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      Context

      
      Herman Melville was born in
         New York City in 1819, the third of eight
         children born to Maria Gansevoort Melville and Allan Melville, a
         prosperous importer of foreign goods. When the family business failed
         at the end of the 1820s, the Melvilles relocated
         to Albany in an attempt to revive their fortunes. A string of further
         bad luck and overwork, however, drove his father to an early grave,
         and the young Melville was forced to start working in a bank at
         the age of thirteen.
      

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

      
      Finally, driven to desperation at twenty-one, Melville
         committed to a whaling voyage of indefinite destination and scale
         on board a ship called the Acushnet. This journey
         took him around the continent of South America, across the Pacific
         Ocean, and to the South Seas, where he abandoned ship with a fellow
         sailor in the summer of 1842, eighteen months
         after setting out from New York. The two men found themselves in
         the Marquesas Islands, where they accidentally wandered into the
         company of a tribe of cannibals. Lamed with a bad leg, Melville
         became separated from his companion and spent a month alone in the
         company of the natives. This experience later formed the core of
         his first novel, Typee: A Peep at Polynesian Life, published
         in 1846. An indeterminate mixture of fact
         and fiction, Melville’s fanciful travel narrative remained the most
         popular and successful of his works during his lifetime.
      

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

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

      
      Melville was influenced in the writing of Moby-Dick by
         the work of Nathaniel Hawthorne, author of The Scarlet Letter, whom
         he met in 1850 and to whom he dedicated Moby-Dick. Melville
         had long admired Hawthorne’s psychological depth and gothic grimness
         and associated Hawthorne with a new, distinctively American literature. Though
         the works of Shakespeare and Milton and stories in the Bible (especially
         the Old Testament) influenced Moby-Dick, Melville
         didn’t look exclusively to celebrated cultural models. He drew on
         sources from popular culture as well; whaling narratives, for example,
         were popular in the nineteenth century. Melville relied on Thomas Beale’s
         encyclopedic Natural History of the Sperm Whale and
         the narrative Etchings of a Whaling Cruise, by
         J. Ross Browne.
      

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

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

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Ishmael, the narrator, announces his
         intent to ship aboard a whaling vessel. He has made several voyages
         as a sailor but none as a whaler. He travels to New Bedford, Massachusetts, where
         he stays in a whalers’ inn. Since the inn is rather full, he has
         to share a bed with a harpooner from the South Pacific named Queequeg.
         At first repulsed by Queequeg’s strange habits and shocking appearance
         (Queequeg is covered with tattoos), Ishmael eventually comes to
         appreciate the man’s generosity and kind spirit, and the two decide
         to seek work on a whaling vessel together. They take a ferry to
         Nantucket, the traditional capital of the whaling industry. There
         they secure berths on the Pequod, a savage-looking
         ship adorned with the bones and teeth of sperm whales. Peleg and
         Bildad, the Pequod’s Quaker owners, drive a hard
         bargain in terms of salary. They also mention the ship’s mysterious
         captain, Ahab, who is still recovering from losing his leg in an
         encounter with a sperm whale on his last voyage.
      

      
      The Pequod leaves Nantucket on a cold
         Christmas Day with a crew made up of men from many different countries
         and races. Soon the ship is in warmer waters, and Ahab makes his
         first appearance on deck, balancing gingerly on his false leg, which
         is made from a sperm whale’s jaw. He announces his desire to pursue
         and kill Moby Dick, the legendary great white whale who took his
         leg, because he sees this whale as the embodiment of evil. Ahab
         nails a gold doubloon to the mast and declares that it will be the
         prize for the first man to sight the whale. As the Pequod sails
         toward the southern tip of Africa, whales are sighted and unsuccessfully
         hunted. During the hunt, a group of men, none of whom anyone on
         the ship’s crew has seen before on the voyage, emerges from the
         hold. The men’s leader is an exotic-looking man named Fedallah.
         These men constitute Ahab’s private harpoon crew, smuggled aboard
         in defiance of Bildad and Peleg. Ahab hopes that their skills and
         Fedallah’s prophetic abilities will help him in his hunt for Moby
         Dick.
      

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

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

      
      Ahab orders a harpoon forged in the expectation that he
         will soon encounter Moby Dick. He baptizes the harpoon with the blood
         of the Pequod’s three harpooners. The Pequod kills
         several more whales. Issuing a prophecy about Ahab’s death, Fedallah declares
         that Ahab will first see two hearses, the second of which will be
         made only from American wood, and that he will be killed by hemp
         rope. Ahab interprets these words to mean that he will not die at
         sea, where there are no hearses and no hangings. A typhoon hits the Pequod, illuminating
         it with electrical fire. Ahab takes this occurrence as a sign of
         imminent confrontation and success, but Starbuck, the ship’s first
         mate, takes it as a bad omen and considers killing Ahab to end the
         mad quest. After the storm ends, one of the sailors falls from the
         ship’s masthead and drowns—a grim foreshadowing of what lies ahead.
      

      
      Ahab’s fervent desire to find and destroy Moby Dick continues
         to intensify, and the mad Pip is now his constant companion. The Pequod approaches
         the equator, where Ahab expects to find the great whale. The ship
         encounters two more whaling ships, the Rachel and
         the Delight, both of which have recently had fatal encounters
         with the whale. Ahab finally sights Moby Dick. The harpoon boats
         are launched, and Moby Dick attacks Ahab’s harpoon boat, destroying
         it. The next day, Moby Dick is sighted again, and the boats are
         lowered once more. The whale is harpooned, but Moby Dick again attacks
         Ahab’s boat. Fedallah, trapped in the harpoon line, is dragged overboard
         to his death. Starbuck must maneuver the Pequod between
         Ahab and the angry whale.
      

      
      On the third day, the boats are once again sent after
         Moby Dick, who once again attacks them. The men can see Fedallah’s
         corpse lashed to the whale by the harpoon line. Moby Dick rams the Pequod and
         sinks it. Ahab is then caught in a harpoon line and hurled out of
         his harpoon boat to his death. All of the remaining whaleboats and
         men are caught in the vortex created by the sinking Pequod and
         pulled under to their deaths. Ishmael, who was thrown from a boat
         at the beginning of the chase, was far enough away to escape the
         whirlpool, and he alone survives. He floats atop Queequeg’s coffin,
         which popped back up from the wreck, until he is picked up by the Rachel, which
         is still searching for the crewmen lost in her earlier encounter
         with Moby Dick.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Ishmael - The
            narrator, and a junior member of the crew of the Pequod. Ishmael
            doesn’t play a major role in the events of the novel, but much of
            the narrative is taken up by his eloquent, verbose, and extravagant
            discourse on whales and whaling.
         

      

      
      
         Ahab - The
            egomaniacal captain of the Pequod. Ahab lost his leg
            to Moby Dick. He is single-minded in his pursuit of the whale, using
            a mixture of charisma and terror to persuade his crew to join him.
            As a captain, he is dictatorial but not unfair. At moments he shows
            a compassionate side, caring for the insane Pip and musing on his
            wife and child back in Nantucket.
         

      

      
      
         Moby Dick - The
            great white sperm whale. Moby Dick, also referred to as the White
            Whale, is an infamous and dangerous threat to seamen, considered
            by Ahab the incarnation of evil and a fated nemesis.
         

      

      
      
         Starbuck - The
            first mate of the Pequod. Starbuck questions Ahab’s
            judgment, first in private and later in public. He is a Quaker who believes that Christianity offers a way to interpret the
            world around him, although he is not dogmatic or pushy about his
            beliefs. Starbuck acts as a conservative force against Ahab’s mania.
         

      

      
      
         Queequeg - Starbuck’s
            skilled harpooner and Ishmael’s best friend. Queequeg was once a
            prince from a South Sea island who stowed away on a whaling ship
            in search of adventure. He is a composite of elements of African, Polynesian,
            Islamic, Christian, and Native American cultures. He is brave and
            generous, and enables Ishmael to see that race has no bearing on
            a man’s character.
         

      

      
      
         Stubb - The
            second mate of the Pequod. Stubb, chiefly characterized
            by his mischievous good humor, is easygoing and popular. He proves
            a bit of a nihilist, always trusting in fate and refusing to assign
            too much significance to anything.
         

      

      
      
         Tashtego - Stubb’s
            harpooner, Tashtego is a Gay Head Indian from Martha’s Vineyard,
            one of the last of a tribe about to disappear. Tashtego performs
            many of the skilled tasks aboard the ship, such as tapping the case
            of spermaceti in the whale’s head. Like Queequeg, Tashtego embodies
            certain characteristics of the “noble savage” and is meant to defy
            racial stereotypes. He is, however, more practical and less intellectual
            than Queequeg: like many a common sailor, Tashtego craves rum.
         

      

      
      
         Flask - A
            native of Tisbury on Martha’s Vineyard and the third mate of the Pequod. Short
            and stocky, Flask has a confrontational attitude and no reverence
            for anything. His stature has earned him the nickname “King-Post,” because
            he resembles a certain type of short, square timber.
         

      

      
      
         Daggoo - Flask’s
            harpooner. Daggoo is a physically enormous, imperious-looking African.
            Like Queequeg, he stowed away on a whaling ship that stopped near
            his home. Daggoo is less prominent in the narrative than either Queequeg
            or Tashtego.
         

      

      
      
         Pip - A young
            black boy who fills the role of a cabin boy or jester on the Pequod. Pip
            has a minimal role in the beginning of the narrative but becomes
            important when he goes insane after being left to drift alone in
            the sea for some time. Like the fools in Shakespeare’s plays, he
            is half idiot and half prophet, often perceiving things that others
            don’t.
         

      

      
      
         Fedallah - A
            strange, “oriental” old Parsee (Persian fire-worshipper) whom Ahab
            has brought on board unbeknownst to most of the crew. Fedallah has
            a very striking appearance: around his head is a turban made from
            his own hair, and he wears a black Chinese jacket and pants. He
            is an almost supernaturally skilled hunter and also serves as a
            prophet to Ahab. Fedallah keeps his distance from the rest of the
            crew, who for their part view him with unease.
         

      

      
      
         Peleg - A
            well-to-do retired whaleman of Nantucket and a Quaker. As one of
            the principal owners of the Pequod, Peleg, along
            with Captain Bildad, takes care of hiring the crew. When the two
            are negotiating wages for Ishmael and Queequeg, Peleg plays the
            generous one, although his salary offer is not terribly impressive.
         

      

      
      
         Bildad - Another
            well-to-do Quaker ex-whaleman from Nantucket who owns a large share
            of the Pequod. Bildad is (or pretends to be) crustier
            than Peleg in negotiations over wages. Both men display a business sense
            and a bloodthirstiness unusual for Quakers, who are normally pacifists.
         

      

      
      
         Father Mapple - A
            former whaleman and now the preacher in the New Bedford Whaleman’s
            Chapel. Father Mapple delivers a sermon on Jonah and the whale in
            which he uses the Bible to address the whalemen’s lives. Learned but
            also experienced, he is an example of someone whose trials have
            led him toward God rather than bitterness or revenge.
         

      

      
      
         Captain Boomer - The jovial captain of the English whaling ship the Samuel
               Enderby. Boomer lost his arm in an accident involving Moby
            Dick. Unlike Ahab, Boomer is glad to have escaped with his life,
            and he sees further pursuit of the whale as madness. He is a foil
            for Ahab, as the two men react in different ways to a similar experience.
         

      

      
      
         Gabriel - A
            sailor aboard the Jeroboam. Part of a Shaker sect, Gabriel
            has prophesied that Moby Dick is the incarnation of the Shaker god
            and that any attempts to harm him will result in disaster. His prophecies
            have been borne out by the death of the Jeroboam’s
            mate in a whale hunt and the plague that rages aboard the ship.
         

      

   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Ishmael

         
         Despite his centrality to the story, Ishmael doesn’t reveal
            much about himself to the reader. We know that he has gone to sea
            out of some deep spiritual malaise and that shipping aboard a whaler
            is his version of committing suicide—he believes that men aboard
            a whaling ship are lost to the world. It is apparent from Ishmael’s
            frequent digressions on a wide range of subjects—from art, geology,
            and anatomy to legal codes and literature—that he is intelligent
            and well educated, yet he claims that a whaling ship has been “[his]
            Yale College and [his] Harvard.” He seems to be a self-taught
            Renaissance man, good at everything but committed to nothing. Given
            the mythic, romantic aspects of Moby-Dick, it is
            perhaps fitting that its narrator should be an enigma: not everything
            in a story so dependent on fate and the seemingly supernatural needs
            to make perfect sense.
         

         
         Additionally, Ishmael represents the fundamental contradiction between
            the story of Moby-Dick and its setting. Melville
            has created a profound and philosophically complicated tale and
            set it in a world of largely uneducated working-class men; Ishmael,
            thus, seems less a real character than an instrument of the author.
            No one else aboard the Pequod possesses the proper
            combination of intellect and experience to tell this story. Indeed,
            at times even Ishmael fails Melville’s purposes, and he disappears
            from the story for long stretches, replaced by dramatic dialogues
            and soliloquies from Ahab and other characters.
         

      

      
      
         Ahab

         
         Ahab, the Pequod’s obsessed captain,
            represents both an ancient and a quintessentially modern type of
            hero. Like the heroes of Greek or Shakespearean tragedy, Ahab suffers
            from a single fatal flaw, one he shares with such legendary characters
            as Oedipus and Faust. His tremendous overconfidence, or hubris,
            leads him to defy common sense and believe that, like a god, he
            can enact his will and remain immune to the forces of nature. He
            considers Moby Dick the embodiment of evil in the world, and he
            pursues the White Whale monomaniacally because he believes it his
            inescapable fate to destroy this evil. According to the critic M.
            H. Abrams, such a tragic hero “moves us to pity because, since he
            is not an evil man, his misfortune is greater than he deserves;
            but he moves us also to fear, because we recognize similar possibilities
            of error in our own lesser and fallible selves.” 
         

         
         Unlike the heroes of older tragic works, however, Ahab
            suffers from a fatal flaw that is not necessarily inborn but instead
            stems from damage, in his case both psychological and physical,
            inflicted by life in a harsh world. He is as much a victim as he
            is an aggressor, and the symbolic opposition that he constructs
            between himself and Moby Dick propels him toward what he considers
            a destined end.
         

      

      
      
         Moby Dick

         
         In a sense, Moby Dick is not a character, as the reader
            has no access to the White Whale’s thoughts, feelings, or intentions.
            Instead, Moby Dick is an impersonal force, one that many critics
            have interpreted as an allegorical representation of God, an inscrutable
            and all-powerful being that humankind can neither understand nor defy.
            Moby Dick thwarts free will and cannot be defeated, only accommodated
            or avoided. Ishmael tries a plethora of approaches to describe whales
            in general, but none proves adequate. Indeed, as Ishmael points
            out, the majority of a whale is hidden from view at all times. In
            this way, a whale mirrors its environment. Like the whale, only
            the surface of the ocean is available for human observation and interpretation,
            while its depths conceal unknown and unknowable truths. Furthermore,
            even when Ishmael does get his hands on a “whole” whale, he is unable
            to determine which part—the skeleton, the head, the skin—offers
            the best understanding of the whole living, breathing creature;
            he cannot localize the essence of the whale. This conundrum can
            be read as a metaphor for the human relationship with the Christian
            God (or any other god, for that matter): God is unknowable and cannot
            be pinned down.
         

      

      
      
         Starbuck, Stubb, and Flask

         
         The Pequod’s three mates are used primarily
            to provide philosophical contrasts with Ahab. Starbuck, the first
            mate, is a religious man. Sober and conservative, he relies on his
            Christian faith to determine his actions and interpretations of
            events. Stubb, the second mate, is jolly and cool in moments of
            crisis. He has worked in the dangerous occupation of whaling for
            so long that the possibility of death has ceased to concern him.
            A fatalist, he believes that things happen as they are meant to
            and that there is little that he can do about it. Flask simply enjoys
            the thrill of the hunt and takes pride in killing whales. He doesn’t
            stop to consider consequences at all and is “utterly lost . . .
            to all sense of reverence” for the whale. All three of these perspectives
            are used to accentuate Ahab’s monomania. Ahab reads his experiences
            as the result of a conspiracy against him by some larger force.
            Unlike Flask, he thinks and interprets. Unlike Stubb, he believes
            that he can alter his world. Unlike Starbuck, he places himself
            rather than some external set of principles at the center of the cosmic
            order that he discerns.
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