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		Acclaim for Andrew Delbanco’s
MELVILLE

		
			“A first-rate biography, shrewd and engaging, that ingeniously tacks back and forth from fiction to fact [as Delbanco] concentrates on placing the fiction in historical and political context.”

			—The New York Times

		

		
			“Learned but lively, empathetic toward his subject, shrewdly analytical and unfailingly engrossing.… It’s as though your alma mater’s winner of its Outstanding Teacher award were personally escorting you through the Melville maze.… Delbanco succeeds exactly as intended, sending readers eagerly back to the Melville bookshelf.”

			—San Francisco Chronicle

		

		
			“A superb biography of America’s greatest novelist, the best that has yet been written.”

			—The Independent (London)

		

		
			“Inspiring.… Sympathetic literary assessments and deft, clear-headed writing.”

			—The Dallas Morning News

		

		
			“Graceful and masterful.… With his characteristically elegant prose, his astute critical readings, his discerning social criticism and his judicious historical research, Delbanco offers an eloquent introduction to Melville and his work.”

			—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

		

		
			“Melville: His World and Work is a full and faithful account.… Well written and, more important, strongly engaged.”

			—The Nation

		

		
			“Quietly sublime.… Tight and accessible.… [An] acute critical biography [that] offers a richer account of Melville’s relation to his times, opening up period debates on slavery and drawing connections between the New York of the 1840s and the city we know today. [Delbanco] writes throughout with grace and wit [and] his lucid contextual readings synthesize a generation of scholarship.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

		

		
			“Deeply learned yet alive to Melville’s particular genius.… Andrew Delbanco joins a distinguished pantheon of critics and scholars who read Melville with heart, with humanity, above all with supreme intelligence.”

			—Chicago Tribune

		

		
			“Edifying and often captivating.”

			—Arkansas Democrat Gazette

		

		
			“A remarkable, humane biography of Herman Melville by Andrew Delbanco which places him deftly, vividly and wittily in his times, deals brilliantly with the strange story of his public failure and posthumous reputation, makes sense of some fiendishly obscure texts, and masters a life’s work which is ‘as vast and contradictory as America itself.’ ”

			—The Times Literary Supplement (London)

		

		
			“One can hardly imagine a more artful or succinct biography of Herman Melville, one that makes his fiction seem not only relevant but urgent, presenting the familiar facts in a fashion that makes the life and work luminously comprehensible.”

			—The Guardian (London)

		

		
			“Delbanco writes about Melville with a sympathy and passion that illuminate both his sad life and the more obscure corners of his writings.”

			—The New Yorker

		

		
			“Brilliant and satisfying.… Anyone even remotely interested in American literature should put this fascinating book at the top of their must-read list.”

			—The Tucson Citizen

		

		
			“Engaging, comprehensive, and well-written.”

			—Los Angeles Times Book Review

		

		
			“Splendid.… In his elegant, evocative and deeply perceptive prose, [Delbanco] prowls through the writer’s soul and consciousness, plumbing psychological depths but also linking him to the wider world of his times.… A rich, brilliant, provocative biography, the best of its kind.”

			—Providence Journal-Bulletin

		

		
			“An immensely readable and intelligent overview of the writer’s life.… Not only reveals Melville as a complex and elusive person [but] … throws light on America in the 19th century, discovering in it much that is relevant to our own times.”

			—Santa Fe New Mexican

		

		
			“The finest biography ever written of this essential American.… Not all ambitious quests into the heart of darkness end in failure. Herman Melville proved it with Moby-Dick. Andrew Delbanco has proved it with Melville.”

			—The New York Observer
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		Andrew Delbanco is the author of The Death of Satan: How Americans Have Lost the Sense of Evil, Required Reading: Why Our American Classics Matter Now, and The Real American Dream: A Meditation on Hope, all of which were New York Times Notable Books. The Puritan Ordeal won the Lionel Trilling Award from Columbia University. He has edited Writing New England, The Portable Abraham Lincoln, volume two of The Sermons of Ralph Waldo Emerson (with Teresa Toulouse), and, with Alan Heimert, The Puritans in America. His essays appear regularly in The New York Review of Books, The New Republic, The New York Times Book Review, Raritan, and other journals.

		In 2001 Delbanco was named a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and in 2003 was named New York State Scholar of the Year by the New York Council for the Humanities. He is a trustee of the National Humanities Center and the Library of America and has served as vice president of PEN American Center. Since 1995 he has been the Julian Clarence Levi Professor in the Humanities at Columbia University.
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		EXTRACTS

		(supplied by a Sub-Sub-Sub-Librarian)

		
			He is very backward in speech & somewhat slow in comprehension, but you will find him as far as he understands men & things both solid & profound, & of a docile & amiable disposition

			—ALLAN MELVILL (MELVILLE’S FATHER), ABOUT YOUNG HERMAN, AGE SEVEN, C. 1826

		

		
			Years ago I looked into Typee and Omoo, but as I didn’t find there what I am looking for when I open a book I did go no further. Lately I had in my hand Moby Dick. It struck me as a rather strained rhapsody with whaling for a subject and not a single sincere line in the 3 vols of it.

			—JOSEPH CONRAD TO HUMPHREY MILFORD, JANUARY 15, 1907

		

		
			I bought the Origin of Species yesterday for 6d and never read such badly written catlap. I only remember one thing: blue-eyed cats are always deaf (correlation of Variations). I finished Vanity Fair and Cunt Pointercunt [Aldous Huxley’s Point Counter Point]. A very pains talking work. The only thing I won’t have forgotten by this day week is Spandrell flogging the foxgloves. I bought Moby Dick to-day for 6d. That’s more like the real stuff. White whales & natural piety.

			—SAMUEL BECKETT TO THOMAS MACGREEVY, AUGUST 4, 1932

		

		
			Through Melville, Moby Dick has been absolved of mortality. Readers of Moby-Dick know that he swims the world unconquered, that he is ubiquitous in time and place. Yesterday he sank the Pequod; within the past two years he has breached five times; from a New Mexico desert, over Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and most recently, at Bikini atoll.

			—HOWARD P. VINCENT, THE TRYING-OUT OF MOBY-DICK, 1949

		

		
			T. E. Lawrence ranked Moby Dick alongside The Possessed or War and Peace. Without hesitation, one can add to these Billy Budd, Mardi, Benito Cereno, and a few others. These anguished books in which man is overwhelmed, but in which life is exalted on each page, are inexhaustible sources of strength and pity. We find in them revolt and acceptance, unconquerable and endless love, the passion for beauty, language of the highest order—in short, genius.

			—ALBERT CAMUS, 1952 (TRANSLATED FROM THE FRENCH BY ELLEN CONROY KENNEDY)

		

		
			There is a Melville whom one scarcely knows whether to call the discovery or invention of our time, our truest contemporary, who has revealed to us the traditional theme of the deepest American mind, the ambiguity of innocence, “the mystery of iniquity,” which we traded for the progressive melodrama of a good outcast (artist, rebel, whore, proletarian) against an evil bourgeoisie.

			—LESLIE FIEDLER, 1952

		

		
			If you had met the three of us along the road you would have seen a peculiar sight: we looked like two sardines guiding an unsteady Moby Dick into port.

			—FRED ALLEN DESCRIBING HIMSELF AND HIS BROTHER, IN 1910, FLANKING HIS FATHER ON THEIR WAY HOME FROM SUNDAY DINNER IN CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS, FROM MUCH ADO ABOUT ME, 1956

		

		
			He goes to getting ready for bed, pulling off his clothes. The shorts under his work pants are coal black satin covered with big white whales with red eyes. He grins when he sees I’m looking at the shorts. “From a co-ed at Oregon State, Chief, a Literary major.” He snaps the elastic with his thumb. “She gave them to me because she said I was a symbol.”

			—KEN KESEY, ONE FLEW OVER THE CUCKOO’S NEST, 1962

		

		There was ease in Ahab’s manner as he stepped into his place,

		There was pride in Ahab’s bearing and a smile on Ahab’s face;

		The cheers, the wildest shoutings, did not him overwhelm,

		No man in all that crowd could doubt, ’twas Ahab at the helm.



		[image: ]



		And now the white-fleshed monster came a hurtling through the air,

		While Ahab stood despising it in haughty grandeur there!

		Close by the sturdy harpooner the Whale unheeded sped—

		“That ain’t my style,” said Ahab. “Strike! Strike!” Good Starbuck said.
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		With a smile of Christian charity great Ahab’s visage shone,

		He stilled the rising tumult and he bade the Chase go on.

		He signalled to the White Whale, and again old Moby flew.

		But still Ahab ignored it. Ishmael cried, “Strike! Strike, Man!” too.
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		The sneer is gone from Ahab’s lips, his teeth are clenched in hate,

		He pounds with cruel violence his harpoon upon his pate.

		And now old Moby gathers power, and now he lets it go.

		And now the air is shattered by the force of Ahab’s blow!



		Oh, somewhere on the Seven Seas, the sun is shining bright,
The hornpipe plays yet somewhere and somewhere hearts are light;
And somewhere teachers laugh and sign, and somewhere scholars shout.
But there is no joy in Melville—mighty Ahab has Struck Out.

		—RAY BRADBURY, “AHAB AT THE HELM,” 1964
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		“Future Broadway Musicals Based on Famous Literary Classics,” MAD Magazine, January 1966
 (MAD #100 © 1966 E. C. Publi​cations, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Used with ​Permission.​)​​ (list of illustrations fm1.1)

		
			Call me, Ishmael. Feel absolutely free to. Call me any hour of the day or night at the office or at home and I’ll be glad to give you the latest quotation with price-earnings ratio and estimated dividend of any security traded in those tirelessly tossing, deceptively shaded waters in which we pursue the elusive whale of Wealth, but from which we come away at last content to have hooked the twitching bluegill, solvency. And having got me call me anything you want, Ish baby. Tickled to death to be of service.

			—PETER DE VRIES OPENING LINES OF THE VALE OF LAUGHTER, 1967

		

		
			Melville, it happened, was Bech’s favorite American author, in whom he felt united the strengths that were later to go the separate ways of Dreiser and James. Throughout dinner, back at the hotel, he lectured Petrescu about him. “No one,” Bech said—he had ordered a full bottle of white Rumanian wine, and his tongue felt agile as a butterfly—“more courageously faced our native terror. He went for it right between its wide-set little pig eyes, and it shattered his genius like a lance.” He poured himself more wine. The hotel chanteuse, who Bech now noticed had buck teeth as well as gawky legs, stalked to their table, untangled her feet from the microphone wire, and favored them with a French version of “Some Enchanted Evening.”

			“You do not consider,” Petrescu said, “that Hawthorne also went between the eyes? And the laconic Ambrose Bierce?”

			“Quelque soir enchanté,” the woman sang, her eyes and teeth and earrings glittering like the facets of a chandelier.

			“Hawthorne blinked,” Bech pronounced, “and Bierce squinted.”

			—JOHN UPDIKE, BECH: A BOOK, 1970

		

		
			“Call me Smitty.”

			—PHILIP ROTH, OPENING SENTENCE OF THE GREAT AMERICAN NOVEL, 1973

		

		
			Why write? Where does writing come from?… These are questions to ask yourself … The writing professor this fall is stressing the Power of the Imagination. Which means he doesn’t want long descriptive stories about your camping trip last July. He wants you to start in a realistic context but then to alter it …

			Tell your roommate your great idea, your great exercise of imaginative power: a transformation of Melville to contemporary life. It will be about monomania and the fish-eat-fish world of life insurance in Rochester, New York. The first line will be “Call me Fishmeal,” and it will feature a menopausal suburban husband named Richard, who because he is so depressed all the time is called “Mopey Dick” by his witty wife Elaine. Say to your roommate: “Mopey Dick, get it?” Your roommate looks at you, her face blank as a large Kleenex. She comes up to you, like a buddy, and puts an arm around your burdened shoulders. “Listen, Francie,” she says, slow as speech therapy. “Let’s go out and get a big beer.”

			—LORRIE MOORE, “HOW TO BECOME A WRITER,” 1984

		

		
			Anyone who has read Moby-Dick would find it irresistible now to extrapolate from that great novel to the real world, to see the American empire preparing once again, like Ahab, to take after an imputed evil.

			—EDWARD SAID, JANUARY 12, 1991, IN THE GUARDIAN, ON AMERICAN PREPARATIONS FOR THE FIRST GULF WAR

		

		
			You’d have to be Melville to transmit the full strength of Stanley’s will.

			—MICHAEL HERR, SPEAKING OF STANLEY KUBRICK, 1999

		

		
			As we now know, Al Gore was on his way to make his concession speech when an aide’s pager went off telling him that the Bush margin of victory was collapsing by the minute in Florida as the final votes came in. Al Gore clung to the wreckage with the ferocity of a Captain Ahab. He phoned George Bush to say that he was not conceding after all.

			—BBC NEWS, NOVEMBER 13, 2000

		

		
			Herman Melville, who was born on Pearl Street in Lower Manhattan, had a pivotal moment as a young man, according to papers shown to this column by an unpublished Melville biographer. A neighborhood store owner overcharged him by mistake. When he discovered the error, the shopkeeper, who happened to be Jewish, apologized and said, “Call me a schlemiel.”

			Melville was enchanted by that sentence. But he was unfamiliar with Yiddish, and didn’t quite get it right when he used it years later for the opening line of Moby-Dick.

			—CLYDE HABERMAN, NEW YORK TIMES, FEBRUARY 3, 2001

		

		(At the dinner table at Meadow’s apartment)

		
			FINN: Did you like Billy Budd?

			A.J.: It was OK. My teacher says it’s a gay book.

			CARMELA:  … Oh, that is ridiculous!… I’m sorry, but Billy Budd is not a homosexual book.

			MEADOW: Actually, it is, Mother.

			CARMELA: I saw the movie, Meadow, with Terence Stamp.

			COLIN (MEADOW’S ROOMMATE): Terence Stamp was in Priscilla, Queen of the Desert.

			CARMELA: I don’t know about that. But Billy Budd is the story of an innocent sailor being picked on by an evil boss—

			MEADOW: —who’s picking on him out of self-loathing, caused by homosexual feelings in a military context.

			CARMELA: Oh, please!

			ALEX: Actually, Mrs. Soprano, there is a passage in the book where Melville compares Billy to a nude statue of Adam before the fall.

			A.J.: Really?

			TONY: I thought you read it.

			CARMELA: So it’s a Biblical reference. Does that make it gay?

		

		…

		
			TONY: Must be a gay book. Billy Budd’s the ship’s florist, right? (Laughter)

			MEADOW: Leslie Fiedler has written extensively on gay themes in literature since the early 60s—Billy Budd in particular.

			CARMELA: Well, she doesn’t know what she’s talking about.

			MEADOW: She’s a he, Mother, and he’s lectured at Columbia, as a matter of fact.

			CARMELA: Well, maybe he’s gay, you ever thought of that?

		

		—THE SOPRANOS, SEASON FOUR, EPISODE 12, DECEMBER 1, 2002

		
			I’ve been thinking about “Bartleby” lately.… The mess in Iraq presents two seemingly unacceptable possibilities: stay and having our soldiers killed daily, or leaving and ushering in chaos.… In today’s world of bleak alternatives … Bartleby’s story is a sobering reminder that what life requires is remaining engaged—preferring, and acting on those preferences.

			—ADAM COHEN, NEW YORK TIMES, AUGUST 29, 2003

		

		
			Adam Cohen’s “Bartleby” isn’t mine. “I would prefer not to” is good existential philosophy. President Bush should have employed it in Iraq.

			—GUS FRANZA, LETTER TO THE EDITOR, NEW YORK TIMES, AUGUST 30, 2003

		

		
			“Maybe I’m becoming like Captain Ahab with bin Laden as the white whale. Maybe you need someone less obsessive about it.”

			—RICHARD CLARKE TO CONDOLEEZZA RICE, AS RECALLED IN CLARKE’S BOOK, AGAINST ALL ENEMIES, 2004

		

		
			Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s obsession with building a football stadium on the Far West Side of Manhattan is in danger of leaving other development projects in its shadow—including the rebuilding of ground zero. Since Lower Manhattan is where Melville began the saga of Moby-Dick, it seems appropriate to wonder whether Mr. Bloomberg is turning into a modern-day Ahab, pursuing his great white elephant of a stadium as the former World Trade Center site sinks into trouble.

			—NEW YORK TIMES, LEAD EDITORIAL (“MANHATTAN’S MAYOR AHAB”), MAY 2, 2005

		

		
			Few novels … captured the imagination of hedge-fund managers quite like Moby-Dick … says Mr. Reiferson of Americus Capital, because money managers like to give the impression that they are being Ahab-like in “maniacally pursuing their goals.” Mr. Reiferson says he planned to name his fund after Bildad, a character who helped finance the whaling expeditions. But in the end, he felt the reference as “too obscure, unless I could raise money from Melville scholars.”

			—THE WALL STREET JOURNAL, FEBRUARY 16, 2006

		

	
		PREFACE

		Why write about a writer’s life? For me, the reason has to do with a feeling that we all live by some unknowable combination of free will and fate. This feeling tends to grow as one gets older, and so there is a certain comfort in watching someone make something beautiful and enduring out of the recalcitrance and fleetingness of life.

		There is a problem, though, with bringing this motive to bear on Herman Melville. As he said about the title character of his haunting story “Bartleby, the Scrivener,” who responds alike with maddening silence to compassion or coercion, “no materials exist for a full and satisfactory biography of this man.” Only about three hundred Melville letters, many of them perfunctory, have survived, as compared, say, to twelve thousand letters by Henry James. As for letters received, he was in the “vile habit” (as he called it) of destroying them, and most of his manuscripts, left behind in 1863 when he moved out of his Berkshire home, probably went up in flames in a housecleaning bonfire set by the new owners. His journals were brief and few, and since he was not famous for long in his own time, no Boswell followed him into the taverns to write down his table talk.

		The “business” of the biographer, Henry James says, is “detail,” and so any conventional biography of Melville is a business bound to fail. The incidents of his daily life—his flirtations and quarrels, his jokes and rants at the family table—have slipped beyond the reach of even informed conjecture, and most attempts to tell his life are notable for the discrepancy between the vividness of what he wrote and the vagueness of the figure who appears in writings about him. Today, despite the immense surge in his prestige, he remains so murky that when a photograph was discovered a few years ago showing a heavily bearded man with top hat standing on a Staten Island pier that Melville was thought to have visited, there was great excitement that it might be him, even though the photo shows little more than a featureless silhouette.

		Now and then, thanks to some friend or relative who mentions him in a letter, this “fabulous shadow,” as Hart Crane called him, comes into focus. We see him eating with his brother in a Manhattan steakhouse, driving his sleigh in a Berkshire snowstorm, or taking his granddaughter to Madison Square Park to see the tulips and then, after sitting on a bench for a while, walking back to his house alone, having forgotten her. But these faint trails lead only to the edge of his inner life. When (or if) he left the child and walked out of the park, was he distracted by a pleasant daydream or lost in an old man’s confusion? Or did the incident take place at all?
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		Herman Melville [?] on Staten Island (list of illustrations prf.1)

		It is impossible to know, and sooner or later the question arises whether one should even try. Melville once wrote that “on a personal interview, no great author has ever come up to the idea of his reader,” and since biography ought to be a kind of interview, this comment contains an admonition to leave him in his self-concealment. He wrote, after all, with special sympathy about “isolatoes” who barricade themselves against the gadding world and live alone with their demons and dreams—as when he described, in Moby-Dick, how the thundering minister Father Mapple climbs into his pulpit by means of a rope ladder, then leans over the rail “deliberately [to] drag up the ladder step by step, till the whole was deposited within, leaving him impregnable in his little Quebec.” Melville, too, withdrew, especially in later life, when he would sometimes hang a towel over the doorknob inside his study so that no one could see him through the keyhole. He ensured that the man whom we barely glimpse in the historical record will always be incommensurate with the genius whom we meet in the works.

		A few summers ago, I had an experience that left me feeling hesitant to invade his posthumous privacy. I was in the reading room of the Houghton Library, holding in my hands a note from a former shipmate who had written to Melville to tell him he had named his son after him, and to beg him for a visit or a keepsake. Turning the pages of this letter that Melville himself had once removed in surprised anticipation from an envelope bearing the name of a friend from whom he had not heard in years, I felt that I was eavesdropping, like a tourist in a church who comes upon a worshipper kneeling in prayer.

		In trying to find a right relation with this figure whom one might call Melville the Problem (he once likened his eminent friend Nathaniel Hawthorne to a closed “black-letter volume in golden clasps, entitled ‘Hawthorne: A Problem’ ”), I owe an enormous debt to the biographical researches of many scholars. My own chief aim, however, has not been to add to the store of facts about Melville’s life; and though I hope here and there to have done so, my emphasis is on his writing, and on its complex connections to the intellectual and political context in which he lived and worked. There is, therefore, a good deal in this book about what was going on in the United States during his lifetime. My hope is that the reader might thereby gain what Hawthorne called a “home-feeling with the past”—with, that is, the past that Melville experienced as the present.

		Finally, I take seriously D. H. Lawrence’s remark that Melville “wrote from a sort of dream-self, so that events which he relates as actual fact have indeed a far deeper reference to his own soul, his own inner life.” Since the route to that inner life can only be through his own words, this book is above all an attempt to reconstruct that virgin moment when, long before we knew anything about whether Melville was a gentle or harsh husband, an opponent or proponent of this or that idea, it was his words that seized and dazzled us. The critic Richard Poirier reminds us of what can happen when we drift away from the words:

		
			Most of us, when we are away from the text, tend to maunder on in a clubbable way about inexactly remembered scenes or characters or bits of phrasing … when we remember good ol’ Proust he becomes not in any important way different from good ol’ Tolstoy, even though the two could never have been mistaken for each other when we first met them in their writings.

		

		Anyone who reads Melville’s words will know what Emerson meant when he wrote in his journal that, while reading Shakespeare, “I actually shade my eyes.” My hope for this book is that it will convey something of the tone and texture of Melville’s time while giving some sense of why, in our time, the glare of his genius remains undimmed.

		
			ANDREW DELBANCO

			NEW YORK CITY, MAY 2005

		

	
		 

		
			It had always been one of the lesser ambitions of Pierre, to sport a flowing beard, which he deemed the most noble corporeal badge of the man, not to speak of the illustrious author.



			—HERMAN MELVILLE, PIERRE, OR THE AMBIGUITIES, BOOK 17
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		INTRODUCTION
MELVILLE:
FROM HIS TIME TO OURS

		1.

		When Melville was born in 1819 in New York City, it was a town of about a hundred thousand people with streets lit dimly by oil lamps as if by so many lightning bugs. The best way of sending a message was via a wax-sealed letter carried by a messenger on a horse. Such giants of the revolutionary generation as Thomas Jefferson and John Adams were still alive, while the political institutions they had invented remained fragile and, according to many putatively sage observers, unlikely to endure.

		By the time he died in New York in 1891, its population had grown to over 3 million, the Brooklyn Bridge was carrying traffic, as was the Second Avenue Elevated Railway, and the city was forested by so many telegraph, telephone, and electricity poles that live wires falling into the street were a hazard of urban life. Slavery, which still existed in New York when Melville was born, had been abolished in every state of the Union. Reconstruction had been tried and abandoned in the South, and the great wave of immigration was at full tide in the cities of the North. In short, during Melville’s childhood, the rhythm of American life was closer to medieval than to modern, but by the time he grew old, he was living in a world that had become recognizably our own.

		These changes in how Americans lived were matched, and probably exceeded, by changes in how they thought about their lives. Perhaps the most important intellectual event of Melville’s early years was the publication in 1836 of Emerson’s Nature, which declared that “the moral law lies at the center of nature and radiates to the circumference” of a natural world that is the “incarnation of God.” In 1890, about a year before he died, Melville borrowed from the New York Society Library the latest novel by William Dean Howells, A Hazard of New Fortunes, a book written in the shadow of Darwin, who had long since destroyed Emerson’s romantic view of creation and replaced it with a vision of the natural world created by chance and filled with brutality.* The protagonist of that novel looks down from the Second Avenue El upon a “lawless, Godless” world in which “the play of energies [is] as free and planless as those that force the forest from the soil to the sky.”
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		New York City, 1817 (list of illustrations itr.1)

		We tend to think of Melville as having been a practicing fiction writer for much of the century through which he lived, but in fact he devoted only twelve of his seventy-two years (from 1845 to 1857) to prose that was published in his lifetime. His early years were unpromising—“until I was twenty-five,” he wrote to Nathaniel Hawthorne, “I had no development”—and from the age of forty until his death he wrote mainly poems, some of which were never published, and those that did make it into print were scarcely read. In this respect, the shape of his career—a decade of fiction followed by a turn to poetry—resembles that of his younger contemporary Thomas Hardy. At the end of his life, he returned for one last effort at prose fiction: the exquisite short novel Billy Budd, still in manuscript when he died. When the death notices appeared, even people who had known him were surprised; as one of the obituary writers put it, “his own generation has long thought him dead.”

		Melville began his career auspiciously when, after cruising the Pacific by whaleship and warship as a young man, he came home to upstate New York and started to write down (and embellish) his experiences. His first book, Typee, appeared in 1846, and the public liked it. They liked the “labial melody” of the native girls he claimed had held him in “indulgent captivity.” They liked the picture of an American lad lying like a god recumbent on the warm sand, sucking coconut under the tropical moon. They also liked his winks and hints that all was not quite right with the not-so-noble savages who waited on him. In between the banquets and orgies, he worried that he would be forcibly tattooed and that, were he ever to make it back home, he would be received as a freak. And since he suspected that his captors were cannibals, his pleasure at being pampered was mixed with anxiety that he was being prepared like the fatted calf for a tribal feast.
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		New York City, 1890 (list of illustrations itr.2)

		Those early books (Typee was followed a year later by a sequel, Omoo) were sunny and charming, dappled only here and there with shade and sorrow. But Melville’s ambition outgrew them, and when he turned outward in his next books (Mardi, Redburn, and White-Jacket) to comment on such issues as slavery, urbanization, and immigration, he began to lose his public, who wanted to hear more about the sirens and savages of Polynesia. It did not help that he turned inward as well, toward what he later called “the tornadoed Atlantic” of his being. Mardi was a book of “depths,” as Hawthorne put it, “… that compel a man to swim for his life,” and most prospective readers declined to take the plunge. The clock had run out on Melville’s fifteen minutes of fame.

		One of the paradoxes of this life is that just when he was being forgotten by his contemporaries, Melville wrote the book for which he would be remembered by posterity. He was in his early thirties, a time when many men feel that the chance for untried things is slipping away. It was the summer of 1850. With his money worries growing and his audience shrinking, he was working on yet another young-man-goes-to-sea story when the new book began, as the phrase goes, to write itself. It became the story of a “moody stricken” captain, bent on vengeance against a great white whale that had dashed his boat to splinters on a previous voyage and ripped him half to death. At first this peg-legged captain, named Ahab for an apostate Israelite king, keeps himself hidden belowdecks just as he had been submerged in Melville’s mind. Only after the Nantucket pilot has steered the ship to the edge of the open ocean does Ahab reveal himself, and the moment he does, we recognize in him that rarity in literature—a truly original character who, “like a revolving Drummond light, raying away from itself,” so lights up the world that it is as if we are seeing it for the first time.

		Melville had thought that Moby-Dick would be done before the end of that summer. But it outran his intentions, and he found himself experimenting with how best to represent the ebb and flow of the unconscious, the quasi-erotic excitement of killing, and the psychodynamics of demagoguery. Partly, perhaps, out of the fear that every writer feels at exposing his work to public appraisal, he resisted the idea that he would ever finish it. “This whole book,” he wrote with a self-serving sexual pun, “is but a draught—nay, but the draught of a draught; small erections may be finished by their first architects; grand ones, true ones, ever leave the copestone to posterity. God keep me from ever completing anything.” His immense ambition matched the scale and swagger of the young nation whose multitude of voices he wanted to comprehend in prose with the same bear-hug comprehensiveness that Walt Whitman was bringing to poetry. His book became a meditation on that species of madness that, in Melville’s day, was known as “monomania”—as the mutilated Captain Ahab, in his “frantic morbidness,” blames an unreasoning animal for “not only all his bodily woes, but all his intellectual and spiritual exasperations.”

		When Moby-Dick finally appeared at the end of 1851, it did not restore its author’s reputation. It was really two books—a going-to-sea story, and a daring metaphysical adventure—and when the second swallowed the first, it swallowed it whole, leaving it intact like Jonah in the belly of the beast. During Melville’s lifetime, Moby-Dick never came close to selling out its first edition of 3,000 copies, and when, in December 1853, the unsold copies burned up in a fire in the publisher’s warehouse, few noticed and fewer cared.

		Melville managed three more novels that were published under deteriorating contractual terms—Pierre, about a fanatic who destroys his world while trying to reform it; Israel Potter, about an old soldier discarded by his country; and The Confidence-Man, a “masquerade” of disguise and deceit set aboard a Mississippi steamboat. But Moby-Dick had tested (and Pierre exhausted) the patience of his public, and he was forced to retreat into writing for the new monthly magazines such as Harper’s and Putnam’s. In 1856, he collected several of these pieces, including two masterworks, “Bartleby, the Scrivener” and Benito Cereno, in a volume entitled The Piazza Tales, which was greeted by the editor George W. Curtis with this accurate prediction: “He has lost his prestige—and I don’t believe the Putnam stories will bring it up.” Melville’s subsequent works were written in verse—a collection of Civil War poems, Battle-Pieces and Other Aspects of the War, published in a small edition in 1866, followed at wide intervals by three books of poetry printed privately with the help of subventions from relatives who thought the discipline of meter and rhyme might have some therapeutic value for him.

		After failing in a brief attempt at lecturing, he withdrew from public life. In 1866, he took a job with the U.S. Custom Service in Manhattan, having earlier traveled to California, Europe, and the Middle East. The following year, he and his wife suffered the worst calamity that can befall any parent: at age eighteen, their firstborn son, Malcolm, shot himself in his bedroom at home. Some twenty years later, their second son, Stanwix, died alone in a San Francisco hotel at the age of thirty-five. Melville never wrote directly about these events, but they cast a shadow over his later writings, and are felt at the heart of his valedictory masterpiece, Billy Budd.

		2.

		Since the present book is mainly concerned with Melville’s work in the context of his life and times, it tells a symmetrical tale of artistic triumph and public failure about a writer who earned little more than $10,000 over his lifetime, counting all his sales in Britain as well as America. Something, therefore, should be said about his posthumous success.

		Over the course of the twentieth century, Melville became an American icon to a degree unmatched by any other writer. Today, there is a journal named Leviathan devoted solely to his work, a thriving Melville Society, and there are academic conferences galore. As one literary scholar puts it, in a formulation that seems poised somewhere between irritation and satisfaction, Moby-Dick is today “the unavoidable centerpiece of the American tradition.” Ever since the 1930s, when the poet and avid Melvillean Charles Olson searched out the surviving volumes from Melville’s personal library (some were donated by his granddaughter to Harvard; others had been sold by his wife to a Brooklyn bookseller), scholars have tried to track down every check mark, underlining, and marginal jotting in every book whose pages Melville may have turned. In Olson’s day, when comments in the margins were found to be erased, the only recourse was to turn the paper to and fro so that different rakings of light might reveal to the naked eye (aided, at best, by a magnifying glass) indentations left by the erased pencil. More recently, Melville’s personal copy of a book he consulted while writing Moby-Dick, Thomas Beale’s The Natural History of the Sperm Whale, was laid out at Harvard like the Shroud of Turin under an infrared camera capable of discerning microscopic graphite traces left by Melville’s pencil after he—or, more likely, someone else—had rubbed away the marks and annotations.
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		Mastodon CD, Leviathan, by Paul Romano, 2004 (list of illustrations itr.3)

		If he has become a fixture in “high” culture, Melville has also found a place in popular culture, abroad as well as at home. Hardly a town in America within ten miles of a tourist beach lacks a “Moby Dick” fish restaurant, and as far away as Tehran there is a popular kebab place called “Moby Dick.” Melville’s great book has been the subject of marathon readings, spin-offs, sequels and prequels, adaptations for television, stage, film, painting, and performance art, comic books, cartoons, even dinnerware decorated with images of Ahab and the hated whale. At Yale, students refer to the college hockey rink, designed by the modernist architect Eero Saarinen, as “Moby Dick,” in honor of its undulating form. The New York Post recently offered its readers a “Moby Dick coupon” toward the purchase of a hardback edition sold exclusively at a deli one door down from the Post’s offices on Eighteenth Street. In 2004, the heavy metal rock band Mastodon released an album, Leviathan, devoted to themes (“Seabeast,” “Aqua Dementia,” “I Am Ahab”) from Moby-Dick, and in Denmark one can tour Copenhagen’s canals aboard the sightseeing boat Moby Dick. Outside the medieval Belgian city of Ghent, there is a brothel with the intriguing name “Moby Dick Fun Pub.”
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		Melville in Belgium (list of illustrations itr.4)

		A few years ago in New York, a “floor-length periwinkle Grecian gown” with Melville’s words inscribed in the seams was offered for sale at just under $2,000; and today, for considerably less, one can take a boat ride at an Ohio theme park amid sounds of surf with background voices reciting Moby-Dick along with selections from Eskimo poetry. And if the first words of the book (“Call me Ishmael”) have become universally familiar, its last words (“then all collapsed, and the great shroud of the sea rolled on as it rolled five thousand years ago”) have currency too: a reporter for Slate.com quoted them recently to describe the breasts of a formerly buxom actress after her implants were removed.
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		The New Yorker, November 21, 1988, cartoon by Gahan Wilson (list of illustrations itr.5)

		What does it all mean? A “literary text acts as a kind of mirror,” one theorist has said, and surely no text written by an American has been as powerfully reflective as Moby-Dick. Melville himself considered the phenomenon of reflection in “The Doubloon” chapter of Moby-Dick, in which Ahab nails a gold coin to the mast as a reward for the first sailor to catch sight of the white whale. Inscribed on that coin are the images of three mountain peaks: one with a tower on top, the next with a flaming volcano, the last with a crowing cock. Ahab stares into the burnished gold and, in his narcissistic frenzy, concentrates his mind upon the only subject that interests him: “The firm tower, that is Ahab; the volcano, that is Ahab; the courageous, undaunted, and victorious fowl, that, too is Ahab; all are Ahab; and this round gold is but the image of the rounder globe, which, like a magician’s glass, to each and every man in turn but mirrors back his own mysterious self.”

		Few readers in Melville’s time wished to look deeply into a book about common sailors who stab to death majestic animals and chop their bodies into bloody broth in order to deliver such luxuries as skirt hoops and canes made of whalebone, hair-dressings and perfume made of whale oil, to people like themselves. Moby-Dick was last reprinted during Melville’s lifetime in 1876; ten years later, it went out of print. While there were stirrings of interest soon after he died (it was published in a new edition in 1892), and, in an article entitled “The Best Sea Story Ever Told,” one critic wrote in 1899 that Moby-Dick had “an Elizabethan force and freshness and swing,” as late as 1917 Melville was still getting only a brief mention in the Cambridge History of American Literature, mainly in the chapter on “Travel Writers.”

		His rediscovery was a joint Anglo-American operation. In England, the novelist Viola Meynell led the way with her introduction to the 1920 reissue of Moby-Dick in the Oxford World’s Classics series. Gradually, the affable travel writer gave way to a writer who had anticipated James Joyce’s literary innovations, and who, in the relishing phrase of one of the leaders of what came to be known as the Melville revival, had “sinned blackly against the orthodoxy of his time.” This was the beginning of Melville’s reclamation as a protomodernist writer fed up with prudery and priggishness, sexually mobile (his biographers suspecting that he enjoyed native boys as well as native girls), and unconstrained by the respectabilities of life or art. Writing in 1919, the American critic Frank Jewett Mather, Jr., reported that reading Melville was “like eating hasheesh”; and in England, D. H. Lawrence, writing in 1921, discovered in him “a futurist long before futurism,” whose work makes one feel “the sheer naked slidings of the elements.”

		As the critic and novelist Frank Lentricchia says of Moby-Dick, “Melville desires, before Joyce, that the something that his writing is about be the writing itself pouring onto the pages … without structural confinement, inspired by the library of his mind.” He jumped from omniscient to first-person to choral narration, mixing the proper speech of well-bred officers with the dirty songs of illiterate sailors. With his ambulatory style—always digressive, never consecutive—he was happier to wander than to go straight. Restlessly experimental, he was by turns playful, ironic, somber, and uproariously funny, sometimes dropping into bawdy comedy, sometimes soaring into soliloquies worthy of King Lear. To those who discovered him in the 1920s, it seemed as if they had come upon a prophet of the Jazz Age. And though he wrote his major works while living in the Berkshire Hills, his sensibility, like that of all the major modernist writers, had been formed by a city—specifically by New York City, where he learned to write with the miscellaneous profusion of a magazine, sending out in divergent directions short chapters that spill onto each other like the overlapping advertising posters on an urban wall.

		In the 1930s, Melville’s reputation continued to grow, but on a new basis. Along with his precocious modernity, his preoccupation with the human capacity for hate and treachery and atavistic violence now touched a nerve. To borrow a phrase from one of his best readers, Walker Percy, Melville seemed to know in advance the great secret of the twentieth century—that “only the haters seem alive.” Already by 1927, E. M. Forster was hearing in Moby-Dick a “prophetic song” about a man whose “knight-errantry turns into revenge,” and two years later, on the verge of what was to be the most hideous decade in Western history, Lewis Mumford described Moby-Dick as a book about a man who, “in battling against evil … becomes the image of the thing he hates.”

		By the 1940s, it was impossible to read about Ahab without feeling his kinship to the jackbooted tyrants who were dragging a whole continent into an orgy of hate. “That inscrutable thing,” Ahab says of the whale, “is chiefly what I hate … and I will wreak that hate upon him”; and in Ahab’s mismatched confrontation with his decent but weak first mate, Mr. Starbuck (now of coffee-bar fame), there seemed a prescient anticipation of Yeats’s twentieth-century lament that “the best lack all conviction, while the worst / Are full of passionate intensity.” Like those horrific charismatics—the Generalissimo, the Führer, and Il Duce—Ahab had his private squad of secret police, five “dusky phantoms” chosen for their proficient delight in killing, whom he keeps hidden and hungry, as if they are a pack of carnivores left to starve in their cage. Once released, they leap to the chase whenever he spies a breeching whale that might be the one he is looking for. By the early 1950s, the Trinidadian writer C. L. R. James could describe Moby-Dick as “the biography of the last days of Adolf Hitler.”

		Yet Moby-Dick was not a book for a particular moment. It is a book for the ages. What gives it its psychological and moral power is that, freakish as he is, Ahab seems more part of us than apart from us. Like all great literary representations of evil, he is attractive as well as repulsive. And so Melville emerged in the twentieth century as the American Dostoevsky—a writer who, with terrible clairvoyance, had been waiting for the world to catch up with him.

		Ever since, he has routed his rivals in the competition for readers. Emerson, once regarded as a dangerous infidel, remarked in his journal that “I hate goodies,” but he strikes many readers as something of a goody himself. That other New England worthy, Emerson’s neighbor and friend Henry D. Thoreau, tells us in Walden that he is seized by the desire “to devour” a woodchuck raw, but it seems a good bet that Thoreau cooked his meat thoroughly. These writers are kept alive mainly as classroom assignments; but Melville is different: he is a living presence in the larger culture. Among his contemporaries, he is today by far the largest, having combined Whitman’s New York bluster with Hawthorne’s New England gravity into a sensibility that created, in Moby-Dick, the one nineteenth-century American classic (possibly along with Huckleberry Finn) that remains morally powerful without having come to seem moralistic. To paraphrase the historian Dominic LaCapra, many writers are good for thinking about, but only a few, after their own time has passed, continue to be good for thinking with. Melville belongs to that select company.

		Since he “arrived” in the mid-twentieth century, there has been a steady stream of new Melvilles, all of whom seem somehow able to keep up with the preoccupations of the moment: myth-and-symbol Melville, countercultural Melville, anti-war Melville, environmentalist Melville, gay or bisexual Melville, multicultural Melville, global Melville. As for how he will fare in our “postmodern” (or is it already post-postmodern?) age, the early signs suggest that he remains as current as ever. In the immediate aftermath of that terrible day now known as 9/11, Captain Ahab was suddenly everywhere. For some, he was a symbol of America’s obsession with hunting down bin Laden. Writing in The Observer in London a few days after the attack, Edward Said remarked that

		
			Osama bin Laden’s name and face have become so numbingly familiar to Americans as in effect to obliterate any history he and his shadowy followers might have had before they became stock symbols of everything loathsome and hateful to the collective imagination. Inevitably, then, collective passions are being funnelled into a drive for war that uncannily resembles Captain Ahab in pursuit of Moby Dick, rather than what is going on, an imperial power injured at home for the first time, pursuing its interests systematically in what has become a suddenly reconfigured geography of conflict.

		

		For others, with perfect symmetry, Captain Ahab was a prescient model of Osama bin Laden’s hatred of America—a “demagogue [who] can fuse his personal need for vengeance with the popular will by promising his followers a huntable enemy [the United States] in which evil is ‘made practically assailable.’ ” One scholar has enumerated citations of Melville in the weeks following the terror attacks—in the Scottish Sunday Herald, The Australian, The Washington Post, the San Francisco Chronicle, the Los Angeles Times, The Atlantic Monthly, The New York Review of Books, Counter-Punch, Daily Nexus, and the University of Wisconsin’s Badger Herald. This is, no doubt, a partial list. The community of Melville critics has lately come to include figures ranging from former Senator Gary Hart to the Hollywood actor Richard Gere, both of whom likened President George W. Bush to Ahab in his determination to attack Iraq.

		In all these respects and more, Melville seems to renew himself for each new generation. Even before the last vestiges of what William James called “tender-minded” faith in “the great universe of God” drained out of nineteenth-century thought, Melville had surveyed with twentieth-century suspicion all claims of metaphysical warrant for any idea or ideology. Long before the existentialist movement, he composed what Albert Camus called an “Odyssey beneath an empty sky,” in which there came forth, out of “endless darkness … the visages of foam and night”—not only in Moby-Dick but in a series of works that seemed to anticipate the angst of modern life. He doubted the existence of what his contemporaries called God and postmodernists call “presence”; a doubt that gave rise, in that great chapter of Moby-Dick, “The Whiteness of the Whale,” to a meditation on the whale’s whiteness as a symbol of the “voids and immensities of the universe.” Yet, as his friend Hawthorne knew, he could “neither believe, nor be comfortable in his unbelief.” He never stopped looking for traces of God, as when, in the beautiful “Grand Armada” chapter, he describes Ishmael staring through the clear water at a school of nursing mother whales whose suckling infants “calmly and fixedly gaze away from the breast … as if … still spiritually feasting upon some unearthly reminiscence.”

		“I love all men who dive,” Melville once said of Emerson, whom he counted among the “corps of thought-divers, that have been diving & coming up again with blood-shot eyes since the world began.” But writing of those (including himself) who dream of penetrating to the depths of things, he gave vent to a feeling somewhere between eulogy and mockery that marks him as a fellow traveler in our post-theistic world. Consider this passage from Pierre, which can be read as a retort to the Romantic faith—still very much alive in Melville’s time—that at the core of each of us there is some germ or spark or trace of God, if only we could find it:

		
			[As] far as any geologist has yet gone down into the world, it is found to consist of nothing but surface stratified on surface. To its axis, the world being nothing but superinduced superficies. By vast pains we mine into the pyramid; by horrible gropings we come to the central room; with joy we espy the sarcophagus; but we lift the lid—and no body is there!—appallingly vacant as vast is the soul of a man!

		

		There is in that last sentence an antic, even cruel view of man driving himself through an arduous quest only to discover at the climactic moment that in fact there is nothing to be unearthed—nothing but more mud, rock, and dust—and that the self, like the universe, is devoid of meaning except for the meanings we project into it for the sake of reassuring ourselves.

		3.

		In writing Melville’s life, it is tempting to regard everything in his early years as leading up to Moby-Dick, and everything afterwards as falling away from it. This view is not exactly wrong, but it is a distortion, and it may be helpful to bring out of the shadow of Moby-Dick a number of works that today seem utterly fresh and urgent: Pierre, with its themes of sexual confusion and transgression; Benito Cereno, with its account of the multiple horrors of race hatred; “Bartleby,” about the loneliness of modern urban life; and Billy Budd, with its perennially and, today, particularly salient theme of conflict between individual rights and the safety of the state.

		At least since the 1920s, when the failure of Melville’s contemporaries to recognize his genius began to be redressed, every generation has felt a need to come to terms with him in its own way. This continually renewed presentness is the mark of a great writer. For some readers today, the Melville who counts is the corrosive critic of America, the writer who represents the United States in Moby-Dick as a bloodthirsty killing machine with the teeth of killed whales inserted in her bulwarks—a “cannibal of a craft,” a “thing of trophies” decked out in “the chased bones of her enemies.” With fires burning to melt whale blubber into marketable oil, the Pequod is a “red hell,” and her criminally cruel captain beyond appeal from a passing ship whose captain begs for help in finding a man—his own son—lost overboard.

		But if Melville warned against America’s violence and hubris, he also wrote with delirious passion about America’s promise. A decade after John L. O’Sullivan coined the now notorious term “Manifest Destiny,” Melville wrote in White-Jacket about—and with—the missionary zeal of the United States:

		
			We Americans are the peculiar, chosen people—the Israel of our time; we bear the ark of the liberties of the world.… God has given to us, for a future inheritance, the broad domains of the political pagans, that shall yet come and lie down under the shade of our ark, without bloody hands being lifted. God has predestinated, mankind expects, great things from our race; and great things we feel in our souls.… Long enough have we been skeptics with regard to ourselves, and doubted whether, indeed, the political Messiah had come. But he has come in us, if we would but give utterance to his promptings. And let us always remember, that with ourselves—almost for the first time in the history of earth—national selfishness is unbounded philanthropy; for we cannot do a good to America but we give alms to the world.

		

		This passage has properly become one of the touchstone passages of our literature. When Melville wrote it, it expressed the ideals of a nation that saw itself as the last best hope of earth in the wake of the failure of the European democratic revolutions of 1848. By the turn of the twentieth century, it seemed to anticipate the jingoism with which the United States seized, in the name of liberty, Spanish imperial possessions from Cuba to the Philippines. A century after it was written, when our literature was being deployed in the 1950s as a weapon on the cultural front of the Cold War, it seemed an expression of self-serving generosity in the spirit of the Marshall Plan. By the Vietnam era, it was widely cited as an exhibit of national arrogance—a sort of naive companion text to Norman Mailer’s novel Why Are We in Vietnam?—in which one could see America in all its fatal pride. Today, amid images of the invasion and occupation of Iraq, it has again become a passage of great power and unsettling ambiguity.

		Herman Melville was one of those writers whom Lionel Trilling described as “repositories of the dialectics of their times” in the sense that they contain “both the yes and no of their culture.” In coming to terms with him, we are free to choose the prose-poet of our national destiny who imagines a world of grateful converts to the American Way, or the writer who saw the ship of state sailing toward disaster under lunatic leadership as it tries to conquer the world. In this respect he was—and is—as vast and contradictory as America itself.

		
			* The entry in the charge ledger is preserved at the library’s current home on East Seventy-ninth Street.

		

	
		CHAPTER 1
CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH

		1.

		He was born on August 1, 1819, into good circumstances. But his parents lacked the money to stay there, and so they turned frequently, at no small cost to their dignity, to their elders for help. On his mother’s side, the benefactor had been Maria’s late father, Peter Gansevoort, a towering man (six foot three in an age when six-footers were rare) famous for having commanded the defense of Fort Stanwix, an outpost guarding the trade route from the Great Lakes, during the British siege of 1777. There is a tendency today to think of the Revolutionary War as a dispute among bewigged gentlemen who sent men into battle with inaccurate guns to the martial music of fife and drum; in fact, it was a brutal war whose combatants literally tasted sweat and blood flung from the bodies of their enemies as they slashed at each other with bayonets. It was not uncommon for wounded soldiers to be stabbed through and left to bleed to death “like sieves,” or to have their brains dashed out with “barbarity to the utmost” by the musket butts of the advancing enemy. Melville was to write about this war in the novel Israel Potter, in which he described the Yankee defenders at Bunker Hill gripping their muskets by the barrel and beating back the British assault by “wielding the stock right and left, as seal-hunters on the beach, knock down with their clubs the Shetland seal.”

		Melville’s Gansevoort grandfather was known for his valor
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