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Introduction


In December 1885, Herman Melville finally retired from his job at the New York Custom House. Unable to support himself through his writing, he had been working there for nineteen years as a customs inspector. He was sixty-six years old, and he had not written fiction in almost thirty years, though he had been writing and publishing poetry steadily. At some point during the following two years, he began to work on a poem that would eventually be called “Billy in the Darbies,” about a mutinous sailor, shackled aboard ship, awaiting his execution. The poem was intended for inclusion in a volume of poetry to be called John Man and Other Sailors (1888), and Melville wrote a prose headnote to accompany it. Then the story began to grow and change in Melville’s imagination, and he returned to it, expanding the headnote into a novella that he would revise throughout the remaining years of his life.

At the time of Melville’s death in 1891, the manuscript of the novella was sequentially complete, but Melville was still revising its language and thematic emphases. In addition, the manuscript itself was found in a condition of such physical disarray that the presentation of an authoritative version became difficult, if not impossible. The novella was finally published in 1924, its text edited by Raymond Weaver and given the title Billy Budd, Foretopman; a subsequent edition was produced for Harvard University Press by F. Barron Freeman in 1948. Critical dissatisfaction with the choices made by both of these editors led to the production of a new “reading text” by Harrison Hayford and Merton M. Sealts, Jr. in 1962, which they presented with a lengthy commentary explaining their editorial decisions and a “genetic text,” a literal transcription of the surviving leaves of Melville’s manuscript. In addition, Hayford and Sealts changed the title of the novella from Billy Budd, Foretopman to Billy Budd, Sailor (An Inside Narrative), which appears on the first page of Melville’s manuscript. The Hayford-Sealts text is the one that we have used for this Washington Square Press edition.

Why had the author of Moby-Dick (1851) stopped writing fiction for so long? When Moby-Dick was published, Melville was quite well known as a writer of sea tales. He had already published Typee (1846) and umoo (1847), two semiautobiograpbical novels based on his experiences a decade earlier as a sailor in the South Seas. Melville’s third novel, Mardi (1849), was less popular than its predecessors because of its radical experimentation with narrative style, and Melville returned briefly to more conventional forms of narrative: in the year before he began to write Moby-Dick, Melville published two novels, Redburn (1849) and White-Jacket (1850), which he described as “two jobs, which I have done for money—being forced to it, as other men are to sawing wood.” By the spring of 1850, Melville had become a father, and that summer, full of confidence in his new writing project—the “whaling voyage”—Melville moved his family to Pittsfield, Massachusetts, where he bought a farm that he named Arrowhead. By mid-1850, Melville’s family life had stabilized, and his prospects looked good. That June, Melville offered his “new work” to the English publisher Richard Bentley, promising it for “the coming autumn” and describing it as “a romance of adventure, founded upon certain wild legends in the Southern Sperm whale Fisheries, and illustrated by the author’s own personal experience, of two years & more, as a harpooneer.” A book, in other words, very much like his early successes Typee and Omoo.

Moby-Dick, however, turned out to be something else altogether, in large part because in the middle of writing it, Melville befriended Nathaniel Hawthorne. The meeting took place on August 5, 1850, at a picnic near Pittsfield, and it inspired Melville not only to go back and read Hawthorne’s Mosses from an Old Manse (1846), but also to dash off the now-famous two-part essay, “Hawthorne and His Mosses.” The first part was published in Literary World a mere twelve days after his meeting with Hawthorne. In the essay, Melville compares Hawthorne to Shakespeare, describing them both as “masters of the great Art of Telling the Truth.” Although he acknowledges that some of his readers may be surprised “to read on Shakespeare and Hawthorne on the same page,” he refuses to pull any punches and makes the daring assertion that “Shakespeare has been approached. There are minds that have gone as far as Shakespeare into the universe.” Moreover, “if Shakespeare has not been equalled, give the world time, and he is sure to be surpassed, in one hemisphere or the other.” Melville even seemed to be placing his bets on this hemisphere: like Emerson’s famous oration “The American Scholar” (1837) and the famous “Preface to Leaves of Grass” that Walt Whitman would write in 1855, “Hawthorne and His Mosses” is an American literary manifesto, a call for American writers to take up the challenge of equaling and perhaps even surpassing Shakespeare. It is a call that Melville himself seemed to be answering when he returned to the manuscript of Moby-Dick a few days later.

When it was published, Moby-Dick’s encyclopedic scope and experiments in narrative technique puzzled readers and critics alike. Reviews were decidedly mixed, and sales were disappointing. Dissatisfied by the response of readers and critics to his magnum opus and embittered by what he perceived as shabby treatment from his publisher, Melville wrote the enigmatic novel Pierre, which contained a bitter indictment of American readers and publishers. It was a commercial failure and left his career, so full of promise a few years earlier, in a shambles. Melville would go on to publish the novel Israel Potter (1855), The Piazza Tales (which contained the now-famous stories “Bartleby the Scrivener” and “Benito Cereno”), and The Confidence-Man (1857) before turning to poetry, giving up fiction and with it all hope of earning a living as a writer. His first volume of verse, Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War (1866), was published privately. Four months after it appeared, Melville received an appointment as a customs inspector on the New York docks, which gave him a steady income. Although he continued to write during evenings, weekends and vacations, his later life was marred by ill health, the suicide of his eldest son, and the premature death of his second son. Melville died in obscurity without a single obituary to mark his passing, but in 1919 a celebration of the centennial of his birth initiated an important reevaluation of his work. The publication of Billy Budd in 1924 bolstered Melville’s reputation and would help to secure for him the preeminent place in American literary history that he now enjoys.

In Billy Budd, Melville returns to the questions of fate, divinity, and humankind’s place in the universe that haunted him in Moby-Dick. One of the most famous chapters in Moby-Dick is a self-contained tale called “The Town-Ho’s Story,” in which a shipboard conflict between a sailor and a first mate is resolved when the first mate is killed by the white whale Moby Dick, in what appears to be a divine judgment. A similar act of seemingly divine judgment lies at the heart of Billy Budd, which explores what happens when two systems of justice—the human and the divine—prove to be incompatible with one another. Billy, the “Handsome Sailor” who is respected and even adored by his shipmates, is unjustly accused of plotting mutiny by the ship’s master-at-arms, John Claggart, whose action seems motivated only by an inexplicable inborn malice. Literally shocked into speechlessness when accused by Claggart in the presence of Captain Vere, Billy strikes out at the master-at-arms with his fist. The blow, which seems to occur as if by reflex rather than by premeditated intent, proves fatal. Vere, calling Billy the “fated boy,” believes in his heart that Billy has played the role of God’s avenging angel, but he also realizes that Billy’s action has made him a criminal under military law. “Struck dead by an angel of God!” he exclaims. “Yet the angel must hang.” Sentenced to die by a hastily convened “drumhead” military court, Billy forgives his executioners: his final words are “God bless Captain Vere!”

According to Harrison Hayford and Merton M. Sealts, Jr., the editors of the authoritative 1962 text of the novella, Melville first imagined Billy as “an older man, condemned for fomenting mutiny and apparently guilty as charged.” But Melville deepened his conception of his protagonist as he went along, and by November 1888 he had completed a manuscript of more than 150 pages, in which Billy had become the “upright barbarian” sentenced to hang for killing John Claggart, the master-at-arms who had accused him falsely. This new direction seems to have been precipitated at least in part by the appearance of a magazine article the previous June about the mutiny aboard the U.S. brig-of-war Somers in 1842. During a peacetime training cruise, three crewmen aboard the Somers were peremptorily hanged for conspiracy to mutiny by Captain Alexander Slidell Mackenzie, without the benefit of being formally arraigned, tried, allowed to confront witnesses or offer any defense. One of the executed men was Philip Spencer, an acting midshipman who was the son of the secretary of war. Melville’s cousin Guert Gansevoort was a first lieutenant aboard the Somers and was one of the officers whom Mackenzie consulted before reaching his verdict. Although Mackenzie was formally vindicated afterward, his handling of the incident never ceased to be controversial, and Guert Gansevoort remained haunted by his part in it for the rest of his life. The appearance of the 1888 article and of a three-part article entitled “The Murder of Philip Spencer” the following year in Cosmopolitan seems to have provoked Melville to take up once again the questions of justice, authority, and fate that animated his great novel Moby-Dick nearly forty years earlier.

In the last three years of his life, Melville was continually revising the manuscript of Billy Budd, which grew to a final length of 351 pages and was left in the form of a semifinal draft at his death in 1891. The third and last phase of Melville’s revisions involved fleshing out the character of the ship’s captain, Edward Fairfax Vere, who had been simply a witness to the confrontation between Billy and Claggart in the earlier versions. Indeed, Vere’s role was so minor in the second version that only a few manuscript pages stood between Claggart’s death and the introduction of the ballad that concludes the story. It was during this late period of revision that Melville added the sections of the novella that have fascinated and haunted its readers: the chapters devoted to the analysis of Vere’s character, Billy’s trial, Vere’s extended address to the court, and Billy’s execution. In fact, Vere’s role in the final manuscript is so enlarged that many readers have felt that it is Captain Vere, rather than Billy Budd, who is the novella’s true protagonist.

Billy Budd dramatizes the inscrutability of human motivation. The triangular conflict that Melville creates raises a set of questions for which there may be no definitive or satisfactory answers. What is Claggart’s motivation in accusing Billy Budd? Why does Vere rush to bring Billy to judgment? Is Billy guilty or innocent? To help us begin to answer these questions, Melville offers us four different frames of reference: the historical, the mythological, the biblical, and the sexual. The British novelist E. M. Forster once wrote that the story of Billy Budd “has the quality of a Greek myth: it is so basic and so fertile that it can be retold or dramatized in various ways.” Forster might have been be right about Melville’s story, but what makes Melville’s novella a literary masterpiece is the particular way in which it tells this story, for what Melville has done in Billy Budd is to tell this “basic” story in four different ways—simultaneously.

Billy Budd is, first of all, a historical story with political overtones. It is set not in Melville’s day but “in the summer of 1797,” during the Napoleonic Wars, a time when Britain was at war with France. The political overtones are apparent from the first page of the novella, when Melville chooses to illustrate the concept of the “Handsome Sailor” by describing “a common sailor so intensely black that he must needs have been a native African of the unadulterate blood of Ham.” Melville is alluding to the story of Noah’s grandson, Ham, who is cursed by his grandfather with the words “a slave of slaves shall he be to his brothers.” What Melville is suggesting here is that contrary to what his readers might believe, those who possess the “blood of Ham” can also possess a seemingly natural nobility of character. Melville also includes a reference to Jean-Baptiste du Val de Grâce, Baron de Cloots, a Prussian-born revolutionary who introduced a multiracial assortment of men before the French National Assembly as a show of support for the French Revolution. Together, these two allusions serve as an indictment of cultures—including Melville’s own—that discriminate against those who are nonwhite. Melville used a reference to Cloots in Moby-Dick for similar purposes; in that book, he also described the nobility of the “pagan” harpooner Queequeg by comparing him to George Washington. We see immediately that, like Moby-Dick, the novella Billy Budd begins by championing an idea of interracial brotherhood that in Melville’s day was politically quite progressive.

What the novella dramatizes, however, is that human ideals such as brotherhood are readily sacrificed to the necessities of politics. In 1797, the British fleet patrolling the North Sea was constantly on alert and ready to engage in hostilities with the French navy and its Spanish and Dutch allies. But tensions were particularly high at the moment that Melville is describing because of an event known as “the Great Mutiny,” which was actually the second of two insurrections within the British navy that spring. The first mutiny occurred at Spithead, a “roadstead” or protected anchorage in the English Channel between Portsmouth and the Isle of Wight, on April 15. It was fueled by the grievances of sailors who were badly fed, seldom paid, and brutally punished to maintain discipline. Moreover, many of these sailors had been forced into the navy through impressment, a common way of “recruiting” sailors for the English navy during the Napoleonic Wars. Impressment was essentially the practice of drafting seamen into the navy by any means necessary. In the third chapter of Billy Budd we see young Billy taken from his merchant ship, called the Rights-of-Man, and pressed into service upon the warship Bellipotent. Melville has chosen his names carefully. The name Rights-of-Man comes from Thomas Paine’s tract The Rights of Man (1791), written in response to Edmund Burke’s conservative Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790). Burke’s book argued for the priority of social institutions; Paine’s, for the priority of natural rights. In moving from the Rights-of-Man to the Bellipotent (Latin for “powerful in war”), Billy is entering into the authoritarian and repressive world of martial law, where natural rights are severely curtailed and subordinated to military discipline.

The Spithead mutiny ended when British naval authorities granted the sailors’ claims, Parliament voted to raise their pay, and the mutinous sailors received a royal pardon. On May 12, however, a more serious outbreak of mutiny occurred in the North Sea fleet, which was blockading the Dutch coast. Mutineers seized the ships and sailed back to the Nore, a sandbank at the mouth of the Thames. The mutiny lasted for a month, and once the sailors had returned to their duties, the ringleader and eighteen others were hanged. These two mutinies form a crucial historical context for the action of Billy Budd: they influence Captain Vere’s decision to act quickly and to follow what he believes to be the letter of military law, in order to maintain strict military discipline and avert the chance of mutiny.

Melville, however, suggests another historical context within which to judge Vere’s actions, one that requires us to look forward rather than backward. For at the end of his description of the Nore Mutiny, Melville tells us that among the “thousands of mutineers were some of the tars who not so very long afterwards . . . helped to win a coronet for Nelson at the Nile, and the naval crown of crowns for him at Trafalgar.” The year after the Nore Mutiny (and the action of Billy Budd), Rear Admiral Sir Horatio Nelson would lead the British fleet to victory in the Battle of the Nile, receiving a baron’s coronet as a reward. Seven years later, at the decisive Battle of Trafalgar, his fleet would destroy twenty French and Spanish ships while losing none of its own, but Nelson would be mortally wounded. In death, he would achieve lasting renown—the “naval crown of crowns.” Melville interrupts the flow of his narrative by devoting an entire chapter to a discussion of Nelson’s career, and we realize that he is setting up Nelson as a model against which to measure the captain of the Bellipotent. Captain Vere is a poor man’s Nelson. In chapter 7, we learn that Vere is a man of learning who prizes “books treating of actual men and events no matter of what era—history, biography, and unconventional writers like Montaigne, who free from cant and convention, honestly and in the spirit of common sense philosophize upon realities.” Vere’s reading marks him as an “exceptional character,” and we are also told that he is Nelson’s equal as a “seaman or fighter.” Moreover, like Nelson, Vere will die in action at sea, though tellingly it will be before Nelson’s great victories at the Nile and Trafalgar.

Melville suggests that what makes Vere a lesser man than Nelson is the fact that he lacks Nelson’s vision and his magnanimity of spirit. Melville’s use of Nelson as a historical frame of reference shows us that Vere is short-sighted. He does not realize that the Nore Mutiny was simply “the distempering irruption of contagious fever in a frame constitutionally sound,” a serious but not a fatal illness. In rushing to judge Billy, Vere is acting as if only the most drastic remedy could cure the navy’s ills: to save the body, he amputates a limb. There is “a queer streak of the pedantic” within Vere, whereas Nelson was the kind of individual who inspired poets. Indeed, for Melville, the poet’s lines fail to do justice to Nelson’s deeds: “the poet but embodies in verse those exaltations of sentiment that a nature like Nelson, the opportunity being given, vitalizes into acts.” It is his “queer streak of the pedantic” that will lead Vere to act according to the dictates of a court that he knows to be “arbitrary” and unmerciful—the military court—even though he is convinced that on the day of the Last Judgment, Billy Budd will be acquitted of wrongdoing. Melville’s descriptions of Nelson cause us to suspect that Nelson, had he been in Vere’s position, would have found a way to be less arbitrary and more merciful. Indeed, Melville tells us that in the same year the events of Billy Budd are taking place, Nelson managed to quell the threat of mutiny aboard the ship Theseus: his method was not to “terrorize the crew into base subjection, but to win them, by force of his mere presence and heroic personality, back to an allegiance if not as enthusiastic as his own yet as true.” In short, the historical setting that Melville evokes renders Vere’s action explicable but not venerable. Vere is a man who cannot transcend his moment, unlike Admiral Nelson—and unlike Billy Budd.

The reference to the story of Ham that appears on the first page of the novella does more than simply indicate the presence of a political subtext to the novella. It also suggests to us that as we read Billy Budd, the Bible will prove to be a crucial intertext, a text that completes the meaning of a literary work. Biblical references abound in Billy Budd, and they constitute an invitation to read the novella as a Christian allegory akin to John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Melville stresses Billy’s seemingly natural innocence early on, suggesting that he seems to belong “to a period prior to Cain’s city and citified man.” In Genesis 4, we learn that Adam’s son Cain, having killed his brother Abel, is banished from the face of God and forced to leave the countryside; he eventually founds a city in the land of Nod. Billy appears to be a throwback to the time before the Fall, when humankind existed in a state of nature and was not acquainted with death. Many readers view Billy as an “American Adam” and his story as a latter-day version of the Fall. Billy, the innocent, is tempted by the satanic Claggart and breaks the law. For his transgression, he is punished by a heavenly father, the captain and shipmaster known as “Starry Vere,” and sentenced to die, the fate to which Adam and all of his progeny are doomed after the Fall. In this reading, Billy Budd exists as Melville’s meditation on the impermanence of human innocence, and on the fact that humanity exists in a fallen state surrounded by evil.

The story of the Fall from Grace is one of the most familiar in Western culture. If Melville invites us to read his novella as a version of the Fall, he also warns that we may not want to be so quick to accept his invitation. In chapter 11, when Melville describes the character of the master-at-arms, John Claggart, he suggests that we are too much ruled by the story of the Fall and the notion of original sin that arises as its consequence. He takes issue in particular with the Calvinist notion of the “total depravity of mankind.” Calvinism, the doctrine that is based upon the writings of the French theologian John Calvin (1509–1564), rests on the belief that, after the Fall, human beings were inherently sinful and doomed to damnation. Calvinists believed, however, that as a result of Christ’s sacrifice, certain men and women could be chosen by God for salvation; they would receive “grace” and go to heaven, without regard to their deeds or their manner of life. Because all human beings are by nature sinful or “depraved,” none of them can be said to deserve God’s grace, nor can they earn it. The chosen ones receive it simply because God is merciful. Melville chafes at this idea that all human beings are inherently depraved, and when he describes Claggart’s “natural depravity,” he makes it clear that he is not invoking the Calvinist conception of depravity. Claggart is not depraved because he is like all other human beings. In fact, Claggart’s depravity makes him different and sets him apart. Melville’s description of Claggart thus serves a double purpose: it helps Melville invoke the story of the Fall but it also allows him to question the ways in which that story has been traditionally interpreted.

The biblical flavor of Melville’s novella has also led many readers to see it as a version of the Christ story. Billy is a foundling of uncertain parentage, though we are told that “noble descent was as evident in him as in a blood horse.” We learn that he is a natural “peacemaker,” and that he can transform a ship that is a “rat-pit of quarrels” into a harmonious community of companions. Like Christ, he is falsely accused, sentenced to death, and accepts his fate with humility. In the moments before his execution, Billy utters something quite unexpected: “God bless Captain Vere!” As he is hauled into the air by the neck, his flight is described in terms that evoke the first chapter of the Book of Revelation: “At the same moment it chanced that the vapory fleece hanging low in the East was shot through with a soft glory as of the fleece of the Lamb of God seen in mystical vision.” Melville’s rendering of this scene implies that we should understand Billy Budd as a dramatization of the power of Christian love. In his attempt to avoid mutiny by dispensing swift justice, Vere inadvertently brings his crew to the brink of mutiny by sentencing Billy Budd to death. In the end, it is Billy who saves the day by bestowing his blessing upon the captain. It is passages such as these that led the first editor of Billy Budd, Raymond Weaver, to describe the novella in terms that recall John Milton’s Paradise Lost, as Melville’s attempt “to justify the ways of God to man.”

Other critics, however, have been less convinced that we should read Billy Budd solely as a Christian allegory, noting that Melville has also filled his text with a large number of references to Greek and Roman mythology. In other words, if Melville invites us to see Billy’s story as a retelling of the Fall or of the story of Christ’s martyrdom, he also invites us to view it as an example of classical tragedy. Early in the second chapter, Billy is compared to the hero Hercules—or, more precisely, to a statue of Hercules that a “Greek sculptor” might have crafted. The effect of the comparison is not only to indicate Billy’s heroism but also to emphasize something else—his beauty—as if he were an object of art to be admired. With just this brief mythological reference, Melville foreshadows Billy’s fate, and he continues this pattern at the end of chapter 9, when he compares Billy to Achilles, the powerful warrior who fought at Troy. Dipped in the River Styx by his mother, Thetis, Achilles was rendered invulnerable to pain or death, except at the heel, where she held him and where the enchanted waters therefore did not touch. Fearing for his safety, Thetis hid Achilles by disguising him as a young girl, but he was discovered by the crafty prince Odyssey and taken to war. Ultimately, Achilles was killed when a poisoned arrow from the bow of the Trojan prince Paris struck the spot left untouched by the enchanted waters. The phrase “Achilles heel” thus denotes a point of vulnerability. The comparison suggests that Billy, too, will have an “Achilles heel” that will be his undoing.

Billy’s tragic flaw proves to be his inability to use words in anything but the simplest of ways. In the early chapters of the book, we learn that Billy’s simple nature makes him beloved among his shipmates. He is described by his first captain as a natural “peacemaker,” who exudes an aura of “virtue,” but what cements Billy in his shipmates’ affection is the fact that when challenged by a gruff shipmate, he strikes out with his fist and gives “the burly fool a drubbing.” Billy’s air of natural heroism arises from his innocence, from his inability “to deal in double meanings and insinuations of any sort.” When Billy is forced to confront those who do deal in insinuations, however, he becomes paralyzed, unable to speak or use words at all. Attempting to explain why he struck Claggart dead, Billy says, “Could I have used my tongue I would not have struck him. But he foully lied to my face and in presence of my captain, and I had to say something, and I could only say it with a blow, God help me!” Billy’s tragedy is that he is ill equipped to live in a world of double meanings; his forthrightness sets him apart from his fellows, but it dooms him in the end. We must also remember that we are reading his story in a text that is itself full of double meanings, allusions, puns, and all manner of literary inside jokes. The very style with which Melville has chosen to tell Billy’s story demonstrates both the appeal and the inadequacy of his brand of innocent heroism.

There is, finally, one more way to understand why Billy must suffer the fate he does, and it, too, is suggested by the mythological allusions to Hercules and Achilles. For as the comparison to Hercules emphasizes Billy’s natural heroism, it also calls attention to his almost feminine beauty: “The ear, small and shapely, the arch of the foot, the curve in mouth and nostril, . . . above all, something in the mobile expression, and every chance attitude and movement, something suggestive of a mother eminently favored by Love and the Graces.” Billy’s femininity is further insinuated by the comparison to Achilles, who was girlish enough in his youthful appearance to be hidden among women by his mother in her hopes to prevent him from going to war. Billy’s nickname aboard the Bellipotent is Beauty, a name that we would expect to be reserved for someone who is at least potentially the object of erotic feelings.

Billy Budd, in short, is also a story about homosexuality, and about what happens when a culture teaches individuals to regard same-sex erotic feelings as evil or unnatural. Melville was writing at a time when the concept of “the homosexual” had only recently been defined. Same-sex eroticism is, of course, as old as the world, but the idea of sexual orientation, according to which same-sex erotic attraction, if present, constitutes an abiding and defining characteristic of personal identity, is relatively recent. Indeed, it is thought that the term homosexuality did not exist before 1869, when it appeared in a pamphlet written by Karl Maria Kertbeny entitled “An Open Letter to the Prussian Minister of Justice.” Classical Greek has no word for homosexual because ancient Greek culture understood sexuality as a matter of preference rather than orientation, liable to change from occasion to occasion—at least as far as men were concerned. The course of scientific research into the nature of homosexuality was profoundly influenced by Richard Freiherr von Krafft-Ebing’s treatise Psychopathia Sexualis (1886), which depicted homosexuality as a pathological condition. Krafft-Ebing devoted a hundred pages in the first edition of the treatise to a discussion of “antipathic sexual instinct”; he would adopt Kertbeny’s term homosexualitat in subsequent editions. Rejecting the contention that homosexuality was in any way “natural,” he argued that the only “natural” sexuality was procreative, heterosexual sexuality.

Melville’s novella depicts a character who fits the late-nineteenth-century stereotype of the homosexual, but it is not the title character rather, it is Claggart, the master-at-arms. At his trial, Billy is asked, “Now why should [Claggart] have so lied, so maliciously lied, since you declare there was no malice between you?” Billy has no adequate answer, and Vere quickly sweeps the question aside as immaterial to the matter of Billy’s guilt One answer, of course, is that Claggart is simply the embodiment of evil, an incarnation of Satan, who simply hates Billy’s completely innocent nature. However, Melville’s narrator also suggests that Claggart’s nature cannot be fully comprehended unless we are able to turn “to some authority not liable to the charge of being tinctured with the biblical element.” Moreover, we are told that “to pass from a normal nature to [Claggart] one must cross the deadly space between.’ And this is best done by indirection.” In other words, Melville is going to try to tell us something about Claggart without saying it openly. Could this be “the love that dares not speak its name” (to quote the phrase that Oscar Wilde would use just a few years later during his trial for homosexual practices)? Claggart’s antipathy toward Billy is described over and over as a “passion,” and Melville’s narrator surmises that what “had first moved [Claggart] against Billy” was the tatter’s “significant personal beauty.” We learn that Claggart could sometimes be seen with a “meditative and melancholy expression, his eyes strangely suffused with incipient feverish tears.” At such moments, Melville tells us, “the melancholy expression would have in it a touch of soft yearning, as if Claggart could even have loved Billy but for fate and ban.” These passages suggest that Claggart suffers from an unspeakable desire that ultimately renders Billy himself speechless.
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