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INTRODUCTION

For the outstanding non-fiction book published in the
United States in 1950, Newton Arvin was awarded the National
Book Award in March of 1951 for his Herman Melville, published
by William Sloane Associates. The conferring of this award
upoen Newton Arvin fer a work about Melville is as much an indi-
cation of current interest in Melville as it is an aocknowledge-
ment of Newton Arvin's achievement in scholarship and inter-
pretation.

Living in New York and Massachusetts between the years
1819 and 1891, Herman Melville reached a high point of liter-
ary accomplishment around 1850, a time of great development
in native American literature. In their lifetime, however,
Melville's contemporaries, Emerson, Hawthorne, and Whitman,
never enjoyed a greater popularity than did Melville for several
years. Melville was known as the writer of lusty sea stories,
Typee, Omoo, Redburn, White Jacket, and Moby Dick. With the
publication of Mardi in 1850 and Pierre in 1852, Melville
appeared more as a philosopher intent on speculation and
unraveling of the mysteries of 1life. His popularity soon waned.

Later efforts, such as Israel Potter, The Confidence Man, his

poetry, such as Battle Pieces and Clarel, and many short

stories including Billy Budd, Foretepman, written just before
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his death in 1891, were largely ignored by the American and
British reading public.

Interest in Melville did not revive until 1919, the
centennial of his birth., Today his star shines brightly in
the firmeament of American letters. He is popularly considered
a npvelist who thought long and deeply about the mysteries of
gooq and evil in society and in oreation, especially in man.

Melville was extremely conscious of the strain of
evil that he felt marred all of God's creation. It is the
purpose of this study to examine how the consciousness of this
evil in oreation led Melville to envision conflicts in all
the phases of human living. We shall examine how Melville saw
conflicts within society, within man himself, and finally
between man and God. Melville's last prose work, Billy Budd,
Foretopman, becomes an expression of surrender to and acceptance
of the conflicts and antinomies that he felt were endemic
to creation.

Alfthough an individualist in thought and even in his
own personal conduct, Melville was indebted to his environ-
ment and to his heritage for the many patterns and elements
of thought that appear in his work. Thus a part of our study
will be to examine the influences, that were at work on his

mind and art.
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The first step in our study of Melville's vision
of conflict will be an exposition of the topic in relation
to the more significant scholarship that has already been
done about Melville and his work.

The Constable edition, published in London in 1924,
is the only complete set of Melville's works. However, this
edition is extremely rare and inaccessible. Hence in our study-
we have used texts that are more readily available and, in the

case of Billy Budd particularly, more valid and authentic.

References to Typee, Omoo, Mardi, Moby Dick, Israel Potter,

White Jacket, and Redburn are taken from Romances of Herman
Melville, published in New York by the Tudor Publishing Co,.
in 1931, References to Pierre are taken from the text
prepared and edited by Henry A. Murray and published by
Farrar, Strauss in New York in 1949, References to poetry

are taken from the Collected Poems of Herman Melville, edited

by Howard P. Vincent and published in Chicago by the Packard

and Co. in 1947, References to Billy Budd are taken from
Melville's Billy Budd, edited by F. Barron Freeman and published
at Cambridge by the Harvard University Press in 1948,



CHAPTER 1

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 4disappointments 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 L.

Eight years .later he came to the end of his wanderings end
with the surge of the sea still beating in his ears, e sat
down to tell the world what he had seen of it and, above 211,
what he thought about it. In the long night watches and in
the heat of the tropic suns, Herman Melville's genius head
come to its full flowering. He tells us:

Chief among these places t@f privacf} is ths ghains
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 distgrbed ~- gerenely
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
philesopher, and an inexplicable one at that. WMardi (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 &nd
inconclusive. "...the book suffers irremedially, as a worlz
of art, from the intellectual precipitateneéss and prematurity
out of the midst of which it was palpably written"?.

In the same year Redburn appeared, answering uhe demand

of Melville's readers for more adventure stories. White vacket

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 Assocliates, 1950, p.99.
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in the anti-social attitude of the slightly superior sailer
who refuses to have any friends except Lemsford the poet and
Jack Chase, captain of the maintop.

It is interesting to note that it was to Jack Chase

that Melville was to dedicate Billy Budd, the last work of

his life in 1891. The dedication reads: Dedicated/ %o/

Jack Chase/ Englishman/ Wherever that great heart may now te/
Here on earth or harboured in Paradise./ Captain of the
Main-top in the year 1843/ in the U.S. Frigate "United States™ &
As we shall see, there is significance in the fact that in

writing Billy Budd, which embodies his "testameat of accertoncs™,

Melville was thinking about a hero who had little lave for
the mass of men.

Moby Dick reached the public in 1851. As far as the
interpretation of the work is concerned, scholars seem
to agree on only one point —- that it has something to do
with Evil in the universe. In 1852 Melville gave the world
Pierre: or the Ambiguities. It seems beyond dispute that
the subtitle indicates what the reader will find in an
attempt to fathom the message or meaning of this novel.
In short, Pierre is ambiguous. However, the book is

important in the intellectual development of Melville.

 Billy Budd, p.130.


http://testame.it
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With Mardi and Moby Dick it completes what R. E. Watters
calls a trilogy of evil: Mardi, the sociology of evil;

Moby Dick, the metaphysics of evil; and Pierre, the
psychology of evil °. Several years after the publication of
Pierre, Israel Potter: His Fifty Years of Exile reached the

book shops. In the meantime, Melville had brooded over the
bad reception given Pierre. In faot, his moodiness led the
Melville family to call in physicians to examine him for his
sanity.

«soBlizabeth said that all the family were worried
about the strain on Melville's health; and it has been
offered, on the authority of conversations with his
daughters and granddaughters, that in the spring of
1853 his behavior was so difficult his family had
him examined for his sanity by a number of doctors
including Oliver Wendell Holmes 6,

However, by the end of 1854 Melville had completed

seven pieces that were published in Putnam's Monthly Magazine

and Harper's New Monthly Magazine. "The Encantadas; or

Enchanted Isles" and "Benito Cereno" were the most important

of these seven, but "Bartleby the Scrivener", the first to
appear, has a certain value that cannot be denied. In May of
1856 these three stories were published along with three lesser

pieoes as The Piazza Tales by Dix and Edwards.

5 Re E. Watters, "Melville's Metaphysics of Evil", from
University of Toronto Quarterly, 9, pp.l70-182.

6 Geoffrey Stone, Melville, New York, Sheed and Ward,
1949, p.212.
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It was in 1855 that Israel Potter was published. It
had been serialized in Putnam's. Two years later Di:x _na Ed-

wards published The Confidence-Man: His Masquerade. Misan-

thropy is the key-note of this book. There is a corrosive

scepticism that corroborates the fact that Melville in his

own personal life was «zveriencing periods of great deprescsion.
In the winter of 1856-1857 Melville made a trip to

the Holy Land, visiting England and Rome on the jouraeyv Cn

his return he.seems to have abandoned prose for poetr-, Howevasr,

nothing was published at this time and Melville went »7Ff on

another journey, this time by sea to San Francisco ana becw

again between May and November, 1860. It was si. ycars leter

that his verses were published, Battle Pisces and Aspa¢is

of the War,

But it was not until 1876 that another work was forth-
coming. This time it was Clarel, the 20,000 lines of which
are judged by Geoffrey Stone in this wise:

The tortured syntax, the rhythmic monotomy, the

rhymes superfluous to sense, and the fallure of the meta-
phors to flow out into full ontological implication make
Clarel a gecond-rate piece of work, in the Kindest
judgment 7.
But Clarel renews the expression of conflict that has been
noticed in his earlier prose works. There is a constant doubt,

a state of balance between two contradictory tenets exemplified

in all the characters.

7 Geoffrey Stone, ibid., p.278.
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Shortly after 1885 two late books of poems were

privately published: John Marr and Other Sailors and

Timoleon. Only twen*ty-five copies of each book were printed
and the over-all guelity is inferior even to the pedestrian
Clarel, Melville's last expression of his art and thought

was Billy Budd writter stortly before his death cn

September 28, 1891,
For the most part, the world of Melwille's Zass
cared little for his wisdom. It liked his rich etor..: uf ad-
venture in the South Seas but it rejectsd bis philos»Hniznicg,
and when he died in 1891, five months aft..> [inishing Billy
Budd, Herman Melville was a neglected and nbrcuvre Tigure.
In fact, he himself well appreciated the fsct ari o< early
as 1877 had written to his brother-in-law, John C. Hoadley:
You are young; but I am verging on three-score,
and at times a certain lassitude steals over @3 -
in fact, a disinclination for doing anything but the
indispensable. At such moments the problem of “he

universe seems a humbug, and epistolatory obligaticns
mere moonshine, and the -- well, nepenthe secms all-in-all

g
It was thirty years after Melville's deata bheTure
his star started to rise once again. In writing Tae

American Novel in 1921, Carl Vun Doren said that nobody knew

Apcricain literature who did not know Melville 9, TFour years

earlier, writing in the Cambridge History of American Literature.

Mr. Van Doren had not been very sanguine about Melville.

8 Viector H. Paltsits, Family Correspondence of Herman
Melville, 1830-1904, New York, The New York Public lerary, 1929,

9 Carl 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" 10, 1p 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 Melville 11 and three
years later edit his complete works 12. Thus in 1924 Billy
Budd was published for the first time. Fivwe 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, 3ut to the perversity of his
rare and lofty genius

Throughout the next three decades scheolars 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 Macmlllan 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.li4L-146,
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articles dealing with Melville. One of the earliest articles
points to the "rediscovering" of Melville 14,  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, Melville was in popular demand.

It was in that year that H. M. Tomlinsen edited Pierre 15,
Since then a variety of editions have come from the press,
the latest being one edited by'Henry A, Murray 16.

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:

It is the nearest thing we have to an un-Christian

(though not anti-Christian) epic. It is the other face

of the Divine Comedy - the product of unfaith, as
Dante's work was the product of faith 17,

14 "Neglected American Classics", from Literary Digest,
vol. 70, p.26.

15 H, M. Tomlinsen, ed., Pierre, New York, E, P, Dutton,
1929.

16 Henry A. Murray,ed.,Pierre, New York, Farrar Straus,
1949.

17 Preface printed in Atlantic Monthly, vol. 172,
no.4, p.89.
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Fediman's view is subscribed to by a more recent scholar
of Melville: "Melville was t he antithesis of Dante" 18,

Melville's popularity in the last three decades

has been marked by a variety of intetpretations of his work.
Scholars have approached him from a multitude of angles.
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 fer 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....

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.l02.

19 Geoffrey Stene, op.cit., p.23.
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writing to Hawthorne in 1851, during the creation of lLioby
vick, "elville statea:

Until I wuas twenty-five I had no development at
all., F¥rom my tuwenty-fifth year 1 date oy life. ‘I'hree
nweeks have scareely passcd, 1t any tirme between
ggifuggotnen, that I have not unfolded within ny-
This "unfolding" within himself has been the chief challenge
to i'elvillc scholnre of the puast few yecre., In fact, pri-
marily becnuse "'¢lville had no s#besolute stanasrds throughout
hie life, he pressed forwurd in the scarch of some, now on
the ontological level, tihen on the nmorzl, ag-ein on the
social. TFollowing WMelville's mental excursions has been
a challenge and, quite probably in some cases, a fad among
scholars. Growing out of this pursuit is a wealth of
valuable criticism that makes us debtors to the men who
have plumbed Melville anu measuresa his aepths. Much of
their work is essential for an appreciation and a
perspective of the man. The following are most significant.
A pioneer in the study of Melville, Raymond Weaver
has contributed a sympathetic approach to Melville the
t 2L,

symbolis Objective and clear, the work helped revive

the fame of Melville in the early twenties and was to stand

20 Howard P. Vincent, The Try-out of Moby Dick, Boston,
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1949, p.l5.

21 Raymond Weaver, Herman Melville, Mariner and Mystic,
New York, George H. Doran and Co., 1921.
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as the only adequate treatment of the novelist until 1926
when John Freeman wrote the first bock 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 lMelville after

1851, 1In discussing Billy Budd, Mr. Freeman remarks that

it is "an 8&Ppealing tragedy for witness that evil is

defeat and natural goodness invincible in the affections of
man 22. V.eaver thinks otherwise: "only the disillusion
abided with him to the last" 22, 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 Qisillusion, 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.38l.
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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 2L 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 Sh.kes-
peare u: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. 0Olson 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 torture of isolation from humanity.
The correspondence of these two evil worlds is precise. In
either the divine has little place" 26. Olson's work centers
only about lioby Dick and for reason of this exclusiveness
is not a completely adequate study of Melville's thought.
In 1949 Richard Chase approached Melville with a
bias toward Freudian psychology. Chase tells us:
... purpose is to contribute a book on Melville
to a movement which may be described (once again) as
the new liberalism -- that newly invigorated secular27
thought at the dark center of the twentieth century .

Chase is on safe ground in describing Moby Dick as the

American epic, and is extremely interesting in interpreting
Melville against the background of native American humour

and native American story technique. But Chuse insists

that the Promethean-heroic¢ theme in Melville is evidence

of Melville's "search for the father"™. Even Pierre's eye-
strain is interpreted as a symbol of his sexual response

to Isabel and Lucy. Chase exploits Melville's short story,
"The Paradise of Bachelors" as well as "The Tartarus of Maids"
as an indication that the sexual theme in Melville's writing

is deeply intended.

26 Charles Olson, Call Me Ishmael, New York,
Reynal and Hitchcock, 1947, p.54.

27 Richard Chase, Herman Melville: A Critical Study,
New York, Macmillan, 1949, p.vii.
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Geoffrey Stone scolds Chase for his Freudian inter-

pretation and insists Chase is guilty of a petitio principii

with which it is impossible to argue 28, 1In his own
study, Stone writes a chronological review of Melville
and fits in the works to correspond to each particular phase
of Melville's growth. Thus Redburn is examined before Typee
and Omoo, although published later, because it is a reflec-
tion of Melville's experience as a young sailor when he
left home in 1837 to go to sea. Stone is especially succesful
in secing Moby Dick in proper perspective. Here he under-
stands Ahab as confronting God as an equal.

The year 1949 was extremely fruitful in Melville
scholarship. Nathalia Wright added to the growing pool
of information and interpretation with a study of Melville's
use of the Bible. Much of Melville's imagery,
theme and plots, characters and types, and even style are
rooted in the Scriptures, especially the 01d Testament.
Miss VWright shows how the Biblical incidents to which
Melville repeatedly referred fall into two groups: events
of violence and destruction, and events of vision and
revelation <9,

Three worthwhile studies of Melville 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. 1In 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 facilc 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 31, 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 ?. 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. O. Percival, A keading 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

Toous the cmeracRt roress of the westers worid 2

b gen prces o ¢ western wor o

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 intecrcsting, 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. Eoward P. Vincent is also editor of the
only recent edition of Melville's verse 33.

In recent years innumerable dissertation on Jelville
have becen accepted by the universities. Some survey phases
that reccive 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 3L

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

33 Howard P, Vincent, Collected 2oems of Herman
Melville, Chicago, Packard and Co., 1947.

34 Luther S, Mansfield, Herman Melville: Author and
New 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 Jjournals of contemporary figures.
For the serious student of Melville there is a
valuable index to his ideas cataloged by Gordon Roper 32,
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 Billy 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 cn 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 insomplete.

A study that should not be overlooked is ilatthiesssen's

American Renaissance 38. Matthiessen treats Melville

from the point of view of the history of ideas in America.
He delineates Melville's place in the world of Emersoxa.
Thoreau, and Hawthorne. It is a sane attempt to uader-
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 Y“hiteman deserve a reading 37.

Even a cursory glance at the preceding paragraphs
or an occasional reading of book notices reveal the intense
interest in ifelville 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-

T

man, New York, E. P. Dutton and Company, 1947.
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Or again, an explanation may be found in the facht %hat
one of Melville's prominent themes is that there is an
elusive reality behind the appearances of things:
All visible objects, man, are but as pasteboard
masks. But in each event... there, some unknown

but still reasoning thing puts forth the mouldings
of its features from behind the unreasonable mask....

40
Thus Ahab in the heat of his search for the white whale!
Ahab's discontent with things as they seem and his attempt
to reach the absolute reality may find a sympathetic 1espcne:
in the minds of the post-World War generations. Twice
cosmic struggles failed to achieve their intended purpose,
world peace, in spite of glowing promises and apparent
success. It was after the first World Wwar that Melville's
star began to rise. ©Since the end of the second Var,
Melville's position and prestige has been even higher.

It is not our intention to explore the reuasons
for Melville's popularity. The purpose of this dissertation
is to examine Melville's thought itself. MY.uy and varied
have been the approaches of scholars to Melville's “hought.
However, none seems to have elaborated upon the very

definite thread of conflict that runs through his work.

4O Moby Dick, p.857.



EXPOSITION OF THE PROBLEM 27

The burden of this study will be to examine tbis conflict
in the light of the problem of evil and imperfzction nwhichk
Melville saw everywhere about him. WMelvillc L°¢ a vision
of conflict that can be studied on three levelc: conflict
within society, conflict within man, conflict betwesu nen
and God or, in Melville's terms, between earth and heaven.

Obviously Melville d4id not approach his problen
of conflict in such a tidy order. His works chow an
inter-weaving of these three basic conflicts. The purpors
of this dissertation will be to unravel the skein of
Melville's thoughts, knottea and twisted that it is, and
sort out the contraries and contradictions that he 3aw,
or thought he saw, in the world about him, within him,
and above him.

Melville's output was prodigious, especiall; in
view of the fact that he concentrated his eighc, best-known,
prose works within a span of nine years. His short stories
and verse were to fill several more volumes. In fact, the
standard Constable edition of all his writing runs to
sixteen volumes and a few short prose and poetic works
have been published since Weaver edited the Constable
edition in 1924. TFor our study we shall keep to the major

prose works; Mardi, white-Jacket, Moby Dick, Pierre, and

Billy Budd will share chief attention. They excel in contsus.
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His other writings shall be used for corroborative evidence,
In the works mentioned, Melville struck upnrn all his
important themes. The others were more like cvertones,
EBvery man is a product of his age in cre way or
another. Melville too was dependent upon the welter »T
ideas in which he moved and breathed. In his The Trvirg-

out of Moby-Dick, Howard Vincent shows how Melville drew

heavily upon Beale's Natural History of the Sperm Whale

If Melville was indebted to a specific book for matevial
that he himself knew from personal experience before the
mast, how much more was he dependent upon the ideas that
formed the fabric of his times, ideas that were in the
conversations and writings of his contemporaries, ideas
that were the very keystcones of books that he read, of
systems of thought in which he was trained as a lad and
into which he delved as a young man. Hence, the fivst
step in this dissertation will be a study of Melville

and his age, the source of Melville's vision of conflicwu.



CHAPTER II

MELVILLE AND HIS AGE

Melville had an alert mind. In many respects he
can be said to personify the ideal of the lLatin poet
Terence, "Wihil 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 abouw 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 di a-
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. I%
was an impossible task, so profoundly split, so
dualized was the mind_ of his time, and his own as
representative of it +,

1 Newton Arvin, op.cit., p.1l69.



MELVILLE AND HIS AGE 23

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 Descartes.
philosophy became anthropocentric and reduced itself
to the study of individual consciousness. Inevitably it
bred an antagonism between spiritualism and empiricisn.
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 ané varied expresceion in the writings of 18th and
19th century philosophers like Spinoza, berkely, and Hume.
These men had tried to solve the antithesis cf mind and
matter that Descartes had posited. Oae tried pantheistic
monism; Berkeley tried idealistic monism; Hume denied

the substantial nature of both mind and matter.
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Kant reacted to the "pan-phenomenalism" of Hume angd,
fearing for the spirituality of the soul, the freedom
of the will, the existence of God, and the obligation of
the moral law,posed once more the question, What are the
conditions of knowledge?

Melville knew Kant's theories, along with those of
Hegel and Schlegel, On his trip to Bugland in October, 1849,
Melville fell in with Franklin Taylor and George Adler, the
latter a professor of German language and literature at
New York College, In his journal, Melville noted a warm
companionship among the three and refers specifically to
the evening of Monday, October 22, when Adler and Taylor
came to his room and the three indulged in whiskey punches,
"We had an extraordinary time & did not break up till two
in the morning. We talked metaphysics continually & Hegel,
Schlegel, Kant ....2

by this time, October, 1849, Mardi had been written
and published. But Moby Dick and Pierre were still to flow
from Melville's pen. In fact, the deep, tortured philoso-
phizings of Melville date, for the most part, from this
period of approximately 1849 and 1850, Although influences
other than Kant were to have an even greater impress upon

him, there is a strain of Kantian philosophy in Melville.

2 Eleanor M, Metualf, editor, Journal of a Visit te

S p—— Sh—

Lendon and the Continent, Cambridge, Harvard University Press,
lyys, p.l12.
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In The Critique of Pure Reason Kant claimed that phenomenon
are nothing but representations. There is a transcendental
object, the thing-in-itself (Ding an Sich) which our under-
standing cannot fathom. How closely related is this theory
to Melville's vision of Ahab piercing the "pasteboard masks"
to attain reality, and, what is even more significant, of
Ahadb going down to defeat in the attempt!

In Kant's Critique of Pure Reason there is elaborated

the "cosmological idea"™ that to every thesis formulated
concerning the ultimate nature of matter, may be opposed
an equally plausible antithesis. Two of Kant's four anti-
monies have relevance to Melville's thought., First, besides
the causality which is according to the laws of nature and,
therefore, necessary, there is causality which is free,
The antithesis: There is no freedom; everything in the world
takes place entirely according to the laws of nature.
Second, There exists an absolutely necessary Being belonging
to the world, either as a part or as a cause of it. The
antithesis: There nowhere exists an absolutely necessary
Being, either within or without the world.

Kand felt that both the thesis and antithesis of
these two antinomies are plausible., They show that such
cosmical concepts as cause and necessary Being are beyond

the limits of empirical knowledge and rational experience,
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In our atudy of Moby Dick we shall observe both of theae
antinomies in Melville's thought. In regard to free
causality and in regard to God Himself there is evident
the inability of the human mind to grasp either. In
effect, both terms of these antinomies are plausible in

80 far as human reason 1s concerned. As we shall see, the
tragedy of Ahab lies in his failure to admit humbly that
he cannot grasp the Ultimate but must be content with

the paste-board masks,

Kant's Critique of Practical Reascn finds an echo

in Pierre and ultimately in Billy Budd. Pierre is driven on
by a sense of duty. He refuses to take stock of the results
and circumstances of his decision to marry Isabel, a
half-sister. Untold misery and tragedy ensue, but Pierre
is buoyed up by the thought that he has followed his sense
of duty. In Billy Budd Captain Vere knows that his decision
to hang Billy is more the product of a "practical" reasoning
than that of ultimate truth and goodness. But the latter
is beyond human comprehension and execution. The only
feasible course to follow is that of the law of human con-~
duct and expediency.

Kant's "categorical imperative" is closely related to

both of these situations 3, There is a striking relationship,

3 For an interpretation 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 is autonomous; it is impressed on the will
by practical reason and revealed by immediate consciousness.
The moral law is imperative; it speaks with the authority
of a universal and moral determinant, The moral law is
unconditional; it rules the human being unconditionally
and authoritatively as a law of human conduct., Thus
act both Pierre and Captain Vere.

Melville's debt to Hegel is not so easily traced.
In fact, although he was aware of Hegel's ideas, as proven
by the fact that he discussed Hegel, Kant and Schlegel with
Taylor on the trip to bngland in 1849, Melville does not
seem to incarporate Hegel's philosophy into his works. There

is once exception, and that is Billy Budd. Hegel's method

consists in following out a triadic development in each
concept and in each thing. For example, in regard to freedom,
the unrestrained actions of the savage are not repressed in
any way. The second step lies in the exchange of this
freedom for its opposite, the restraint of law and civi-
lization. Thirdly, the citizen experiences the final stage

of development, that is, liberty in a higher and fuller

sense than that experienced by the savage. The three

stages are, therefore, styled, (1) in itself (An-sich);

(2) sut of itself (4nderssein); (3) in and for itself

(An~-und-fur-sich).
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Billy Budd has something of the same triadic
development. His original innocence is primitive, unspopiled.
Thus the an-sich. Billy's death-blow to Claggart involves
him in the laws and customs of civilized man. Thus the

anderssein, Billy Budd's death is actually something of a

vietory, a development of self. At the moment of being
hanged from the yard-arm, Billy seems to experience no pain
or death struggle, but is seen by his mates against a
vapoury fleece that resembles the fleece of the Lamb of God,
Thus, in meekly submitting to law and military or civilized
procedure of law, Billy Budd assumes an even greater sig-

nificance and importance. Thus the gg;und~fﬁr-g;ch.

Melville seems to have been influenced more by the
spirit of Hegel's philosophy than by its actual principles,
Hegel endeavored te achieve a complete synthesis of reality
in terms of reason. As we shall see, such an objective could
be predicated of Ahab in Moby Dick. And the lesson learned
by Ahab, and by Melville, is one which Hegel never grasped.

ss.for it is not given to the human mind to grasp
the totality of being, and to find in one formula a
rationale of all reality. No philosophical system
can consistently claim to comprehend God; it may
discover Him, but it must acknowledge that He and His
ways are inscrutable, Philosophy must leave room for
faith, and its last word must be the necessity of
faith &,

L, William Turner, ibid,., pp.582-583.
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Thus Moby Digk and Billy Budgd serve as examplss of how
Melville was influenced by Hegel in apparently contra-
dictory ways. The first, as an artistic expression of
what Hegel did not see, namely, that finite man could
never comprehend ultimate reality. The second, as an
artistic expression of the triadic development of the
individual who proceeds from one level through what is
apparently antithetical, only to achieve a higher and
nobler existence,
Two other European influences were at work on

Melville's mind around 1849. A record of his purchases

in London, 1849, proves that he bought the Confessions

of Rousseau and the sutoblography of Goethe 5. It is the
work of Rousseau that has the most significance in relation
to Melville. Kousseau, of course, is famous for the ideal
picture of man as he originally existed in the state of
nature before entering the "social contract" by which society
was first formed, Rousseau demanded the abandonment of
artificial culture and conventional refinement in favor

of what is natural, simple, and therefore of permanent

value in human nature,

In Rdusseau's Confessions, Melville read one of

the most candid of autobiographies. It influenced Melville.

5 Eleanor M. Metcalf, pp.cit., pp.85-8S.
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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 followed by four years

the publication of Iypee and Omoo whieh reflect much the
same characteristics as enumerated above., In these books
Melville glorifies the simple life of the Marquesan 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 Kousseau'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 contemporaries regard him as insane; he is opposed at one
time or another to his mother, his father's spirit, his
betrothed, his publishers, his public, his kinsmen-- even
to Isabel, toward whom his attitude became divided.
Melville himself, as well as the literary preaducts
of his pen, was individualistic. There runs through all
his work the thread of revolt, or at very least, of
analysis and examination of the traditional American mode
of life.
Melville was nothing if not individualistic....
True as this was, there was much that he had in common
with such Americans of his time as Emerson, Thoreau,
Hawthorne, Whitman, and Pope... Going off in their
separate directions, they were in accord in that they
were all facing offéat tangents to American orthodoxy
and respectibility “.
Melville's debt to Goethe mAy be more significant
than is usually conceded. Goethe's Faust has a philosophical
content far beyond that of Marlowe or of the legendary Jo-
hann Faust, or Faustus, of Wurtemberg. The original Dr. Faust
became the popular ideal of one who sought to sound the
depths of this world's knowledge and enjoyment without
help from God. Faust's selling his soul to Satan for the

privilege of twenty-four years of life during which he is

to have every pleasure and all knowledge at his command

6 William Sedgwick, op.cit., p.33.
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has a most interesting counterpart in Ahab's surrender
of himself to the powers of Satan that he might achieve
his objective.

But Marlowe also wrote about Faust. To determine
how much Melville was influenced by Goethe and whether
it was Marlowe rather than Goethe who had more influence
upon him is a difficult question to solve. There is
little or nothing in his writings to allow a definitive
answer, One thing is certain: Melville was as close to
Marlowe as he was to Goethe, because on the list of books
purchased on the trip to London there is mention not only
of Goethe, but of Marlowe's plays as well,

Influence from England.- Melville's
tie with England is basic and fundamental, just as was the
debt of all 19th century American writers. Indeed the age
of Whitman and Melville marks the first real break from
the mother country, but such a heritage cannot be disowned
in a fortnight. Meiville himself visited bngland on three
different occasions: as a young man in 1837, as a successful
novelist in 1849, and as a disappointed man in 1856-1857.

In 1849 he returned with a small library of knglish
authors: Ben Jonson, Davenant, Beaumont and Fletcher,

Hudibras, Boswell's Johnson, a folio of Sir Thomas Browne,
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Castle of Otranto, Cuarles Lamb, Chaterton, Vathek,

Marlewe's plays, Confessions of an Opium Eater 7. But

already Melville had become acquainted with English
literary trends. As a frjend of the Duyckincks, he had
eccess to their well-stocked library and took full
advantage of it. It was Evert Augustus Duyckinck who
was closer to Melville. He was the son of the first
publisher in New York and became the editor of Wiley
and Putnam's Library of Choice Reading, When Evert,
along with his younger brother George, became an editor

of The Literary World, Melville was given a good share of

space in its pages. ZEFach of his works was treated at length
and with sympathy.

Evert Duyckinck had a great love for books and his
library was well stocked. In fact, it was one ef the largest
in New York at that time, It was here that Melville had
access to many volumes that were to shape and influence his
thinking, as well as his art.,

Melville borrowed frequently from it, and his
borrowings are indicated not only in the list of taen
which Duyckinck kept but also in Melville's own writings
where the influenge of Rabelais, Browne, and Carlyle
are most obvious ©.

Although it is more difficult to ascertain the

specific authors and influences that were the subject of their

7 Eleanor M. Metcalf, op.cit., pp.85-86.
8 Geoffrey Stone, op.cit., p.76.
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conversations, it is equally significant that Melville
was a part of the literary circle that gathered periodically
at the Duyckinck residence. OSignificant, too, is the fact
that Duyckinck was an admirer of Coleridge and so must have
entered into many a metaphysical discussion with his
friend Melville.,

As for the influence of Carlyle, there are several

points of reference. Sartor Resartus develops a Transcen-

dental philosophy of Universal Spirit.- The body of man is
the clothing of the God-spirit in him and the material or
physical world is the clothing of the God-spirit in the
universe., Carlyle goes on to say that man will find his
salvation not in material and financial success but only
through the action of the sbirit. Significantly, Carlyle
analyzes the contemporary scene as one of selfish grabbing:
"Each, isolated, regardless of his neighbor, turned
against his neighbor, clutches what he can get, and cries
'Mine!' and calls it Peace, because, in the cut-purse and
cut~throat scramble, no steel knives, but only a far
cunninger sort, can be employed".

Melville himself had made this observation in the
scene in Redburn wnere psople are to00 busy in the matter of

every-day business to extend help to the hungry woman and

her child., Human sympathy is dead because of materialism.
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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 kings{ Poverty is abpard before riches, all
Mardi over; anywhere it is hard to be a debtor;
anywhere, the wise &ord it over fools; everywhere,
suffering is found 7,
In Clarel, Melville gives a panoramic view of history, much
like the sombre view of Carlyle. Vaunted progress is merely
¢apitalistic 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 weo it to their hope
Of all that seers and saints avow -
Than Galileo's microscope 10
Can bid it unto prosing Science now .
In 1840, six years after the publication of Sartor
Resartus, Carlyle gathered together a series of lectures wairl
he had been giving in England and published them under the

title, Heroes and Hero Worship., He extols the individual L ir,

9 Mardi, p.668.
10 Clarel, p.428,
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The doctrine ef 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 salr
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 is much that is solitary in Melville's
thought. 4nd yet his later works place him squarely
in the tradition of Victorian thought. Clarel is the
work of a man well versed in the controversies of his
day and shows Melville to have been a student of the
political revolutions of the nineteenth centuryt of the
scientific discoveries of the time, and of the 'higher
criticism' of myth and religion, 6larel will very
much remind us of the work of Matthew srnold and
Arthur Hugh Clough (Arnold's 'Empedocles on Etna',
which %elville read in 1871, especially comes to
mind)l

Empedocles on Etna was published in 1853, after Melville's

Moby Dick and Pierre had already reached the public,
However, the spirit of Arnold--everything to be endured,
nothing to be done--is the very attitude that marks

Clarel published in 1876, and especially Billy Budd

written in 1891, as Melville's own "testament of acceptance
The Victorian age thought it saw a conflict between faith
and reason, Such figures as arnold, Carlyle, Browning, anc
Tennyson thought that faith was the nobler and the richer
course to follow, but they were confused and saddened by

the apparent conflicts that science and reason were pro-
posing. Faith can achieve more desirable results, but it
was felt that man could not live by faith alone. Especially
in Pierre, Melville envisions the same conflict in terms of
two norms of conduct; the one noble and desirable, dictatsd
by the heart or faith, the other, reasonable and pedestrie:.

dictated by the head or reason, There is a conflict betwees tlLew,

11 Richard Chase, pp.cit., p.242.



MELVILLE AND HIS AGE 38

In Billy Budd, the conflict is still there, but there is