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ABOUT MOBY-DICK

Published in 1851, Moby-Dick is now regularly hailed as one of the greatest works of American literature. However, in its time, the novel was considered a commercial failure and critical flop—sort of like the Ford Edsel, Crystal Pepsi, and that movie based on the board game Battleship. Melville had previously written several successful books, mostly romanticized high-seas adventures, including Typee (1846) and Omoo (1847). But for Moby-Dick, Melville had other plans:

@hermanfromelville (1850)
Half done with the new book! Getting poetry and truth from blubber is like sap from a frozen maple. (Whales aren’t the best dancers.) Yep, gonna be a #strangeone.1

Sadly, Melville earned little from the paltry sales of Moby-Dick—various reports suggest about $1,300 of total income from around three thousand copies sold in the US and UK. While Melville continued to write, debt forced him to take employment as a customs inspector in New York. By the time he died in 1891, the book had been out of print for four years.

Meanwhile, contemporary criticism circa 1851–52 ranged widely, with most leaning toward the negative. Critics couldn’t even agree what to call the thing, with some complaining it was like three books discordantly crammed together. A high-seas whaling drama? An encyclopedic reference for whale info resembling a bunch of collected magazine how-to articles? A digressive philosophy tome on the meaning of life with ample insertions of phallic humor—whale penis tunic, anyone?

@fancynewyorkmagazine (1852)
Melville? Shoulda wrote one or two books tops. (Forget this guy.) And Moby-Dick? Gonna be in the dictionary under “American Lit, Sucky examples of …”2

@charlestonsouthernreview (1852)
Readers may dig the whaling scenes in Moby-Dick, but otherwise it’s sad stuff. Ahab is a monstrous BORE! Melville should be committed.3

@londonliterarygazette (1851)
If Moby-Dick is a novel, then for Thanksgiving Melville must serve a skeletal chicken over-stuffed with cetalogical facts.4

Still, some early reviewers did mention positive qualities that would come to be considered among Moby-Dick’s most cherished attributes. Chief among these, the countless themes, meanings, and symbols that allow for so many diverse interpretations—even if various elements offended some readers’ sensibilities.

@johnbullinlondon (1851)
Philosophy in whales? Poetry in blubber? Extraordinary! But prepare, dear reader, for uncouth & heathenish stabs at sacred religions #unnecessary5

@willyoungnyalbion (1851)
Look, Melville is clearly a genius and Moby-Dick is worth reading—FYI, just skim the dialogue & skip a page now and then.6

@londonukspectator (1851)
Moby-Dick is an identity crisis with good characters. Ahab is melodramatic, though. And Ishmael DIES? Wtf! So how does he tell the story then? #hello7

For modern readers, Ishmael as the lone survivor is common knowledge. But even that was up for debate in the 1850s. Reason being, the original British version, published by Richard Bentley, was quite different from the complete American version that’s known to modern readers, published by Harper & Brothers. First, the British title was changed to The Whale. Second, several hundred passages were removed by Bentley’s editors, most likely for being considered offensive. And, third, the epilogue—which informs the reader of Ishmael’s solo escape—was entirely omitted.

After Melville’s death, a critical reappraisal of his work began around the turn of the twentieth century and continues to this day. The basic gist? Moby-Dick was ahead of its time—sort of like Athenian democracy, Jules Verne’s Nautilus submarine, and the world’s first internet search butler Ask Jeeves. Not only critics but literature scholars and famous authors rallied, with varying levels of enthusiasm, to Melville’s masterpiece.

@therealdhlawrence (1923) The last great hunt! Nobody clowns more than Melville, even in a wonderful and strange book like Moby-Dick. Of course the whale is a symbol.8

@carlclintvandoren (1924)
Melville’s style is a galloping thoroughbred! Allegoric Ahab has 100 meanings! Moby-Dick is greatness for endless debate! i.e. #fewreaders9

@williamcfaulkner (1927)
What Greek-like simplicity: a white whale signals doom, a despot drags the ship down with him; there’s death for a man. I wish I wrote it (but I’m not a sailor).10

@ernesthemingway99 (1949)
I can count on one hand the writers I’ve still gotta beat. Melville gets the pointer finger.11

@johnniesteinbeck (1963)
To the loud critics and the loudest ones, a great novel with a name like Moby-DICK was enough to make them guffaw with ochre rage #haters #criticsofwrath12

Today, near universal curiosity toward Moby-Dick endures, with new analyses and interpretations offered regularly. Scholars and readers continue to debate: WTF is this thing? A high-drama whaling tale? An encyclopedic parable? A homo-erotic thriller? An examination of racist deceptions? A complex human tragicomedy?

And what does it mean? That hatred is predestined in the hearts of men? That unchecked masculinity leads to a toxic desire toward domination? That some lurking resentment is eternally directed toward religious orthodoxy, societal order, cultural customs, and the concept of home, or the port, which offers “safety, comfort, hearthstone, supper, warm blankets, friends, all that’s kind to our mortalities?” And in turn, these resentments encourage those willing and able to partake in violence or evil while fleeing from “all havens astern?” Certainly, it’s not one single thing. To each reader, Moby-Dick is something different, based upon their unique perceptions and interpretation of Melville’s 206,000-word epic.

Regarding Melville, might the author be the most tragic character in the drama that is Moby-Dick? After all, in his lifetime, Moby-Dick and Melville himself were largely ignored, unrecognized as the master he has since become—kind of like Jane Austen, Vincent Van Gogh, or that director who made Plan 9 From Outer Space.

Perhaps. Perhaps not. There was one Melville contemporary who recognized the novel’s immense value; who praised and defended it publicly—and privately to Melville; who had kind things to say, not just about the novel, but about Melville in general; who was one of the most famous and successful American authors of the period:

@nathanielhawthorne (1856)
My man Mel’s all toil and adventure! He is too honest! Too courageous! If he were religious? He’d be way too religious! Dude’s worth immortality.13
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DISCLAIMER

The contents of this book—tweets, hashtags, taglines, handles, etc.—are a product of the author’s imagination and are in no way affiliated with Twitter or any of its users. This book is not authorized or sponsored by Twitter, Inc., or any other person or entity owning or controlling rights in the Twitter name, trademark, or copyrights.
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ETYMOLOGY





	
@ijustlovelexicons:

From the Danish word HVAL, or “arch,” plus the German word WALLEN, or “to roll,” equals #WHALE! (Ok, are we done here? Can we move on now?)14
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EXTRACTS





	
@yesthatmosesfromgoshen:

And GOD created big ‘ol whales. #boss15
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@williamshakes1564:

Straight uppeth like a whale.16
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@hobbesofmalmesbury:

Sketch a nation as a whale, states are just people on maps. #fake17
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@antoniodeulloa:

Whale breath is SO stank. It can make you cray.18
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@therealcaptaincook:

Thought we saw a rock but it was a dead whale. (lol!) Some Asiatics (luv the Asiatics btw) killed it and were hiding like we couldn’t see ‘em. #wesawthem19
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@barongeorgescuvier:

Whales got boobs, but no feet.20
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@reverendhenrycheever:

A whale just fell right on top of this guy! So I asked, is he dead? And they’re all, “yeah, he dead …”21
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@whaleboatcruiser:

Everyone knows that whaling crews rarely return on the same ship they departed with. #theshipsalllookthesame22
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THE TWEETS





	
Ishmael here! I went broke in NYC. [image: images] Super bored with land (damp drizzly soul). I’m going to sea! #callme #whalingvoyage23
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In New Bedford for a few days, waiting for a ferry to Nantucket. The inn is run by Peter “COFFIN?” I hope that’s not an omen.24
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Ugh—all beds are taken. I’m supposed to share with a tattooed cannibal?! At first he pulled a tomahawk but now we’re cool. This Queequeg fella? #solidguy25
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WTF! I woke up with Queg spooning me. Odd dude. He dresses in reverse: hat → boots → pants → shirt. Shaves with a harpoon. #whatabadass #oraMURDERER26
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There’s a LOT of sailors at breakfast. Everyone is tan and awkwardly silent. FYI, Queg’s harpoon is also his utensil (he eats only beefsteaks). #classic27

[image: images]





	 



	
Walkin’ past the docks to church. There’s savages strolling, gents in tails, lumberjacks, country bumpkins. ALL seek glory with a lance. Plus hot chicks errrywhere.28
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The chapel is full of moody fishermen and sad widows. There are plaques for the deceased: one overboard, Patagonia; one dragged into the Pacific; one killed near Japan. #YOLO29
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The pulpit suspends like a ship’s prow. The priest climbs up by rope ladder! Hmm … Wrinkled face, young soul, old habits? I’m thinking ex-sailor. #nailedit30
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Pretty cool sermon: “Sinful Jonah fled to sea, but was thrown overboard into god’s storm. Jonah got ate by a huge whale, but he gratefully repented and was puked onto land!” #happyending31
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So, my new buddy Queg’s a real George Wash with face tats. We smoked up and worshipped Yojo, his wooden idol—lol! #wenotmarried32
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Couldn’t sleep, so we lit a lamp and smoked in bed. Wonder, does the landlord have fire insurance? Queg told me his story … 33
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… a Pacific island prince, Queg was curious about Christianity. So he sunk his canoe and boarded a whaler. (Learned even Christians can be miserable and wicked.) He joins my voyage!34
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Finally, we’re on a schooner for Nantucket! Queg gets nasty looks from taunting bumpkins. But when one rude dude fell overboard? Queg still dove in and saved him.[image: images]35
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About Nantucket: It’s a sandy anthill for sea hermits who war with salty mastodons and spend years on the terraqueous globe like landless gulls. #WEIRDOS36
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Another inn, another omen? Outside, two black pots hang from a mast. Inside, it’s all “clam or cod?” Chowder for dinner, breakfast, lunch. Smoked herring for dessert. [image: images]37
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Queg’s idol Yojo decreed I select our ship, so I searched the docks all day until … the Pequod! Named for an extinct Massachusetts tribe & supposedly a whale ate the captain’s leg. #perfect38
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Returning to the inn, our door is locked! I knock, whisper, shout. The keeper fears suicide, so I bust down the door. Inside, Queg’s in a trance with Yojo on his head. #thisguy39
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I brought Queg to the Pequod, so owners could size him up. He harpooned a tar spot about the size of an eye! Got hired on the spot. Big guy signed with two circles, like this:∞40
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Back on shore, a bum shouted at us: “God pity the souls who ship with Old Thunder! Ye don’t know about Ahab’s lost leg!” Well, thanks for the late warning, man.41
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Tomorrow we sail! The Pequod is loaded with beef, bread, & sails. #thebasics. And we got spares for everything—except a captain. Has anyone seen this Ahab dude?42
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Good morning! Queg and I boarded at dawn. Thought I saw five sailors in the mist, but the ship was quiet. Maybe it was just shadows? #whatevs43
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And we’re off! Man the capstan! Raise anchor! Set sails! Brrr … ocean spray encases us in ice. Someone mentioned a hot Nantucket supper in three years. Wait! Did he say three?44

[image: images]





	 



	
Our ship fights a gale blowin’ hard toward shore. Sure, the sea is scary. But it offers a god-like freedom. I’d rather die in the howl than in a bed on shore. #amirite?45
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Us whalers pioneer uncharted seas & lands, while lamps on shore burn sperm oil to our glory! A ship is our Harvard! [image: images] The USA is #1 in whaling, baby!46
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Fun fact: What anoints the hair of British kings at coronation? Yep, that would be sperm oil. (And btw, hair gel is not cool for REAL American guys.)47
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I met the fellas today. The chief mate is Starbuck, and he’s here to kill whales for a living, not be killed by them for theirs. #dropthemike48
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The third mate is Flask, he’s a fearless little guy with a chip on his shoulder. And second mate Stubb is a calm pipe smoker—the jaws of death are like his easy chair. #waychill49
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There’s three harpooners on board. You know Queg. Next is Daggoo, a 6’5” African who makes Flask look like a chess piece … 50
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… and finally Tashtego, a proud Indian warrior with long hair, who swapped his bow and arrows for cold iron. What a bunch of characters! #wegonnahavefun51
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We’re sailing south to flee winter, it’s day 4, and guess who? Ahab! He’s standing like bronze atop an ivory leg. Got scars ‘cross his face, grey wavy hair, a squinty grin.52
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On warm nights, our captain paces. The guy sleeps like three hours, tops. His bone leg hammering the deck wakes us all up. Great—Ahab has insomnia. #fml53
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Every night, Ahab does two things. He visits the hold (wonder why) and smokes on deck. But tonight he’s moody—tossed his pipe into the sea. #dramaqueen.54
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Stubb awoke & told of a weird-ass dream: Ahab kicked Stubb, who kicked Ahab, who turned into a pyramid (wha-what?). A humpbacked merman explained it’s all good to be kicked by great men. #checksout55
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Is the whale a fish? Linnaeus says NO (warm blood, lungs, eyelids, horizontal tail). But me? I’m old-fashioned. Experts can #suckit. The Bible says YES.56
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FYI—I luv talking about whales! So your sperm whale (aka anvil head) is globe’s largest creature. Super awesome, dangerous, valuable, but what a goofy-ass name…. 57
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The right whale (aka Greenland) was the first whale hunted by man. But its oil is inferior to spermaceti. A real “baleine-ordinaire.” #rimshot #yeahispeakfrench58
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The humpback (aka elephant) whale is playful and laidback. Often on the North American coast. Gotta HUGE hump, so pretty creative name. [image: images] … 59
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	The narwhal (aka unicorn) whale has a horn up to ten feet long! Used to be known as an antidote for fainting, #forreals. Now it’s just known for a really big tusk … 60
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