me of blasphemy, man; I'd strike the 
sun if it insulted me... Who's over me? Truth hath no 
confines. Take off thine eye! more tolerable than fiends' 
glarings is a doltish stare! 43 

Ahab's reference to "Truth" is another indication that his 

real purpose has intellectual significance. Thus, the search 

for the White Whale is in itself a symbol of the intellectual 

pursuit that is the basic theme of this novel.. 

Out on the sea on the day after a heavy storm of 

thunder and lightning, it becomes obvious that the oompasses 

have been thrown off and that the needles; point awry. Ahab 

first takes a reading of the heavens and by his own devioes, 

i.e., "with the sharp of his extended hand" took a reading 

of the sun and issued orders for the ship to be brought about 

and the very opposite course followed. Then he resolves to 

supplant the useless needles with one of his making. With 

the whole crew as witnesses, Ahab finishes his task and then 

cries out, "Look ye, for yourselves, if Ahab be not lord of 

the level loadstone! The sun is East and that compass swears 

it!" ^ Melville then describes how eaoh member of the crew 

43 Ibid., p.857. 

44 Ibid., p.1068. 
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Comes to look for himself and then slinks away in embarrassment. 

Melville remarks: "In his fiery eyes of scorn and triumph, 

you then saw Ahab in all his fatal pride". 

Ahab's pride is his sin and, as Melville hints< it 

is the fatal weakness within him. Like Shakespeare's heroes, 

great tragedy demands great heroes, men of superior quality 

and talent, but with it all a fatal defect that eventually 

spells their ruin. So now with Ahab! Ahab's pride recalls 

the pride of our First Parents. Significantly, the forbidden 

fruit was from the tree which was "desirable for its gift of 

wisdom", The promise of Satan was that upon eating its 

fruit Adam and Eye would "know good from evil". Thus Ahab's 

pride and his rebellion against the Absolute has a counter­

part in the very first pages of Genesis, as well as in the 

.story of Job and his friends. 

Ahab's pride is the very sin that Father Mapple had 

condemned in his sermon in the little church in New Bedford. 

Father Mapple stressed the essential need for obedience, 

But all the things that God would have us do are hard 
for us to do—remember that—and hence, He oftener commands 
us than endeavors to persuade. And if we obey God, we 
must disobey ourselves; and it is in this disobeying our­
selves, wherein the hardness of obeying God consists 4-5. 

45 Ibid.. p,784. 
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Ahab was obeying h i s bu rn ing d e s i r e to p i e r c e t h e pa s t eboa rd 

mask and t o r e a c h t h e A b s o l u t e . His r e p l y t o S ta rbuok , " I ' d 

s t r i k e the sun i f i t i n s u l t e d me. . .Who ' s over me?", i s a 

s t r ong enough i n d i c a t i o n t h a t he would a t t empt t o c a r r y out 

h i s own w i l l even though i t would be c o n t r a r y t o G o d ' s , 

Ahab would much r a t h e r obey h imse l f t h a n God. Indeed h i s s i n 

i s one of consummate p r i d e and , a s we s h a l l s e e , he no t only 

does no t r e p e n t , but goes f u r t h e r and a l i g n s h imse l f w i t h t h e 

d e v i l , t h e arch-enemy of God. I t i s p r i d e t h a t i n s p i r e s Job 

and h i s f r i e n d s t o a t t empt an e x p l a n a t i o n of God's ways wi th 

men. Job and h i s f r i ends p r o f e s s t o be competent t o Judge 

the even t s t h a t brought misery t o J o b . At f i r s t t hey do not 

see t h a t God's p l a n s may" be something beyond t h e i r k e n — u n t i l 

God Himself speaks and c h a s t i z e s them for t h e i r p resumpt ion . 

Job and h i s f r i e n d s r e p e n t , Ahab does n o t . His p r i d e i s 

a l l - c o n s u m i n g , 

Ahab 's p r i d e and se l f -dependence t a k e s such complete 

p o s s e s s i o n of him t h a t he comes t o c a s t a s i d e a l l o rd ina ry 

and normal p rudence , throwing h imsel f and h i s crew upon h i s 

own n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s , or on t h e powers t o whom he s e l l s h i s 

s o u l . On one occas ion he stamps on t h e quadrant and c u r s e s , 

"Thou p a l t r y t h i n g t h a t f e e b l y p o i n t s on h i g h ; t h u s I s p l i t 

and d e s t r o y t h e e " ^6, H© thus scorns normal , human p rudence . 

46 I b i d , , p . 1 0 5 8 . 
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It was the very next day that he was forced to take a reading 

of the sun to ascertain the position of the ship. His pride 

swells when both his sense of direction an* his fashioning 

of a new needle for the compass prove absolutely correot *'. 

On another occasion, Ahab refuses to allow Starbuck 

to take in the anchors during a storm and when the over­

strained log-line is parted in the storm he calls outt "I 

crush the quadrant, the thunder turns the needles, and now 

the mad sea parts the log-line. But Ahab can mend all" ^ ^ 

Ahab's pride has enough occasion to abate and deflate, but he 

persists in his "heaven-insulting" mission. The first 

occasion is in meeting the good ship Goney (Albatross). Ahab 

hails it and asks whether it had seen the White Whale. When 

the captain attempts to answer him, the megaphone falls from 

his hands and the ships are carried apart by the winds, 

never to meet again. In itself the act is a premonition of 

evil, a symbol of bad luck at the v/ery least, Ahab emphasizes 

the fact that his objective is fraught with danger and trouble 

when he calls out: 

47 Ibid., p.1068. 

48 Ibid., p.1070. 
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Ahoy there! This is the Pequod, bound round the 
world.' Tell them to address all future letters to the 
Pacific ocean! and this time three years, if I am not 
at home, tell them to address them to—4-9, 

The rest is left for the imagination. 

On another occasion the Pequod meets the Jeroboam 

and the two check their course and the oaptains and crew mem­

bers have a chat. The men from the Jeroteoam tell Ahab how 

they had sighted the White Whale and sent a boat out to 

spear it. However, in the act of throwing the harpoon, the 

mate, Macey, was smitten and thrown bodily into the air and 

lost forever in the sea. Ironically enough, the Pequod 

carries a letter for this dead mate. The mad Gabriel, a 

sailor of the Jeroboam, sends the letter teack to the Pequod 

impaled on a knife. In spite of the ill omen contained 

in the tragedy of Macey and his letter, Ahab persists in his 

objective and the Pequod sails on 50, 

Two ships, Virginia and Rose-bud, are ignored by 

Ahab when he learns that they are not at all interested in 

the White Whale. The Samuel Enderby. however, is much more 

interesting to Ahab. The English captain has already lost 

an arm to Moby Dick and has decided not to offer another to 

the fiendish whale's jaws. Rather than become more sober and 

49 Ibid.. p.902.- . 

50 Ibid., pp.948-951. 
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thoughtful, Ahab suddenly exhibits a wild passion to proceed 

on the journey and with a yell he orders his crew to be off *1, 

Of special significance is the meeting with the Rachel, 

It seems to be the last effort of Providence to stay Ahab 

and turn him from his mad course. The oaptain's own son is 

lost aboard a boat and the ship is searching the expanses of 

the Pacific to find him. The captain wants Ahab to help him; 

he offers to charter the ship and pay any price. When Ahab 

learns that the captain had sighted the White Whale just the 

day before, he curtly refuses the sorrowing captain and oasts 

off again on the search. Ironically, it is the Rachel that 

picks up Ishmael after the White Whale has worked his revenge 

on the Pequod and Ahab ^ , 

Thus Ahab's pride consumes every shred of prudence and 

quenohes even the ordinary human sympathy for the tragedy of 

another man. He is consumed with a desire to capture the 

Whale, to pierce the pasteboard mask, and in the attempt to 

make something of a god out of himself. He experiences a 

passion of self-reliance and self-dependence that knows no 

limits: "Ahab can mend all". He sets himself up as a law unto 

himself: "Who's over me?" Seeing Ahab in defiance of God, 

51 Ibid., pp.1024-1025. 

52 Ibid., pp.1074-1077. 
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Starbuck bemoans h i s fa te as a member of such an unholy 

voyage and l abe l s the whole p ro jec t as "heaven- insul t ing" 53, 

Later Starbuck emphasizes h is pos i t ion when he p leads , "God, 

God i s against t hee , old man; forbear! ' t i s an i l l voyage! 

i l l begun, i l l continued!" 54 

The Book of Job t e l l s us t h a t t o essay an unravel l ing 

of the divine inscru tab leness i s , in M e l v i l l e ' s terms, 

"heaven- insu l t ing" . God chides Job and h i s fr iends for t h e i r 

attempt to fathom the mysteries of l i f e . Thus God i s agains t 

the man who attempts to share in the wisdom tha t i s God's 

a lone . E x p l i c i t l y the Book of Job teaches t ha t an attempt to 

unravel the inscru tab le i s wrong. Moby Dick teaches the same 

lesson. Ahab attempts to plumb the depths and meets d i s a s t e r . 

In h i s blasphemy Ahab r e l i e s not only upon himself but throws 

h i s lot in with Satan himself, Ahab gives suf f ic ien t clues as 

to h is a l l eg i ance . In a dramatic scene Ahab has the sh ip ' s 

blaoksmith forge a spec ia l harpoon and persuading the pagans, 

Tashtego, Queequeg, and Dagoo, t o give him some of t h e i r blood, 

he pours i t over the white-hot i ron and howls d e l i r i o u s l y : 

"Ego non toaptizo t e in nomine p a t r i s , sed in nomine d i abo l i " 55, 

53 I b i d . , p .860. 

54 I b i d . , p . 1062,. 

55 I b i d . , p.1052. 
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Assuredly Ahab has sealed a con t r ac t with the devil in a 

conspiracy aga ins t God, the source of a l l Wisdom. The wery 

weapon with which he hopes to pierce the pasteboard mask i s 

consecrated to the a rch- f r iend , the implacable enemy of 

God Himself. Ahab def ian t ly a l igns himself w i th Satan 

against God, the source of the i n s c r u t a b l e . In confirmation 

of t h i s point there i s the highly s ign i f i can t scene when 

Ahab hur l s the harpoon at the White Whale: " . . . f rom h e l l ' s 

hear t I s tab a t t h e e ; for h a t e ' s sake I spit my l as t brea th 

a t t h e e . . . " 5 6 

Melvil le thus por t rays Ahab v io la t ing the oanons of 

God, ac tuated by the s in of searing p r i d e , and v o l u n t a r i l y 

al igned with Satan himself. Indeed Ahab ac t s as an enemy of 

God when he at tempts to fathom the i n s c r u t a b l e . Job and his 

fr iends a l so act contrary to God, but they quiokly repent 

when God makes known to them the u t t e r f u t i l i t y of t h e i r 

a t tempts . On the other hand, Ahab only uses the na tu ra l omens 

tha t attempt to turn him back from his mad searoh (the storm, 

l i gh tn ing , breaking of the compass, meeting with the ships) , 

merely as occasions to exhib i t consummate pr ide and c a l l out , 

"Who's over me?" 

56 I b i d . , p .1101. 
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The s t o r y of t h e man who wants t o solve G»d's i n s c r u ­

t a b l e n e s s comes r a p i d l y t o a c l o s e , Ahab e x u l t s i n be ing the 

f i r s t t o s i g h t t h e White Whale: " I only,none of ye could have 

r a i s e d the Whale f i r s t " 57. Thus he e x h i b i t s p r i d e t o t h e end. 

The whale boat i s launched and Ahab h u r l s the i r o n a t t he 

wha le . The l i n e runs f o u l . Ahab s toops to c l e a r i t . He 

p a r t i a l l y succeeds but t h e " f l y i n g t u r n caught him round the 

neck, and v o i c e l e s s l y a s Turk i sh mutes bowst r ing t h e i r v i c t i m , 

he was shot out of t he b o a t . . . " 58 Ahab d i s appea r s i n the 

depths of t h e sea he had t r i e d t o plumb. As i f t o impress 

the r e a d e r t h a t i t i s t h e d e v i l ' s own cause t h a t i s being 

de fea ted i n Ahab's d e s t r u c t i o n , M e l v i l l e t e l l s how the red 

f l a g (Ahab's i n s i g n i a and a l s o the conven t iona l s ign of t h e 

d e v i l ) , i s n a i l e d t o s i n k i n g spar by Tash tego . I t e n t a n g l e s 

a sky-hawk i n i t s f o l d s . M e l v i l l e w r i t e s : 

. . . h i s i m p e r i a l beak t h r u s t upwards and h i s whole 
c a p t i v e form fo lded in t h e f l a g of Ahab, went down w i t h 
h i s s h i p , which , l i k e S a t a n , would no t s ink t o h e l l t i l l 
he had dragged a l i v i n g p a r t of heaven a long wi th her 59, 

Ahab 's chase t o u n r a v e l t h e i n s c r u t a b l e , t o p i e r c e 

the pas t eboard mask, i s a t an end . From t h e dep ths of t h e 

s e a , one can hear Ahab answering h i s own, "Who's over me?" 

Indeed i t i s t he God whose i n s c r u t a b l e m y s t e r i e s Ahab 

57 Ibid., p.1085. 

58 Ibid., p.1101. 

59 Ibid., p.1102. 
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desi red t o s o l v e . Unlike Job and his fr iends who were in 

pursu i t of the same objec t ive , Ahab does not repent and give 

up the "heaven- insul t ing" voyage. Unlike Job, who eventual ly 

recovers what had been taken away from him, Ahab not only 

f a i l s to recover what he had lost (his own l eg ) , but goes 

on to complete de s t ruc t i on . 

A b r i e f summary w i l l help to see the s t r i k i n g s imi­

l a r i t y of theme between t h e Book of Job and Moby Dick. 

Both authors have the same lesson to teach: man i s powerless 

to know the Almighty. His ways are not ours . G(?d d i r e c t s the 

events of our day-to-day l i f e and even draws good out of e v i l . 

Our a t t i t u d e should be one of humble submission. Job 

and h i s f r iends t r y to explain God's mind in t h e i r own terms; 

Ahab t r i e s to pierce the pasteboard masks of "outward events" 

that he might reach the Real i ty behind them and thus share 

in God's Wisdom, Both Job and Ahab have been moved t o under­

take t h e i r p ro jec t s a f t e r a physical e v i l had deprived them 

of some of t h e i r goods—Job, h is mate r ia l possessions; Ahab, 

h is l eg . But whereas Job quickly repents and acknowledges 

his foo l i shness , Ahab i s ca r r i ed away by h i s pride and 

enters a convenant with Satan tha t he might reach h i s end. 

In s p i t e of what seemed to be por ten ts of i l l fortune (the 

thunder tha t tu rns the compass's needle , the pleading of a 
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sister whaler to return to port, and even the two-day chase 

of the whale before it turns and destroys Ahab), Ahab goes to 

his ruin, "Obeying himself rather than God", as Father Mapple 

had phrased it. In the end Ahab is destroyed by the very 

thing that he tried to solve, the Reality behind the White 

Whale, God Himself who alone understands the "way of wisdom". 

Ahab would not be taught that the beginning of wisdom is the 

fear of the Lord. 

"And I only am escaped alone to tell thee", thus 

Melville introduces the Epilogue where we learn that Ismael 

escaped the destructive power of Moby Dick. Earlier in Moby 

Djok there is an indication of why Ishmael qualified to 

escape the destruction that engulfed Ahab and the crew which 

he bent to his will. Never did Ishmael participate by inten­

tion or actual execution in Ahab's chase. In fact, Ishmael 

early expresses a kind of acceptance or compromise that 

Melville himself was to develop full-flower in Billy Budd. 

Squeezing the sperm one day, Ishmael philosophizes: 

Would that I could keep squeezing that sperm for ever! 
For now, since by many prolonged, repeated experiences, 
I have perceived that in all cases man must eventually 
lower, or at least shift, his conceit of attainable 
felicity; not placing it anywhere in the intellect to 
fancy; but in the wife, the heart, the bed, .the table, 
the saddle, the fire-side, the country.... 60 

60 Ibid., p.1010. 
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I t must be remembered t h a t Ishmael went t o sea t o med i t a t e 

upon the world and i t s occupan t s . He solved h i s problem i n 

a calm, sane way. He did not g ive i n t o the madness t h a t was 

Ahab's i n t r y i n g t o s o l v e the i n s c r u t a b l e . That he l e f t for 

madmen such a s Ahab. 

A year a f t e r Moby Dick was p u b l i s h e d , ano ther of 

M e l v i l l e ' s nove l s about a c o n f l i c t between man and God reached 

the p u b l i c . In 1852 P i e r r e , or t h e Ambigui t ies was p r i n t e d . 

Moby Dick shows the c o n f l i c t between man and God i n the order 

of metaphysics--Ahab t r i e s t o fathom the i n s c r u t a b l e . P i e r r e 

i s the s t o r y of a c o n f l i c t on the l e v e l of m o r a l s . The theme 

i s one of c o n f l i c t about what i s v i r t u o u s and what i s n o t , 

what the law of God d i c t a t e s , what the law of man. However, 

whereas Ahab was a man of c l e a r concept of what he was doing 

and had h i s w i l l f i rmly f ixed on h i s " h e a v e n - i n s u l t i n g " 

purpose , P i e r r e i s a man t o r n by doubt and i n d e c i s i o n . Va in ly 

he s t r u g g l e s t o c a r r y out a course of a c t i o n which he f e e l s i s 

s anc t ioned by t h e g r e a t law of C h a r i t y , bu t i s p a i n f u l l y aware 

t h a t s o c i e t y r e j e c t s him for h i s deeds and brands him v i l e 

and infamous . Caught between what he f e e l s t o be a good deed 

and what s o c i e t y judges i t to b e , he i s u t t e r l y p e r p l e x e d . 

J u s t before h i s d e a t h , P i e r r e o b s e r v e s : 
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It is ambiguous still. Had I been heartless now, 
disowned, and spurningly portioned off the girl at 
Saddle Meadows, then had I been happy through a long 
life on earth, and perchance through a long eternity 
in heaven. Now, 'tis merely hell in both worlds o1. 

But unlike Ahab, Pierre made no real attempt to pieroe the 

pasteboard masks. He merely observed and let himself be 

carried along by the promptings of his heart, a misdirected 

heart which led him to ruin. 

In Pierre Melville introduces a pamphlet written by 

a certain Plotinus Plinlimmon. It is an attempt to explain 

and resolve such a conflict as a man like Pierre would proba­

bly find himself in. The pamphlet is entitled, "Chronometrioals 

and Horologicals". The burden of its argument is as follows: 

And thus, though the earthly wisdom of man [horolo-
gicalsj be heavenly folly to God; so also, conversely, 
is the heavenly wisdom of God £chronometrioals3 an 
earthly folly to man 62. 

Hence, there are two orders of truth, two orders of morality: 

the one is of man, the second of God. The pamphlet goes on to 

declare that the "chronometrical" soul, i.e., the man who 

would live his life according to heavenly standards, will 

find little but woe and death in this world which functions 

according to the "horologioal" standards, i.e., those of man 

himself. As a solution to the dilemma, the pamphlet suggests: 

61 Pierre, p.424. 

62 Ibid., p.249. 
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A v ir tuous expediency, then , seems the h ighes t d e s i ­
rous or a t t a i n a b l e ear th ly e x c e l l e n c e for the mass of men, 
and i s the only earth ly e x c e l l e n c e tha t t h e i r Creator 
intended for them " 3 . 

The importance of t h i s pamphlet i s t h a t i t i s an 

attempt to offer man a working plan of l i f e . I t recognizes the 

transcendence of God and His laws, but maintains t h a t because 

of t ha t transcendence man i s not to t r y to l ive by them. 

Let man be content with h is l o t as a human and not a sp i re to 

what i s heavenly. Moby Dick car r ied Ishmael ' s version of much 

the same t r u t h : 

So man's insani ty i s heaven's sense; and wandering 
from a l l mortal reason, man comes at l a s t to that c e l e s t i a l 
thought, which, to reason, i s absurd and f r a n t i c . . . "4 

Thus in Pier re a conf l ic t between man and God i s predicated 

in the moral order . In Moby Dick, the conf l i c t i s in the 

metaphysical order. 

P ie r re does not make a ser ious attempt to solve the 

conf l i c t as did Captain Ahab. He i s passive in experiencing 

the r e s u l t s of t ry ing to follow what he presumes to be one 

order (chronometricals) , while he i s ac tua l ly a human being 

who must r e s t content with the ho ro log i ca l s . Plinlimmon's 

pamphlet i s an attempt to e s t a b l i s h a working p r inc ip l e 

on which man can pin some hope for happiness, much as 

63 I b i d . , p . 2 5 2 . 

64 Moby Dick, p . 1009. 
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Ishmael ' s formula of lowering, or a t l eas t s h i f t i n g , the 

"conceit of a t t a i n a b l e f e l i c i t y " . 

In B i l l y Budd Melvi l le expanded on the element of 

compromise and acceptance of the i n e v i t a b l e con f l i c t s within 

soc ie ty , within man, and between man and God. To such a 

compromise Moby Dick and P ie r r e were a c t u a l l y leading. 

The germ of the idea was expressed by Ishmael and again in 

the pamphlet of Plinlimmon. The i n t e l l e c t u a l who would be 

s e n s i t i v e l y aware of evi l and the dichotomies i t causes, 

and the p r a c t i c a l man who could find some form of happiness 

in s p i t e of these antinomies, were to be fused in Captain 

Vere. I t remains for our l a s t chapter to study B i l l y Budd. 

M e l v i l l e ' s "testament of acceptance". 



CHAPTER VI 

ACCEPTANCE OF CONFLICTS 

The thread of conflict between good and evil runs 

through all of Melville's major works. Especially in Mardi. 

White Jacket, Moby Dick, and Pierre, we have traced the 

dichotomy of good and evil that in turn produces conflicts 

on various levels. The first level was that of society. 

Here there is poverty alongside of riches, war among a 

people who profess a religion of brotherly love, the 

staggering difference between the real and the ideal. In 

these circumstances Melville raises up the extraordinary 

individual who retires into himself to think things out. The 

basic oause of these antinomies lies in the imperfection or 

evil that can be found everywhere. 

And though all evils be assuaged; all evils cannot 
be done away. For &vil is the chronic malady of the 
universe* and checked in one place breaks forth in 
another 1. 

Although Mardi is a crystallization of Melville's 

interest in social conflicts, it is apparent in all his 

major works. Hence we can speak of a "sociology of evil" 

in Melville. 

But this is not the only phase of the problem of evil.. 

1 Mardir p.668. 
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An examination of human nature revea ls e v i l lurking within 

man himself . M e l v i l l e ' s works assume there i s some bas ic 

imperfection in man, an imperfection tha t leads to conf l i c t 

on these l e v e l s : Do the forces within man tend more read i ly 

toward good or e v i l ? Shal l a man follow his reason or the 

promptings of h is hea r t ? I s a man free or fated? Although 

these quest ions were r a i s e d , they were not answered with 

ce r t a in ty or f i n a l i t y . At the root of these questions was 

the problem of e v i l , and t h a t was inexp l i cab le . When these 

quest ions are r a i s e d in M e l v i l l e ' s works, the reader i s always 

l e f t to f e e l t h a t , a f t e r a l l , the human mind i s powerless t o 

search out the t r ue meaning of t h i n g s . Actually man i s 

happier by res ign ing himself t o the i n e v i t a b l e . The grea t 

problems of l i f e are i n e x p l i c a b l e . 

I t must be kept in mind t h a t these questions do not 

occur in M e l v i l l e ' s works i n the sequence in which they are 

t rea ted h e r e . Although the same problems reour in the 

major works, the ind iv idua l novel gives emphasis to only 

one or several of these problems or phases thereof . The 

wr i t e r has attempted a synthes is and systematizat ion by 

accumulating M e l v i l l e ' s thoughts in to a framework t h a t would 

make for more i n t e l l i g i b l e apprec ia t ion of M e l v i l l e ' s 

approaoh. Hence, we proceeded through three l e v e l s : The f i r s t 

was soc i e ty . The second, man himself, The t h i r d was an 
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analysis of the conflict between man and God in the area of 

metaphysics and in the area of morality, a conflict that is 

born of the evil in the universe and in man. 

In Moby Dick we met a man who defied God and attempted 

to pierce the "pasteboard masks" of external events and reach 

the Absolute itself for an explanation of the problems of the 

universe. Like Job and his friends, Ahab would share in the 

Divine Wisdom, In Pierre a man is oaught between the kind 

of morality which imperfect man has set up and the kind he 

feels his heart, or the promptings of heaven, would have him 

pursue. But the presence of evil has so confused Pierre that 

he himself becomes suspicious of his own intentions and 

eventually doabts that they were really good. Thus mystery 

shrouds even a man's own actions. 

Deep, deep, and still deep and deeper must we go, if 
we would find out the heart of a man; descending into 
which is as descending a spiral stair in a shaft, without 
any end, and where that endlessness is only oonoealed by 
the splralness of the stair, and the blackness of the 
shaft 2. 

All these problems, involved in the one basic problem 

of evil, were probably in Melville's mind at one and the 

same time. In his works the problems are all bound together; 

elements of each are found in practically every novel and poem. 

2 Pierre, p.340. 
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However, it is true that certain phases of the problem of 

evil, that is, certain conflicts, are emphasized in particular 

books. Thus Mardi is a "sociology of evil"; Moby Dick, a 

"metaphysics of evil"; and Pierre, a"psychology of evil" 3. 

It remains for us to examine Billy Budd. the last novel that 

Melville wrote, which gives Melville's concept of the best 

attitude a man can take toward the multitude of conflicts 

and problems that are engendered by evil in the universe. 

The attitude is one of resignation and acceptance of the fact 

that evil causes conflict and that evil cannot be successful­

ly thwarted nor can the very meaning of evil be understood. 

A man finds a relative peace by accepting conditions for what 

they are and hoping for an adjustment at the Last Assizes. 

Until 1948 there was no definitive edition of 

Billy Budd. Although finished by Melville on April 19, 1891, 

the work never reached the public until Raymond Weaver 

edited the Constable edition of Melville's complete works in 

1924. Since then, several editions of questionable validity 

have been published. In 1928 Raymond Weaver edited Shorter 

Novels of Herman Melville and included a slightly revised 

reading of Billy Budd ^. In 1942 The Readers Club published 

3 H. E. Watters, op_.cit., pp. 170-182. 

4 Raymond Weaver, ed., Shorter Novels of Herman 
Melville, (New Yorkjj , Liveright, 1928. 
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the story in a volume that also oontained Benito Cereno and 

The Enchanted Isles 5, However, none of these editions were 

accurate reproductions of Melville's work. Finished just 

before his death, the manuscript and notes had been filed away b 

by his wife Elizabeth. Melville's crabbed hand, as well as 

the disordered sequence of pages and notes, demanded careful 

study and editing. In 1948 F. Barron Freeman published the 

results of his careful and painstaking examination of the 

original manuscript. With the aid of original, unpublished 

letters, journals, and notes, Freeman was able to make an 

exhaustive analysis of the manuscript. His results are em­

bodied in a book that contains the definitive reading of 

Melville's Billy Budd 6. 

Freeman discovered that there are basically two 

stories. The earlier is entitled, "Baby Budd, Sailor", and 

contains approximately 12,000 words. It is embedded in the 

manuscript that contains the second work, entitled Billy Budd. 

which has approximately 36,000 words and is more properly 

referred to as a novel. Freeman feels that there was one 

complete revision for each story, i.e., for the short story 

and for the novel. Melville, Freeman feels, began the short 

5 Billy Budd, Benito Cereno and The Enchanted Isles. 
New York, Readers Club, 1942. 

6 F. Barron Freeman, ed., Melville's Billy Budd. 
(Cambridge^ ,Harvard University Press, 1948. 
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story on November 16, 1888 and revised it around Maroh 2, 1889* 

The expansion into the novel was completed on April 19> 1891 • 

Freeman's important contribution to Melville literature 

makes it possible for us to note that the vital material 

about evil and innocence, which is contained in ohapters 17 

and 18 of the finished novel, were insertions made after the 

short story itself was finished. A similar insertion was maie 

in describing the character of Captain Vere, matter which is 

contained in ohapter two of the novel. Here is a situation 

parallel to that found in Moby Dick 8, i n each case there is 

the original story of rather simple, uninvolved plot written 

and transformed into a document that carries deeper meaning 

ani signifioanoe. 

Freeman conveys the information that the first outline 

of the story is a fictional, undocumented account of sooial 

injustice. The final revision of the short story shows a 

marked shift in emphasis to the psychological and philoso­

phical implications. The final version .of the novel exhibits 

the primary objective of embodying a solution to the problem 

of good and evil. Freeman sums up his impressions: "As fact, 

7 Ibid.. p.ix. 

8 Of. Chapter V, pp.137-140. 



ACCEPTANCE OF CONFLICTS 184 

the tale of Billy Budd is a second-rate White Jacket; as 

fiction, it is the culmination of the art, emotion and 

thought of Moby Dick ^. 

The story of Billy Budd is, on the narrative level, 

a fusing of two historical incidents. The one is the 

occurence of the Spithead and Nore mutinies in the British 

Navy in 1797. The other is the hanging of three sailors at 

sea by Commander Mackenzie aboard the brig Somera. The year 

was 1842. The charge was incipient mutiny. Melville knew 

about the first case; any student of naval history would 

know it well. As for the second case, the matter became 

something of a national issue with James Fenimore Cooper 

rising to the defense of the seamen. But Melville had an 

even more intimate connection with the incident. His first 

cousin, Guert Gansevoort, was a lieutenant aboard the Somers 

and could have supplied Melville with innumberable details 

about the affair. 

Melville began by writing a fictionalized account 

of the Mackenzie Case, with the Nore and Spithead mutinies 

for background material. He gradually saw the psychological 

and metaphysical implications of the material and expanded 

and rewrote it into a document of emotional and intellectual 

9 F. Barron Freeman, op.cit.. p.29. 
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s ign i f i cance . There were two inf luences on Melvil le as he 

went through the c rea t ive process of wr i t ing an expanded 

and enlarged B i l l y Budd. The f i r s t was t ha t of Schopenhauer. 

Freeman's examination of M e l v i l l e ' s personal l i b r a r y reveals 

t h a t M e l v i l l e ' s copies of Schopenhauer were dated 1888, 1890, 

and 1891—the three l a s t years of h i s l i f e , the very years in 

which he was wr i t ing and rev is ing B i l l y Budd. His markings 

revea l a keen i n t e r e s t i n the philosophy of pessimism. 

Freeman does not th ink Melvil le succumbed to Schopenhauer's 

pessimism. The story of B i l l y Budd bears him out on the point 

tha t Melvi l le f i n a l l y f e l t t h a t the power behind the universe 

was more than an e v i l fury . 

The second s ign i f i can t influence on h i s l i f e , now 

as when he wrote Moby Dick in 1850-1851, was Nathaniel 

Hawthorne. His deep-seated af fec t ion for the man always 

remained . The theme of "The Birthmark", which was i n ­

cluded in Hawthorne's Mosses from an Old Manse, reviewed by 

Melvi l le as ear ly as 1850, p a r a l l e l s t h a t of B i l ly Budd. The 

s tory t e l l s of Aylmer, a s c i e n t i s t with a passion for per fec­

t i o n , who k i l l s h i s beau t i fu l wife Georgiana by removing a 

small birthmark from her cheek, the one flaw in her beauty. 

10 Cf. I b i d . , p .24 . 

11 Cf. Chapter I I , pp.57-60. 
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In h i s own copy of Hawthorne ' s work, M e l v i l l e had underscored 

t h e s e words : 

I t t h e b i r t hmark was the f a t a l flaw of humanity 
which N a t u r e , i n one shape or a n o t h e r , stamps i n e f f a c e ­
a b l e on a l l he r p r o d u c t i o n s , e i t h e r to imply t h a t they 
a re temporary and f i n i t e , or t h a t t h e i r p e r f e c t i o n must 

be wrought by t o i l and pa in 12, 

The p a r a l l e l w i t h B i l l y Budd i s r a t h e r obv ious : B i l l y ' s one 

d e f e c t , h i s stammer i n t ime of emot ional d i s t r e s s , i s the 

occas ion of h i s p h y s i c a l dea th but h i s s u f f e r i n g and demise 

only b r i n g him g r e a t e r g l o r y i n the unwr i t t en anna l s of s ea ­

men. Freeman a l s o draws a p a r a l l e l between Dona te l lo i n 

Hawthorne 's The Marble Faun and B i l l y Budd. Hawthorne empha­

s i z e s joy and l a u g h t e r ; M e l v i l l e , i nnocence . But t h e i r approach 

t o the s i t u a t i o n a r e i d e n t i c a l : Dona te l lo and B i l l y Budd a r e 

too good for a " sad ly s e r i o u s " world 3 , 

Unconscious ly p e r h a p s , because t h e r e i s no ev idence 

a t a l l t h a t M e l v i l l e was r e a d i n g Hegel a t t h i s t i m e , M e l v i l l e 

used in B i l l y Budd H e g e l ' s theme of t r i a d i c development . I n 

Chapter I I , pages twenty-seven and t w e n t y - e i g h t of t h i s d i s ­

s e r t a t i o n , H e g e l ' s t heo ry and i t s a p p l i c a t i o n t o B i l l y Budd 

i s examined,, Budd ' s o r i g i n a l innocence i s the a n - s i c h . The 

dea th blow, i n v o l v i n g him i n the r e t r i b u t i v e j u s t i c e of man 's 

12 F. Barron Freeman, o p . c i t . , p p . 1 1 7 - 1 1 8 . 

13 I b i d . . p..78.. 
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laws, i s the andersse in . Budd's glory in submitting without 

r ebe l l i on i s Hegel ' s an-und-fur-s ioh . However, in sp i t e of 

the fac t tha t Melvi l le read Hegel in h i s e a r l i e r years , there 

i s no proof tha t Hegel was espec ia l ly in h i s mind i n 1889-1891* 

The influence of Schopenhauer and Hawthorne i s much more ob­

vious and the evidence much more compelling. 

The basic philosophy of B i l l y Budd—a pa t i en t r e s i g ­

nat ion to imperfection and the con f l i c t s i t breeds—is fore­

shadowed in e a r l i e r works. In Mardi (1849), there i s the h in t 

t ha t a man can find peace on t h i s ear th only by a s p i r i t of 

r e s igna t ion t o the forces of e v i l . Or r a t h e r , t h a t a man 

must overlook the imperfections and reconci le himself by a 

l i f e of love . A coro l la ry of t h i s p r inc ip le i s that since 

imperfection i s even in man himself he must not attempt a 

l i f e of una t ta inable v i r t ue but must be reconci led to and 

conscious of h i s c a p a b i l i t y . There i s an i n t e r e s t i n g conver­

sa t ion between Babbalanja the philosopher and Yoomy the poet 

about the vain attempts of man t o climb the inaccess ib le peak 

of Ofo in Maramma. Maramma i s undoubtedly the Catholio Church 

and Ofo the l i f e of heroic v i r t u e . Mohi the h i s t o r i a n sums 

up t h e i r conclusions: 

Ay, in vain, on a l l s ides of the Peak, various 
paths are t r i e d ; in vain new ones are cut through the, 
c l i f f s and brambles: - Ofo yet remains inaccess ib le ^ . 

14 Mardi, p.552. 
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In other words, to practice extraordinary virtue ia impossible, 

Babbalanja concludes that man was meant for the plain and oan 

expect little but trouble in attempting an ascent of the peak. 

The idea of rejecting a life of virtue that is too 

exalted for imperfect man is found again in Pierre where a 

comparison is drawn between the "time" of heaven and the "time" 

of earth. To attempt to live according to the former 

(chronometricals) is to flirt with destruction. Although 

chronometrical time is superior and indeed heavenly, man must 

be content with his inferior, horological time. In short, then, 

the best course for man to follow is to assume an attitude of 

resignation and thus avoid the frustration that inevitably 

comes from the attempt to practice too lofty a moral code. 

Since imperfection has vitiated the order of things, too exal­

ted a moral code is impossible, 

A virtuous expediency, then, seems the highest desir­
able or attainable earthly excellence for the mass of men, 
and is the only earthly excellence that their Creator 
intended for them 15. 

A similar solution is intimated in Moby Dick for the 

man who attempts to fathom the meaning of things. In Moby Dick 

Ahab went to his destruction because he persisted in his 

attempt to unravel the inscrutable. There is only one man who 

15 Pierre, p.252. 
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escapes the ruin of the ship. It is Ishmael who had no share 

in Ahab's attempt to pierce the "pasteboard masks". Ishmael 

sees a place for everything; nothing is to be resisted or 

challenged; even idolatry is acceptable. 

I was a good Christian...How then could I unite with 
this wild idolator in worshipping his piece of wood? But 
what is worship? thought I. Do you suppose now, Ishmael, 
that the magnanimous God of heaven and earth—pagans and 
all included—can possibly be jealous of an insignifioant 
bit of black wood? 1» 

Later, in speaking with Bildad, a religious enthu­

siast, Ishmael frowns on the oherishing of "some crotchets 

noways touching the grand belief" and advocates a "First 

Congregation of this whole worshipping world" which would 

include pagan and Christian alike 17, Ishmael refuses to 

worry about the ultimate truth, the Absolute. He is content to 

take things for what they are. In other words, men who strive 

to find happiness in knowledge must give up the chase. 

...I have perceived that in all cases man must 
eventually lower, or at least shift his conoeit of 
attainable felicity; not placing it anywhere in the 
intellect or fancy; but in the wife, the heart, the bed, 
the table, the saddle, the fire-side, the country....18 

Thus Ishmael, standing for simplicity and resignation to the 

problems of life, is the only charaoter in Moby Dick who 

16 Moby Dick, p . 7 9 0 . 

17 I b i d . , p .812. 

18 I b i d . , p . 1 0 1 0 . 
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escapes. Ahab, bent on piercing the "pasteboard masks of out­

ward events", perishes in the attempt. Sedgwick sees how in 

Mardi Melville noticed a dualism in human nature. In Moby Dick 

he wrestled with it. In Pierre he refused to accept it. The 

next step is Billy Budd where Melville realizes that in ac­

cepting the limitations of human nature he is not thereby 

losing in human strength and dignity 19. 

It is in this spirit of acceptance and surrender that 

Billy Budd is written. Fourteen years before Billy Budd was 

finished, Melville had written to his brother-in-law, 

J. C. Hoadley, 

You are young; but I am verging on three-score, and 
at times a certain lassitude steals over me — in fact, 
a disinclination for doing anything except the indispen­
sable. At such moments the problem of the universe seems 
a humbug,..Life is so short, and so ridiculous and irra­
tional (from a certain point of view) that one knows not 
what to make of it....20 

Here is the spirit of resignation that enables a man to see 

evil without bitterness, to take things for what they are and 

not destroy himself in the attempt to find the ultimate ratio 

of things. The message of this letter is the message of 

Billy Budd. This spirit is personified in Captain Vere who is 

the real hero of Billy Budd. Vere has learned not to struggle 

19 William Sedgwick, op.cit.. p.239-

20 Victor H. Paltsits, ed., Family Correspondence of 
Herman Melville. 1830-1.904. New York, The New York Public 
Library, 1929. ^ ^ " ^ 
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with the problem of e v i l a l t h o u g h he sees e v i l operative b e f o r e 

his very eyes . He avoids t rouble by following the laws of men 

(the horo logica ls ) . He avoids f r u s t r a t i o n by refusing to 

attempt an explanation of the ev i l tha t he sees in operation 

about him. 

In b r i e f , the s tory of B i l l y Bud* i s t h i s : A young, 

innocent s a i l o r , B i l l y Budd, has become the ido l of h i s mates 

aboard the merchantman Rights-of-Man. A scaro i ty of s a i l o r s 

aboard the man-of-war Indomitable ocoasions the l ieutenant of 

the ship to stop the Rights-of-Man and impress Bi l ly in to the 

service of the English navy. Here B i l l y makes friends e a s i l y . 

The super ior q u a l i t i e s of B i l l y ' s manhood—especially h i s 

physical beauty—arouse the envy of Claggart , master-a t -arms. 

After a s e r i e s of inc iden t s following on ClaggartVs scheme to 

involve B i l l y in a f i c t i t i o u s mutiny, B i l ly i s brought before 

Vere, master of the sh ip . Claggart accuses him of attempted 

mutiny. Tongue-tied by the emotional shock of such a sudden 

and heinous accusa t ion , B i l l y answers with a t e r r i f i c blow to 

C laggar t ' s head and the nan f a l l s dead under the impact. 

Captain Vere orders a drum-head court and basing i t s decision 

on the testimony of Vere, the only witness to the inc iden t , the 

court f inds B i l l y g u i l t y and at dawn of the next day he i s 

hanged a t the yard-arm. Vere himself had urged the court to 
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find Billy guilty. Some time later when Vere is on his 

death-bed, he is heard to mutter, "Billy Budd, Billy Budd". 

The story ends with the ballad that grew up among the sailors 

of the fleet about Billy who now lies at the bottom of the sea. 

"I am sleepy and the oozy weeds about me twist" 21. 

Around this narrative framework Melville wove a 

series of details that give a very significant meaning to the 

whole story. At the trial that condemns Budd, the soldier who 

is sitting on the board of judges regrets that there is none 

of the ship's company to shed light "upon What remains myste­

rious in this matter" 22, Captain Vere, the only witness of 

Claggart's death, answers with a statement that crystallizes 

the meaning of the story. 

That is thoughtfully put... I see your drift. Ay, 
there is a mystery; but to use a Scriptural phrase, it 
is a "mystery of iniquity", a matter for only psycholo­
gic theologians to discuss. But what has a military 
court to do with it? ...The prisoner's deed, with that 
alone we have to 23. 

In short, the theme of the story is centered in the conflict 

between Claggart, who represents the "mystery of iniquity", 

and Budd, the epitome of goodness, except for one imperfection. 

Good and evil are at loggerheads in the persons of a common 

21 Billy Budd, p.281. 

22 Ibid., p.241. 

23 Loc. cit. 
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sailor and a master-at-arms. The conflict is worked out by an 

emphasis on the respective qualities of each if the two men^ 

In character and disposition, Budd and Claggart are diametri­

cally opposed. The historical background (the English navy 

around 1798) lends a dramatic sweep to the story for it is at 

a time when the welfare of an Empire depends on the discipline 

and efficiency of the navy. It also gives the occasion for the 

working of evil. If there were no danger of mutiny, as it had 

been happening at Spithead and Nore, the case might have been 

judged more leniently. 

Captain Vere emerges as the ideal man. He is good in 

himself but at the same time he has developed the intelleotiial 

virtue to be able to appreciate the irresistible force of evil. 

He knows how to act when evil strikes. Vere sums up the 

message of the story when he says that evil is a mystery human 

beings are not able to grapple with. They must rest content 

with appearances (the prisoner's deed) and leave the deeper 

problem for those who think they can find a solution (psycho-

logio theologians). The import of Vere's words and the 

meaning of the story is seen best against a background of the 

details that explain the characters of Budd, Claggart, and 

Vere. 

Billy Budd is pictured as the "Handsome Sailor" whose 
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physique and courage are legend. The beauty is not skin-deep. 

"The moral nature is seldom out of keeping with the physical 

make" 2 \ Billy Budd "showed in face that humane look of 

reposeful good nature" and his actions bespeak a lineage "in 

direct contradition to his lot;"his mother must have been 

25 

"eminent ly favored by Love and t h e Graces" . Budd's 

p h y s i c a l and moral e x c e l l e n c e i s supreme and h i s "simple 

n a t u r e remained u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d by those moral o b l i q u i t i e s 

which a r e no t in every case incompat ib le w i th t h a t manufactu-

r a b l e t h i n g known as r e s p e c t a b i l i t y " . His goodness i s a 

n a t u r a l t h i n g , not " a l l o y e d " by t h e conven t ions of man. I r o ­

n i c a l l y , i t i s h i s " u n i n s t r u c t e d honor" t h a t i nvo lves B i l l y i n 

the c i rcumstances t h a t e f f e c t h i s own d e a t h . I f he had r e ­

por ted t h e advances made by C l a g g a r t ' s f r i e n d s t o en t r ap B i l l y 

i n a mut iny , he would have f r u s t r a t e d the machina t ions of the 

m a s t e r - a t - a r m s and avoided the charge of mutiny which prompted 

him t o s t r i k e the f a t a l blow. 

There i s ano ther element i n B i l l y ' s make-up t h a t p l a y s 

an even more s i g n i f i c a n t r o l e in h i s d e s t r u c t i o n : he stammers 

and becomes p r a c t i c a l l y s p e e c h l e s s when e x c i t e d . When accused 

of the mut iny, Budd i s so over-wrought t h a t he cannot f a sh ion 

24 I b i d . , p . 1 3 5 . 

25 I b i d . , p . 1 4 5 . 

26 I b i d . , p . 1 4 7 . 
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words in his own defense. To express what he cannot put into 

words, Billy Budd resorts to a blow to Claggart's head. 

Melville emphasizes the fact that this defect is another mani­

festation of the imperfection that is in every man. It is 

Billy's imperfection of becoming tongue-tied in moments of 

great emotional stress that defeats him in the conflict with 

the evil Claggart. Had been Billy been able to express him­

self calmly, the conflict between himself and Claggart would 

have been resolved and the evil Claggart would have been 

frustrated. 

An analysis of Claggart reveals a man "in whom was the 

mania of an evil nature"; 

Now something such was Claggart, in whom was the 
mania of an evil nature, not engendered by vicious 
training or corrupting books or licentious living, but 
born with him and innate, in short "a depravity accord­
ing to nature" 27, 

There was an "elemental evil" in Claggart and the man was un-

able to suppress or control it ^ . Melville describes the 

"depravity according to nature" whioh Plato teaches and 

distinguishes it from the Calvanistic doctrine; the latter 

applies this depravity to all men, Plato to individuals. It is 

in the Platonic sense that Melville predicates this elemental 

27 Ibid., p.187. 

28 Ibid., p.192, 
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evil of Claggart °, Whereas Billy's innocence is primitive 

and guileless (he cannot even read or write), Claggart's 

depravity is cloaked by the conventional respectability of so­

ciety. Melville claims, in fact, that society is "auspicious 

to it" 3 , Billy's goodness has no mental excellence, but 

Claggart is a man highly gifted in intellectual attainments 31, 

In fact, he and the intellectual Captain Vere are the only ones 

aboard the ship who can really appreciate the moral excellence 

of Budd. 

Thus Billy Budd and Claggart stand diametrioally op­

posed. The one is innocent to the point of naivete; the other, 

evil with a mind that is alert to plot the most effective 

means to achieve an evil objective. Claggart's antipathy for 

the young gob is inspired by the very harmlessness of the 

sailor. 

For what can more partake of the mysterious than 
antipathy spontaneous and profound such as is evoked 
in certain exceptional mortals by the mere aspeot of 
some other mortal, however harmless he may be? if not 
called forth by this very harmlessness itself 32, 

Indeed this is the elemental conflict of good and evil, brought 

about by the force of evil itself (Claggart is the active agent) 

29 Ibid., p.185. 

30 Loo, cit. 

31 Ibid, pp.186-187. 

32 Ibid., p.183. 



ACCEPTANCE OF CONFLICTS 197 

and brought to a tragic conclusion by the working of imperfec­

tion (Billy's speech defect). 

Captain Vere, master of the Indomitable, is a man with 

a bias toward books "to which every serious mind of superior 

order ... naturally inclines; books treating of actual men and 

events no matter of what era...." ^3 He likes writers who "in 

the spirit of common sense, philosophize upon realities" 34, 

Vere is lauded for his moral equilibrium, Melville makes much 

of the fact that Vere is judicious. This quality will stand 

him in good stead when he is confronted by the conflict of good 

and evil. Melville tells us that Vere is "intrepid to the 

verge of temerity, though never injudiciously so" 35. it is 

this "judiciousness" that prompts Vere to ask for the convic­

tion and execution of Billy Budd. Vere's reading and his own 

character confirm each other: 

...confirmation which he had vainly sought in social 
converse, so that as touching most fundamental topics, 
there had got to be established in him seme positive 
convictions which he forfeit would abide in him essen­
tially unmodified so long as his intelligent part remained 
unimpaired 3&, 

Vere is a composite character, the first of his kind 

in all of Melville's fiction. He is one with Budd in possessing 

33 Ibid., p.163. 

34 Ibid., p.164. 

35 Ibid., pal60. 

36 Ibid., p.164. 
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a nature of superior moral quality, but over and above this 

moral goodness he has developed an intellectual and philoso­

phical approach to the realities of life. In other words, he 

fuses what is good in Budd (moral nature) and what is practi­

cally valuable in Claggart (intellect). Thus he is in an 

excellent position to sympathize with the good and still un­

derstand in some way the conflict of good against evil. Above 

all, his judiciousness, his experiences with actual men and 

his confirmation of his experiences in books that "philosophize 

upon realities", enable him to face with equanimity the elemen­

tal conflict of good and evil as personified in Budd and 

Claggart, He differs from Captain Ahab in not attempting a 

solution and understanding of the problem of evil. He leaves 

that for "psychologic theologians". He differs from Pierre in 

not running a course contrary to accepted custom and convention, 

although his own superior character appreciates the virtue that 

accepted custom does not recognize. Thus, Captain Vere is a 

personification of acceptance and resignation. 

The scene of Billy Budd is laid at a time when muti­

nies are spreading throughout the British Navy. The officers 

are especially careful to check anything which might incite 

a mutiny. Hence a sailor who kills an officer, however 

justified he may be in light of actual facts, must be punished 
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with death. This policy is a dictate of the naval code and the 

prudent move on the part of any commander. The punishment of 

whatever has the appearances of insubordination will discourage 

further revolt and unrest. The laws of men (naval code and 

prudence) run counter to the laws of a higher morality. What 

is legitimate in one is punished by the other: a cleavage be­

tween two moral codes. However guiltless a man may be according 

to natural laws, he will be punished if his act violates the 

laws and prudence of men. It is the same conflict that ap­

peared in Pierre: the conflict between chronometricals and 

horologicals. It is in meeting this conflict that Vere proves 

his judiciousness. Vere himself admits that the case repre­

sents a "clashing of military duty with moral scruple" 37, He 

meats the conflict by appealing to the "practicality" of 

the case. 

Speculatively regarded, it well might be referred to 
a jury of casuists. But for us here, acting not as 
casuists or moralists, it is a case practical and under 
martial laws practically to be dealth with 38. 

Vere sums up his argument: "Our vowed responsibility is in this: 

That however pitilessly that law may operate, we nevertheless 

adhere to it and administer it" 39. Indeed, it is the 

37 Ibid., p.244. 

38 Loc. cit. 

39 Ibid., pp.245-246. 
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philosophy of Plinlimmon in different terms, for this is 

virtuous expediency. Horological time is chosen over the 

chronometrical. 

Melville is careful to point out that Vere, who ad­

vises the members of the drum-oourt to condemn Billy, is try-

in to explain esoteric principles to well-meaning but not intel­

lectually mature men. These principles are axioms with him­

self. He speaks as one who had thought out the whole problem 

of good and evil in conflict and had reached a conclusion that 

the only "practical" and "judicious" action was surrender to 

the laws of men. Vere is a man of little "companionable 

qualities" ^°. Here again is Melville's bias in favor of the 

individual who thinks through the great problems of life in 

solitude. In Billy Budd Melville still champions the cause of 

the individual man of superior stature; he pays tribute to the 

Hebrew prophets who "shed so much light into obscure spiritual 

places... And who .were they? Mostly recluses" ̂  . 

Thus Vere personifies acceptance of conflicts and 

resignation to the working of evil. He knows and recognizes 

the fact that Budd has been the innocent victim of evil. He 

sees that God's justice demands the acquittal of Budd. 

40 Ibid., p.165. 

41 Ibid., p.185. 
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But he knows also that the laws of war, the canon of externals, 

makes acquittal dangerous, and, in fact, forbidden. He resorts 

to a philosophy of acceptance: he allows horological standards 

to hold sway in spite of the fact that Budd is innocent in the 

light of chronometrical standards. As if to insure that the 

reader will see Vere acting in resignation to what he cannot 

safely avoid, Melville recounts the scene when Vere brings the 

news of conviction of Budd: 

The austere devotee of military duty, letting himself 
back into what remains primeval in our formalized humanity, 
may in the end have caught Billy to heart, even as 
Abraham caught young Isaac on the brink of resolutely 
offering him up in obedience to the exacting behest 42. 

This Melville explains that Vere was acting contrary to the 

promptings of his heart in condemning Budd. But the head had 

to balance the heart and compromise with military duty as the 

only practical solution to the case. Sedgwick sees Vere in 

fine perspective: 

As an index to Me lv i l l e ' s "acceptance", Captain Vere 
i s s t i l l more i n t e r e s t i n g as he faces h i s own soul . He 
i s obliged by the exigencies of t h i s man-of-war world to 
disregard a l l considerat ions of the absolute good and the 
ul t imate t r u t h . But he does not therefore deny the ex i s ­
tence of the absolute good and the ul t imate t r u t h . He 
i s the f i r s t to recognize B i l l y ' s angelic innocence 43, 

42 I b i d . , p . 2 5 2 . 

43 I b i d . , p . 2 3 9 . 
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Budd ev idences a s p i r i t of r e s i g n a t i o n . His n a t u r a l 

innocence does n o t f e a r dea th and even t h e s h i p ' s c h a p l a i n 

f e e l s t h a t t h e r e l i g i o u s c o n s o l a t i o n t h a t he has to o f fe r—a 

r e l i g i o n of peace which condones t h e canons of m i l i t a r y p r a c t i c e 

which i n t u r n u n j u s t l y execu te B i l l y — i s h a r d l y f i t t i n g for 

such a nob le n a t u r e . B i l l y ' s innocence i s b e t t e r than any 

dogma . B i l l y i s so r e s i g n e d t o h i s f a t e t h a t he f e e l s no 

i l l - w i l l toward Vere or t h e drum-head c o u r t . I n f a c t , he o a l l s 

a b l e s s i n g upon t h e Capta in a s he d i e s . 

That t h e r e w i l l come a t ime when the c h r o n o m e t r i c a l s 

p r e v a i l over the h o r o l o g i c a l s i n s p i t e of t h e laws #f men i s 

expressed a t t he c lo se of t h e s t o r y . Vere acknowledges t h a t 

t h e judgment pf t he m a r t i a l cour t w i l l be ove r - ru l ed by the 

C r e a t o r Himself : 

. . . b e f o r e a cour t l e s s a r b i t r a r y and more j n e r c i f u l 
t h a n a m a r t i a l one t h a t p l e a Q3udd' s innocencej would 
l a r g e l y e x t e n u a t e . At the Last Ass izes i t s h a l l a c q u i t . 
But how he re? We proceed under the law of t h e 
Mutiny Aot 4 5 . 

Vere a rgues t h a t t he members of t h e c o u r t can f e e l a c e r t a i n 

c o n s o l a t i o n i n knowing t h a t what they do now w i l l be r e c t i f i e d 

when " c i r c u m s t a n c e s " and " j u d i c i o u s n e s s " w i l l be countermanded. 

A few days a f t e r t he hanging , t h e Purse r and the 

44 I b i d . . p , 2 6 2 , 

45 I b i d . , p . 2 4 7 . 
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Surgeon are in conversation. The men had noticed that when 

Billy's body was caught by the rope and his neok broken, there 

was no muscular spasm in the body, as is usually the case in a 

hanged man. The Purser wants the Surgeon to explain the 

phenomenon but the latter only replies: "It was phenomenal, 

Mr. Purser, in the sense that it was an appearanoe, the cause 

ef which is not immediately to be assigned" ^ . Melville 

leaves the reader with the impression of divine intervention. 

It is as though the Great Judge, in this particular oase, will 

not permit the laws of men to effect an injustice. To thwart 

their operation, God Himself takes Billy's life before the rope 

can snap his neck. When Billy falls, he is already dead, 

gathered to the bosom of his Creator. Supporting this inter­

pretation is the text that describes the background of the 

hanging: 

At the same moment when the death signal was given 
it chanced that the vapoury fleece hanging low in the 
East, was shot through with a soft glory as of the 
fleece of the Lamb of God... Billy ascended; and ascend­
ing, took the full rose of the dawn 4-7. 

Thus Billy Budd ends on a note of hope. Although 

evil will work its harm in this world and will be supported by 

horological standards, true virtue will eventually be rewarded. 

46 Ibid., p.268. 

47 Ibid., p.266. 
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But the fact of evil remains. Indeed its horror and subtle 

wickedness is emphasized in Claggart. Even Billy has his 

imperfection that leads to his ruin. But man must learn to 

compromise and accept the inevitable. Like Captain Vere, a 

man must accede to the demands of the horological standards. 

Like Captain Vere, he must not attempt a solution of the 

problem. He may acknowledge it as a mystery, consoling himself 

with the thought that at the Last Assizes there will be a 

reckoning. Indeed here is a philosophy of acceptance and resi­

gnation. The feverish pursuit of Ahab, the irrational rebellion 

of Pierre are both implicitly condemned. At the very least, 

their utter futility is emphasized. Both men could learn a 

lesson from Captain Vere who, with a fine balance of head and 

heart, reconciled himself to the problem of evil and placed his 

trust in a Just Judge at the Last Assizes. 



CONCLUSION 

In h i s fine study of Melv i l l e , William Sedgwick 

thinks t h a t there i s a p a r a l l e l between M e l v i l l e ' s f ina l 

a t t i t u d e toward l i f e and i t s problems and t h a t of the great 

Bard of Avon whom Melvil le c l a s s i f i e d as "d iv ine" . Sedgwick 

fee ls t h a t M e l v i l l e ' s a t t i t u d e was more of a recogni t ion , a 

r e s t o r a t i o n , a r e t u r n , r a t h e r than an acceptance and surrender . 

Sedgwick sees a p a r a l l e l in the l a s t few plays of Shakespeare: 

Marina i s res tored to her father in P e r i c l e s ; in Oymbeline 

P»sthumous re tu rns to his na t ive land. Sedgwick feels t ha t 

Melvi l le has returned to the world of Typee and Omoo. the world 

of innocence and love l iness and joy 1. 

However, M e l v i l l e ' s f i na l a t t i t u d e i s not so simply 

i d e n t i f i e d . There is s t i l l a t r ag ic conf l ic t between good 

and e v i l in B i l l y Budd and i t s price i s human blood. Melvil le 

i s s t i l l very conscious of the conf l i c t s tha t ev i l caused in 

White Jacke t , Mardi, Moby Dick, and P i e r r e . I t is these con­

f l i c t s t ha t we have examined throughout t h i s study of Herman 

Melv i l l e , After surveying the more s ign i f i can t scholarship on 

Melvi l le and h i s work, and a f t e r analyzing the h i s t o r i c a l and 

contemporary influences tha t were a t work on h i s mind and a r t , 

1 William Sedgwick, o p . c i t . . p .246. 
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«a £ir«»t studied M e l v i l l e ' s v is ion of conf l i c t on the leve l of 

soc i e ty . We noted the con f l i c t s between r i ch and poor, between 

war and the p r i n c i p l e s of C h r i s t i a n i t y , between r e l a t i v e meri ts 

of monarchy and democracy, and of pr imit ivism and c i v i l i z a t i o n . 

F ina l l y , the man who th inks deeply withdraws from sooiety or, 

as often happens, i s re jec ted by the socie ty that does not 

understand him. 

Next we examined the con f l i c t s t ha t e x i s t within man 

himself. Melvi l le envisioned a dichotomy between the r e l a t i v e 

a b i l i t y of head, or reason, and hea r t , f a i t h or na tura l 

i n s t i n c t , to lead a man to ul t imate t r u t h . Also, we saw 

M e l v i l l e ' s v i s ion of the conf l i c t between free w i l l and the 

necess i ty and chance that ru le s men's a c t i o n s . The forces of 

determinism seemed s t ronges t , in M e l v i l l e ' s views, when a man 

was fated to do e v i l . 

A t h i r d area of conf l i c t was examined. This i s t he 

conf l ic t between man and God as Ahab t r i e s t o solve the 

mysteries of crea t ion and thus share in Divine Wisdom. Again, 

in at tempting to follow a l i f e of v i r t u e , the conf l ic t between 

man and God becomes apparent when Pier re f inds t h a t the moral 

code of heaven w i l l not work on t h i s e a r t h . 

The l a s t s tep lay in studying B i l l y Budd as a 

document of acceptance and surrender to t he force of e v i l and 

the con f l i c t s tha t r e s u l t wi thin soc ie ty , wifcMn man, and 
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between man and God. Now there is no futile struggle, no 

proud rebellion. Evil persists; the conflicts go on. Man will 

win a certain peace of mind and serenity of soul in accepting 

this state of affairs. 

Several salient items about Melville and his intellec­

tual and spiritual odyssey stand out at the finish of such a 

study as this. Melville had been frustrated in his longing for 

some ultimate revelation of absolute truth. His need for 

religious certitude was always in the balance with his habit of 

doubting and questioning. The real tragedy of Melville's mind 

was that he did not possess the vision of Faith that the 

Catholic Church could have offered him. The problem of evil 

could have been seen for its true value: merely a defect or 

absence of good occasioned by sin, rather than the cosmic, over­

whelming force that he pictured it. A "reasoning" faith would 

have given Melville the chance to exercise both intellect and 

faith, head and heart, in the vast area of human and divine 

truth. 

Melville tried to solve the mysteries and conflicts 

that he evnisioned about him solely with his own mind. He was 

a humanist to the extreme. Indeed there are mysteries in God 

and His creation: the Incarnation and Trinity are mysteries even 

for the man of faith. Considering the transcendent Immensity 
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of Ged and the feeb le , created powers of man, one l og i ca l l y 

expeots t o find divine t r u t h s beyond h is comprehension. Fa i th 

would have enabled Melvi l le t o r e a l i z e t h i s enormous fact and 

would have kept him from the anxious, harr ied years of searching 

and t e s t i n g t h a t sapped so much of h is i n t e l l e c t u a l and 

physical v igor . With Fa i th , Melvi l le would have enjoyed God's 

view of soc i e ty , of man, of the r e l a t i o n s between man and God. 

As i t was, he had only h i s own human powers of mind and h e a r t , 

great as they might have been, and influenced by a cold 

Calvinism of fear and f a t e . Inev i t ab ly , he rea l ized f r u s t r a ­

t ion in t ry ing to p ierce the "pasteboard masks" and eventually 

came to a passive acceptance and surrender . 

Above a l l , the Catholic Fai th would have brought 

Melvil le i n t o v i t a l union with Chr is t the Saviour. Melvi l le 

never evidences much knowledge of Chr i s t . His ooncept of God 

i s the Jehovah of fear and dark, deep mystery. Me lv i l l e ' s 

r eac t ion was a proud impetuous searching for ul t imate t r u t h and 

absolute goodness. In Chris t Melvi l le would have found fu l ­

f i l lment and s a t i s f a c t i o n in Truth Incarnate and Goodness 

Personified who could s t i l l say, "Learn of me for I am meek 

and humble of h e a r t " . 
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I WORKS OF HERMAN MELVILLE 

"An Unpublished l e t t e r from Herman M e l v i l l e t o Mrs. 
Hawthorne in e x p l a n a t i o n of Moby Dick". American Art Assoc ia ­
t i o n — Anderson G a l l e r i e s Ca ta log of S a l e , nO 3911, p . 9 . 

Th i s l e t t e r i s of impor tan t s i g n i f i c a n c e in the i n t e r ­
p r e t a t i o n of Moby Dick. 

B i l l y Budd, Ben i to Cereno, and The Enchanted I s l e s , 
New York, P r e s s of the Readers Club, 1942, IV-245 pages . 

A popular and inexpens ive e d i t i o n of th ree l e s s e r 
known nove l s of M e l v i l l e which a re hard t o f ind ou t s ide 
of t h e r a r e Cons tab le e d i t i o n of h i s works . 

Co l l ec t ed Poems of Herman Melvj H e . e d i t e d by Howard 
P, V i n c e n t , Chicago, Packard and Co , , 1947, XXII-502 pages . 

The most comprehensive and r e a d i l y a v a i l a b l e e d i t i o n 
of M e l v i l l e ' s p o e t r y . 

Complete Works. London, Constable and Co. , 1922-1924, 
16 volumes. 

A comprehensive e d i t i o n of a l l of M e l v i l l e ' s work. 
At p r e s e n t i t i s r a t h e r r a r e . 

Herman M e l v i l l e : R e p r e s e n t a t i v e Selec t l ons. ed i t ed 
by Wi l l a rd Thorp, New York, American Book Company, 1938, 
CLXI-437 p a g e s . 

A d i s c e r n i n g and w e l l chosen s e l e c t i o n of impor tan t 
passages from M e l v i l l e , t h i s work i s va luab le i n o b t a i n i n g 
an over -a l l ) a p p r e c i a t i o n of t h e w r i t e r . 

J o u r n a l Up the S t r a i t s , e d i t e d by Raymond Weaver, 
New York, The Colophon~Press , 1935, XXX-182 pages . 

Mr. Weaver ' s a n n o t a t i o n s a re h e l p f u l i n seeing r easons 
for M e l v i l l e ' s c o n c l u s i o n s . 

J o u r n a l of V i s i t t o London and the Con t inen t . 1849-1850. 
e d i t e d by Eleanor Met,calf, "Cambridge, Harvara U. P r e s s , 1948, 
189 p a g e s . 

This j o u r n a l i s ed i t ed by a granddaughter of M e l v i l l e 
and throws l i g h t on t h e c r i t i c a l yea r s when Me lv i l l e w r e s t l e d 
with t h e idea of c o n f l i c t . 
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M e l v i l l e ' s B i l l y Budd, ed i t ed by F. B. Freeman, Cam­
b r i d g e , Harvard U. P r e s s , 1948, XIV-381 pages ._ 

This i s a s c h o l a r l y e d i t i o n of B i l l y sudd, c o n t a i n i n g 
the c o r r e c t e d t e x t . I t i s used for r e f e r e n c e s to B i l l y Budd 
in t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n . 

P i e r r e , e d i t e d by R. S. F o r s y t h e , New York, Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1930, 1941, XXXVIII-416 pages . 

, ed i t ed by Henry A. Murray, New York, F a r r a r , 
S t r a u s , 1949, XIV-514 p a g e s . 

} ed i t ed by H. M. Tomlinson, New York, E. P. 
Dut ton , 1929, XXVII-505 p a g e s . 

These a r e the only e d i t i o n s of P i e r r e o u t s i d e of the 
Constable e d i t i o n of the complete works . Because of i t s 
s u p e r i o r a n n o t a t i o n s and t e x t , the e d i t i o n of Henry h. Murray 
i s used for t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n . 

Romances of Herman M e l v i l l e (Typee, Omoo, Mardi , 
Moby Dick, White J a c k e t , I s r a e l P o t t e r , Redburn ) , New York, 
Tudor P u b l i s h i n g Co . , 1931, VI-1660 pages . 

Th i s i s an inexpens ive and r e a d i l y a v a i l a b l e e d i t i o n 
of M e l v i l l e ' s more impor tant works . In t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n 
r e f e r e n c e s to t h e s e nove l s w i l l be made to t h i s t e x t . 

The S h o r t e r Novels of Herman M e l v i l l e , ed i t ed by 
Raymond Weaver, New York, H. L i v e r i g h t Co. , 1928, LI-328 p a g e s . 

This e d i t i o n i s usefu l for the t e x t of b a r t l e b y the 
S c r i v e n e r , which i s hard to f i n d ou t s ide of the Constable 
e d i t i o n . 

I I STUDIES MADE OF MELVILLE'S WRITINGS 

Anderson, Char les R.f "The Genesis of B i l l y Budd", 
from American L i t e r a t u r e , v o l . 9 , n ° 1, p p . 1 - 2 5 . 

Mr. Anderson throws l i g h t on t h e h i s t o r i c a l f a c t s of a 
mutiny aboard a sh ip which proved to be the framework for 
M e l v i l l e ' s f i n a l e x p r e s s i o n of h i s v i s i o n of c o n f l i c t . 

Arv in , Newton, Herman M e l v i l l e , New York, Will iam 
Sloane A s s o c i a t e s , 1950, XI I I -316 p a g e s . 

A very r eadab le s tudy of Me lv i l l e and h i s work from a 
l i t e r a r y p o i n t of view. Mr. Arvin overemphasizes a Freudian 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of M e l v i l l e and h i s work. 
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Braswell , William, Melv i l l e ' s Religious Thought, 
Durham, Duke U. Press , 1943, IX-154 pages. 

This study i s a valuable i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Me lv i l l e ' s 
r e l i g i o u s background and considers Moby Dick in the l ight of a 
r e l i g i o u s conf l i c t between the seen and unseen. 

Brooks, Van Wyck, Times of Melvil le and Whitman. 
New York, E. P. Dutton and Co., 1947, VI-489 pages. 

A ra the r breezy but i n t e r e s t i n g account of Melville 
as a l i t e r a r y and soc ia l figure in New York of the 1850's . 

Chase, Richard, Herman Melv i l le : A C r i t i c a l Study, 
New York, Macmillan, 1949, XIII-305 pages. 

This study i s excel lent for an i n t e rp re t a t i on of Mel­
v i l l e against the backdrop of nat ive American l i t e r a r y and 
c u l t u r a l h e r i t a g e . 

Fadiman, Cl i f ton, "A Preface to Moby Dick", from 
At lan t ic Monthly, vol .172, n ° 4 , p .89 . 

S igni f icant for an example of what a modern, popular 
l i t e r a r y figure has to say about the meaning of Moby Dick. 

Freeman, John, Herman Melvi l le , New York, Macmillan, 
1926, VIII-200 pages. 

Mr. Freeman's work i s one of the e a r l i e r contr ibut ions 
to Melvil le l i t e r a t u r e and i s valuable for Me lv i l l e ' s work 
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