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ABSTRACT 

I n c i d e n t s o f v i o l e n c e abounds/in most of the n o v e l s 

and s h o r t s t o r i e s of Herman M e l v i l l e , and i n s e v e r a l of them, 

e s p e c i a l l y B i l l y Budd, the p r o t a g o n i s t i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d i n 

terms of h i s a t t i t u d e towards v i o l e n c e . The c e n t r a l c o n t e n 

t i o n of my t h e s i s i s t h a t i n the development of M e l v i l l e ' s 

f i c t i o n from Moby-Dick t o B i l l y Budd the t h e m a t i c r o l e o f 

v i o l e n c e changes from t h a t o f a d e s t r u c t i v e t o a more r e 

demptive f o r c e . T h i s change p a r a l l e l s a n o t h e r change t h a t 

t a k e s p l a c e i n h i s f i c t i o n , from a f o c u s on the i n d i v i d u a l 

who i s d e s t r o y e d by h i s commitment t o v i o l e n c e , t o the 

s o c i e t y w h i c h i s t e m p o r a r i l y purged of e v i l t h r o u g h the v i o 

l e n t a c t o f an i n d i v i d u a l . 

I n my f i r s t two c h a p t e r s I d i s c u s s Moby-Dick and 

P i e r r e as r e p r e s e n t i n g M e l v i l l e ' s e a r l y a t t i t u d e t o v i o l e n c e . 

I n Moby-Dick v i o l e n c e i s a s s o c i a t e d p r i m a r i l y w i t h Ahab, whose 

c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n t a k e s up about h a l f o f the n o v e l . I n P i e r r e 

v i o l e n c e becomes a more c e n t r a l m o t i f , s i m p l y because P i e r r e 

i s the o n l y m ajor c h a r a c t e r i n the n o v e l , and c o n s e q u e n t l y 

h i s i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h v i o l e n c e r e f l e c t s the f o c u s of the n o v e l 

as a whole. B o t h of t h e s e n o v e l s employ the theme of v i o l e n c e 

m a i n l y t o d r a m a t i z e the s e p a r a t i o n of the s e l f from s o c i e t y . 

I n c h a p t e r s t h r e e and f o u r I d i s c u s s the ways i n w h i c h 

" B a r t l e b y the S c r i v e n e r " and " B e n i t o Cereno" p r e f i g u r e the 

r o l e o f v i o l e n c e i n . B i l l y Budd. The. f a c t t h a t . even, the. t i m i d 

l a w y e r i s c a p a b l e of f e e l i n g .the f a i n t s t i r r i n g s of anger w i t h 

i n him a n t i c i p a t e s the c o n c e r n of B i l l y Budd w i t h the 



i i 

u n i v e r s a l i t y o f human emotion, and i t s i m p o r t a n t r o l e i n 

h e l p i n g t o redeem an e x c e s s i v e l y r a t i o n a l i s t i c s o c i e t y . 

'^Benito Cereno" a l s o l o o k s toward B i l l y Budd, i n t h a t Cereno's 

magnanimous c o n c e r n f o r Delano's s a f e t y , w h i c h g i v e s him the 

s t r e n g t h t o b r e a k away from Babo's i n f l u e n c e and jump i n t o 

the b o a t , p r e f i g u r e s B i l l y ' s magnaminity a t h i s e x e c u t i o n . 

I n my f i n a l c h a p t e r I d i s c u s s the way i n w h i c h the 

d e s t r u c t i v e v i o l e n c e and a f o c u s on the f a t e o f the i n d i v i d u a l 

i n Moby-Dick has been r e p l a c e d by the s o c i a l l y r e d e m p t i v e 

v i o l e n c e and a f o c u s on the f a t e of s o c i e t y i n B i l l y Budd. 

M e l v i l l e ' s development i n t h i s r e s p e c t may be measured by h i s 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of murder i n t o a s o c i a l l y d e s i r a b l e a c t . B i l l y 

d e s t r o y s e v i l ^ a n d i s i n t u r n d e s t r o y e d by t h e s o c i e t y which he 

p r o t e c t s , y e t h i s i n f l u e n c e l i v e s i n the h e a r t s of the s a i l o r s 

who have known him. 
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INTRODUCTION 

I n c i d e n t s of v i o l e n c e abound i n most of the n o v e l s 

and s h o r t s t o r i e s of Herman M e l v i l l e , and i n s e v e r a l of them, 

e s p e c i a l l y B i l l y Budd, the p r o t a g o n i s t i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d i n 

terms of h i s a t t i t u d e towards v i o l e n c e . C r i t i c s have gener

a l l y g i v e n t h e i r a t t e n t i o n o n l y t o the more s p e c t a c u l a r a c t s 

o f v i o l e n c e I n M e l v i l l e ' s f i c t i o n , but a few have s t u d i e d the 

development of h i s f i c t i o n w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o i t s c o n s i s t e n t 

theme of v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t s o c i a l and s p i r i t u a l i n j u s t i c e s . 1 

No c r i t i c , however, has d i s c u s s e d the c h r o n o l o g i c a l d e v e l o p 

ment of M e l v i l l e ' s f i c t i o n i n terms of the i n c r e a s i n g l y im

p o r t a n t t h e m a t i c r o l e o f v i o l e n c e i n i t ; I b e l i e v e t h a t such 

a s t u d y w i l l do much t o i n d i c a t e the p r e c i s e n a t u r e o f the 

development of M e l v i l l e ' s mind and a r t . My c e n t r a l c o n t e n 

t i o n i s t h a t i n the development of M e l v i l l e ' s f i c t i o n from 

Moby-Dick t o B i l l y Budd the t h e m a t i c r o l e of v i o l e n c e changes 

from t h a t o f a d e s t r u c t i v e t o a more redemptive f o r c e . T h i s 

change p a r a l l e l s a n o t h e r change t h a t t a k e s p l a c e i n h i s f i c 

t i o n , from a f o c u s on the i n d i v i d u a l who i s d e s t r o y e d by h i s 

commitment t o v i o l e n c e , t o the s o c i e t y which i s t e m p o r a r i l y 

purged of e v i l t h r o ugh the v i o l e n t a c t o f an i n d i v i d u a l . 

I n my f i r s t two c h a p t e r s I d i s c u s s Moby-Dick and P i e r r e 

as r e p r e s e n t i n g M e l v i l l e ' s e a r l y a t t i t u d e t o v i o l e n c e . I n 

Moby-Dick v i o l e n c e i s a s s o c i a t e d a l m o s t e x c l u s i v e l y w i t h Ahab; 

I s h m a e l and the r e s t o f the crew a r e not n e a r l y so i n t i m a t e l y 

i n v o l v e d w i t h i t , and thus i t i s l e s s i m p o r t a n t t h e m a t i c a l l y 

t o the n o v e l as a whole t h a n i t i s i n " B e n i t o Cereno" o r 
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B i l l y Budd, f o r example. I n - P i e r r e , v i o l e n c e becomes a more 

c e n t r a l m o t i f , as P i e r r e p r o g r e s s e s from a r o m a n t i c , i d e a l i z e d 

a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h v i o l e n c e t o a p r a c t i c a l knowledge o f i t s most 

t e r r i f i c a s p e c t s . F i n a l l y , i t seems t o him the o n l y means by 

which he can e x p r e s s the f u l l d e p t h of h i s d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t 

w i t h l i f e . Here v i o l e n c e has l o s t the p o s i t i v e c o n n o t a t i o n s 

f o r the i n d i v i d u a l w hich i t has f o r Ahab, f o r w h i l e Ahab sees 

h i s a b i l i t y t o harpoon Moby D i c k as a p e r s o n a l achievement, 

P i e r r e cannot f i n d the w i l l t o b e l i e v e i n the e f f i c a c y of 

e i t h e r murder o r s u i c i d e . P i e r r e i s no more c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d 

t h a n Ahab w i t h a c t s of v i o l e n c e , but v i o l e n c e has a more cen

t r a l r o l e i n P i e r r e t h a n Moby-Dick because P i e r r e i s a more 

c e n t r a l f i g u r e i n h i s n o v e l t h a n Ahab i s i n h i s . L e s l i e 

F i e d l e r has n o t e d t h a t b o t h Ahab and P i e r r e r e p r e s e n t M e l v i l l e ' s 

most c o m p e l l i n g c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s i n t h e i r p a t h o l o g i c a l obses

s i o n w i t h d e a t h and t h e i r immensely a t t r a c t i v e v i t a l i t y , and 

has c o n t r a s t e d t h e i r v i t a l i t y w i t h B i l l y Budd's " s u b m i s s i v e " 

d e a t h - s p e e c h , which he i n t e r p r e t s as an i n d i c a t i o n o f the de

c l i n e of M e l v i l l e ' s c r e a t i v e g e n i u s . 2 My c o n t e n t i o n , on t h e 

c o n t r a r y , i s t h a t B i l l y Budd's a c t s of v i o l e n c e and h i s d e a t h 

d i f f e r from t h o s e of Ahab and P i e r r e i n t h a t h i s f a t e i s conceived 

as more n o b l e than t h a t of e i t h e r of the e a r l i e r two h e r o e s . 

Whereas Moby-Dick and P i e r r e , t h e n , i n d i c a t e an e a r l y stage 

of M e l v i l l e ' s a t t i t u d e t o v i o l e n c e , i n w hich an i n d i v i d u a l ' s vio

l e n c e d e s t r o y s the s o c i e t y around him, " B a r t l e b y the S c r i v e n e r " 

and " B e n i t o Cereno" p r e f i g u r e the r o l e of v i o l e n c e i n B i l l y 

Budd more d i r e c t l y , i n t h a t , t a k e n t o g e t h e r , t h e y d r a m a t i z e 
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man's need t o c h a n n e l h i s v i o l e n c e i n the e f f e c t i v e manner 

whi c h becomes the dominant theme i n B i l l y Budd. The l a w y e r 

i n " B a r t l e b y " i s as much a "male n u r s e " f i g u r e as D o w e l l i n 

The Good S o l d i e r , and as l i t t l e c a p a b l e o f the " r i g h t e o u s 

i n d i g n a t i o n " which would prompt him t o e x p r e s s the l i f e f o r c e 

w i t h i n him. Yet he t o o f e e l s the f e e b l e s t i r r i n g s o f anger 

a t B a r t l e b y ' s p a s s i v e w i l f u l n e s s , a sure i n d i c a t i o n t h a t 

M e l v i l l e f e l t the s p r i n g s o f v i o l e n c e t o be based deeper i n 

man th a n Emerson o r Rousseau had supposed. " B e n i t o Cereno" 

l o o k s toward B i l l y Budd i n t h a t Cereno l e a r n s t h rough h i s own 

enslavement t o Babo and the Negroes t h a t a l l men a r e suscep-

t i b l e t o p h y s i c a l i n t i m i d a t i o n and m e n t a l c o e r c i o n . T h i s 

r e a l i z a t i o n o f man's u n i v e r s a l A c h i l l e s ' h e e l prompts him t o 

shake o f f t h e p a r a l y t i c f e a r w h i c h e n v e l o p s him and Jjiump i n t o 

Amasa Delano's b o a t out o f c o n c e r n f o r the American's s a f e t y , 

and t h u s a n t i c i p a t e s B i l l y ' s s e l f l e s s s u b m i s s i o n t o h i s own 

e x e c u t i o n f o r the sake o f C a p t a i n V e r e . 

I n my f i n a l c h a p t e r I d i s c u s s the ways i n whi c h v i o l e n c e 

* n B i l l y Budd i s more t h e m a t i c a l l y c e n t r a l t h a n i n any o t h e r 

of M e l v i l l e ' s works o f f i c t i o n . S i n c e the r o l e o f v i o l e n c e 

i n t h i s n o v e l demonstrates so g r e a t a change from M e l v i l l e ' s 

e a r l i e r a t t i t u d e , i t w i l l be u s e f u l h e r e t o c o n s i d e r b r i e f l y 

the e v e n t s which may have I n f l u e n c e d M e l v i l l e ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f 

v i o l e n c e from t h e time he l e f t o f f w r i t i n g f i c t i o n i n 1857 

u n t i l he began a g a i n w i t h B i l l y Budd, which was w r i t t e n d u r i n g 

the y e a r s 1 8 8 8 - 9 1 . As J o h n B e r n s t e i n has p o i n t e d o u t , M e l v i l l e 

p u b l i s h e d " B e n i t o Cereno" i n Putnam's M o n t h l y Magazine i n the 

w i n t e r o f 1855» "a time a t whi c h the s l a v e r y c o n t r o v e r s y was 



a t i t s z e n i t h . " 3 S i x y e a r s l a t e r the C i v i l War e r u p t e d as 

t h e l o g i c a l outcome of t h i s h e a t e d c o n t r o v e r s y . M e l v i l l e 

r e c o r d e d h i s emotions r e g a r d i n g the c o n f l i c t and p u b l i s h e d 

a volume o f p o e t r y e n t i t l e d B a t t l e - P i e c e s , and A s p e c t s o f  

t h e War i n 1866, a f t e r the c e s s a t i o n of h o s t i l i t i e s . A 

s t u d y o f t h e s e poems r e v e a l s M e l v i l l e as a f i r m b e l i e v e r i n 

t h e j u s t i c e o f the U n i o n cause who s u p p o r t e d the war on t h e 

grounds t h a t i t was a n e c e s s a r y e v i l , the o n l y way o f ensur

i n g the c o n t i n u a n c e o f a system of democracy based on the 

e q u a l i t y o f man. A t t h e same t i m e , however, M e l v i l l e i n t h i s 

volume shows h i s p o l i t i c a l wisdom by u r g i n g the N o r t h t o show 

g r e a t l e n i e n c y t o h e r d e f e a t e d opponent f o r the good of the 

whole n a t i o n , a s e n t i m e n t w h i c h he d e v e l o p s i n poems such as 

"Lee i n t h e C a p i t o l . " I n the n o t e appended t o "A C o n f l i c t 

o f C o n v i c t i o n s " f i v e y e a r s a f t e r t h i s poem was w r i t t e n , M e l 

v i l l e g i v e s a c l e a r i n d i c a t i o n o f h i s a t t i t u d e towards the 

war l a t e l y f o u g h t i n the name and s p i r i t o f democracy. He 

t h i n k s o f t h e C i v i l War i n the same way as he does the F r e n c h 

R e v o l u t i o n now t h a t i t i s o v e r ; t h a t i s , as a t e r r i b l e con

f l i c t out o f w h i c h m i g h t n e v e r t h e l e s s emerge "a p o l i t i c a l 

advance a l o n g n e a r l y the whole l i n e f o r E u r o p e a n s . " ^ 

The gloomy l u l l o f t h e e a r l y p a r t o f the w i n t e r of 
1860-1, seeming b i g w i t h f i n a l d i s a s t e r t o our i n s t i t u t i o n s , 
a f f e c t e d some minds t h a t b e l i e v e d them t o c o n s t i t u t e one o f 
the g r e a t hopes of mankind, much as the e c l i p s e w h i c h came o v e r 
the promise of the f i r s t F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n a f f e c t e d k i n d r e d 
n a t u r e s , t h r o w i n g them f o r the time i n t o doubts and m i s g i v i n g s 
u n i v e r s a l . 5 

T h i s optimism i s l i k e l y t o seem h o p e l e s s l y n a i v e t o 
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contemporary man, who l i v e s i n the orange shade of the n u c l e a r 

bomb and i s a l l too o f t e n exposed t o t h e p a t e n t l y f a l s e a r g u 

ment t h a t democracy can b e s t be m a i n t a i n e d by the l i b e r a l 

a p p l i c a t i o n o f napalm t o b o d i e s i n V i e t Nam. But ;the c r i t i c a l 

dangers o f a t t r i b u t i n g the l e s s o n s of modern e x p e r i e n c e t o 

M e l v i l l e a r e o b v i o u s , and s h o u l d make us wary o f i n t e r p r e t i n g 

the theme o f B i l l y Budd too r e a d i l y as an i r o n i c , b i t t e r 

commentary on mankind's d e s t r u c t i o n of goodness i n the name 

of democracy and s o c i a l o r d e r . 

The s t r o n g p r o b a b i l i t y a r i s e s , t h e n , t h a t the C i v i l 

War and i t s a f t e r m a t h c o n v i n c e d M e l v i l l e o f the v a l u e w h i c h 

a d e m o c r a t i c s o c i e t y s h o u l d have t o each i n d i v i d u a l who l i v e s 

i n i t , and t h a t t h i s new c o n v i c t i o n had a s t r o n g i n f l u e n c e 

on h i s w r i t i n g o f B i l l y Budd. T h i s e x p l a i n s why the d e s t r u c 

t i v e v i o l e n c e and a f o c u s on the f a t e o f the i n d i v i d u a l i n 

Moby-Dick has been r e p l a c e d by the s o c i a l l y r e d e m p t i v e v i o 

l e n c e and a f o c u s on the f a t e o f s o c i e t y i n B i l l y Budd, and 

i n my d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e l a s t o f M e l v i l l e ' s works o f f i c t i o n 

I t r y t o show the n a t u r e o f t h i s change i n M e l v i l l e ' s a t t i t u d e 

towards v i o l e n c e , e s p e c i a l l y how B i l l y has a t t a i n e d the s e l f -

m a s t e r y which Ahab seeks w i t h o u t s u c c e s s , by v i r t u e o f h i s 

l o v e f o r h i s f e l l o w man. I f e e l t h a t B i l l y Budd r e p r e s e n t s 

the summit o f M e l v i l l e ' s a t t e m p t t h r o u g h o u t h i s f i c t i o n t o 

r e c o n c i l e the needs o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l w i t h t h e needs o f 

s o c i e t y , and t h a t the measure o f h i s s u c c e s s i s h i s a b i l i t y t o 

r e p r e s e n t B i l l y ' s v i o l e n c e as a s o c i a l l y r e d e m p t i v e a c t . 

B i l l y d e s t r o y s e v i l and i s i n t u r n d e s t r o y e d by the s o c i e t y 

w h i c h he has p r o t e c t e d ; y e t h i s i n f l u e n c e i s n o t e n t i r e l y 
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removed from s o c i e t y , b u t l i v e s on i n t h e form of a myth. 

I n my c o n c l u s i o n I compare a s p e c t s o f M e l v i l l e ' s use 

of v i o l e n c e w i t h t h a t o f s e v e r a l o t h e r w r i t e r s , b o t h contemn 

p o r a r y and modern. I c o n c l u d e t h a t M e l v i l l e ' s a t t i t u d e t o 

v i o l e n c e i s v e r y i n d i v i d u a l ; n o t o n l y does i t d i f f e r , f o r 

example, from t h a t o f Emerson, who f e l t t h a t i n t h e r e a l m 

o f the t r a n s c e n d e n t a l " t h o s e who shoot and th o s e who a r e 

s h o t prove t o be i d e n t i c a l , " 6 b u t i t a l s o d i f f e r s from t h a t 

o f modern w r i t e r s , such as ;]RVeaningway and H e l l e r , f o r whom 

v i o l e n c e i s more l i k e l y t o r e p r e s e n t e i t h e r a t e s t o f ab

s o l u t e manhood o r the u l t i m a t e o b s c e n i t y . 
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CHAPTER I 

Whatever e l s e i t may "be, Moby-Dick i s c e r t a i n l y a 

book c o n c e r n e d w i t h v i o l e n c e . I t b e g i n s w i t h I s h m a e l ' s 

s u i c i d a l t e n d e n c i e s — " W i t h a p h i l o s o p h i c a l f l o u r i s h Cato 

throws h i m s e l f upon h i s sword; I q u i e t l y t a k e t o the s h i p " 7 

— a n d ends w i t h t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f thewhole? ;social w o r l d , 

s y m b o l i z e d by the Pequod s l i d i n g under the waves. I n be

tween t h e s e two e v e n t s t h e book~j i s f i l l e d w i t h d e s c r i p t i o n s 

o f whales t o r t u r e d by harpoons, v i o l e n t d i s p u t e s between 

members o f t h e Pequod"s crew, d e s t r u c t i o n v i s i t e d upon the 

Pequod by the ocean and the l i f e w h i c h i t c o n t a i n s , and a l l 

the r o u t i n e k i n d s o f n e a r - d i s a s t e r common t o t h e whale-

f i s h e r y . Above a l l e l s e , v i o l e n c e i n Moby-Dick i s a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h C a p t a i n Ahab. He goes f a r beyond even the w e l l - s t r e t 

ched l i m i t s o f the w h a l e - f i s h e r y i n h i s w i l l i n g n e s s t o en

c o u n t e r v i o l e n c e and t o d e f e a t i t . He i s blasphemous, as 

C a p t a i n B i l d a d might say, i n h i s w i l l i n g n e s s t o c o u r t s e l f -

d e s t r u c t i o n ; prudence has no p l a c e i n h i s a r s e n a l o f v i r t u e s . 

I n t h i s c h a p t e r I w i l l a t t e m p t t o show t h a t Ahab's e x c e s s i v e 

i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h v i o l e n c e i s d e p i c t e d a m b i g u o u s l y by M e l v i l l e , 

i n t h a t Ahab i s p o r t r a y e d h e r o i c a l l y i n s o f a r as he embodies 

h e r o i c r e s i s t a n c e t o e l e m e n t a l v i o l e n c e , b u t as m o r a l l y 

r e p r e h e n s i b l e i n s o f a r as he i m p l i c a t e s t h e o t h e r members o f 

h i s s o c i e t y i n h i s p e r s o n a l v e n d e t t a . 

The most a d m i r a b l e f e a t u r e o f Ahab's c h a r a c t e r i n the 

eyes o f h i s crew i s h i s a b i l i t y t o endure the v i o l e n t blows 

of n a t u r e w i t h o u t f l i n c h i n g . L i k e Prometheus, h i s a b i l i t y 
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t o endure pubishment which he i s p o w e r l e s s t o l e s s e n earns 

him r e s p e c t . As t h e Pequod rounds the Cape of Good Hope i n 

p u r s u i t o f the S p i r i t - S p o u t , h e r crew i s exposed t o v i c i o u s 

and p r o l o n g e d at/tacks by the v i o l e n t s e a s . Through i t a l l , 

Ahab h i m s e l f r e f u s e d t o t a k e s h e l t e r : 

W i t h h i s i v o r y l e g i n s e r t e d i n t o i t s accustomed h o l e , 
and w i t h one hand f i r m l y g r a s p i n g a s h r o u d , Ahab f o r hours 
and h o u r s would s t a n d g a z i n g dead t o windward, w h i l e an 
o c c a s s i o n a l s q u a l l o f s l e e t o r snow would a i l b u t c o n g e a l 
h i s v e r y e y e l a s h e s t o g e t h e r . Meantime, the crew d r i v e n 
from the f o r w a r d p a r t o f the s h i p by the p e r i l o u s seas t h a t 
b u r s t i n g l y b r o ke o v e r i t s bows, s t o o d i n a l i n e a l o n g t h e 
b u l w a r k s i n the w a i s t ; and t h e b e t t e r t o guard a g a i n s t t h e 
l e a p i n g waves, each man had s l i p p e d h i m s e l f i n t o a s o r t o f 
b o w l i n e s e c u r e d t o t h e r a i l , i n w h i c h he swung as i n a 
l o o s e n e d b e l t . Few o r no words were spoken; and the s i l e n t 
s h i p , as i f manned by p a i n t e d s a i l o r s i n wax, day a f t e r day 
t o r e on t h r o u g h a l l the s w i f t madness and g l a d n e s s o f the 
demoniac waves. By n i g h t t h e same muteness of humanity be-
f o r e t t h e s h r i e k s o f the ocean p r e v a i l e d ; s t i l l i n s i l e n c e 
the men swung i n the b o w l i n e s ; s t i l l w o r d l e s s Ahab s t o o d up 
to the b l a s t . Even when w e a r i e d n a t u r e seemed demanding 
repose he would n o t seek t h a t r e p o s e i n h i s hammock, (p.202) 

T h i s dogged k i n d o f endurance a g a i n s t t h e v i o l e n c e o f the 

n a t u r a l elements i s one o f Ahab's most a d m i r a b l e c h a r a c t e r i s 

t i c s . 

As Ahab e a g e r l y seeks t o t h r u s t h i m s e l f i n t o prominent 

exposure t o the v i o l e n c e o f t h e waves, so he r e l i s h e s the 

o p p o r t u n i t y o f t e s t i n g h i s f l e s h and b l o o d a g a i n s t the v i o 

l e n c e o f e l e m e n t a l f i r e i n "The C a n d l e s . " W h i l e the r e s t o f 

t h e crew l o o k s i n awe a t t h e mast-heads o m i n o u s l y l i t up w i t h 

l i g h t n i n g , Ahab moves e f f e c t i v e l y t o demonstrate h i s f e a r l e s s 

n e s s : 

"Aye, aye, men!" c r i e d Ahab, "Look up a t i t ; mark 
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i t w e l l ; the w h i t e flame b u t l i g h t s the way t o the White 
Whale! Hand me.those main-mast l i n k s t h e r e ; I would f a i n 
f e e l t h i s p u l s e , and l e t mine b e a t a g a i n s t i t ; b l o o d a g a i n s t 
f i r e ! So." 

Then t u r n i n g — t h e l a s t l i n k h e l d f a s t i n h i s l e f t 
hand, he put h i s f o o t upon the P a r s e e ; and w i t h f i x e d upward 
eye, and h i g h - f l u n g r i g h t arm, he s t o o d e r e c t b e f o r e the 
l o f t y t r i - p o i n t e d t r i n i t y o f f l a m e s . (p.i]-l6) 

Ahab l o o k s on h i s w i l l i n g n e s s t o match b l o o d a g a i n s t f i r e 

as a G o d - l i k e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c . He b e l i e v e s t h a t by e n d u r i n g 

a l l the torments t h a t the f i r e i s c a p a b l e o f i n f l i c t i n g he 

d i s p l a y s h i s i n d i v i d u a l i t y and s e l f - m a s t e r y : 

"Thou c a n s t b l i n d ; b u t I can t h e n grope. Thou c a n s t 
consume; b u t I can t h e n be a s h e s . Take the homage of t h e s e 
p oor eyes, and s h u t t e r - h a n d s . I would not t a k e i t . The 
l i g h t n i n g f l a s h e s t h r o u g h my s k u l l ; mine e y e - b a l l s ache and 
ache; my whole b e a t e n b r a i n seems as beheaded, and r o l l i n g 
on some s t u n n i n g ground. Oh, oh! Yet b l i n d f o l d , y e t w i l l 
I t a l k t o t h e e . " ( p . W ) 

B u t the f i r e s p i r i t too has i t s s u p e r i o r a g a i n s t w h i c h i t 

r e v o l t s , and Ahab thus f e e l s a v i o l e n t k i n s h i p w i t h i t s 

"'Here a g a i n w i t h haughty agony, I r e a d my s i r e . Leap! l e a p 

up, and l i c k the s k y ! I l e a p w i t h t h e e ; I b u r n w i t h t h e e ; 

would f a i n be welded w i t h t h e e ; d e f y i n g l y I w o r s h i p t h e e ! ' " 

(p.4-17) As the mere agent of the " u n s u f f u s i n g t h i n g " beyond 

i t the f i r e i s n o t the most worth y o b j e c t o f Ahab's r e b e l l i o n . 

H i s c a p a c i t y t o a b s o r b i t s v i o l e n t i n t i m i d a t i o n i s a b s o l u t e ; 

s h o r t o f k i l l i n g him, i t cannot d e t e r him from h i s p l a n o f 

revenge. He even uses the f e a r which i t i n s p i r e s i n the r e s t 

o f h i s crew t o enhance h i m s e l f i n t h e i r eyes, as when he 

p i c k s up the f i e r y harpoon and warns the crew: 

" A l l your oaths t o hunt th e White Whale a r e as b i n d i n g 
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as mine; and h e a r t , s o u l , and body, l u n g s and l i f e , o l d 
Ahab i s bound. And t h a t ye may know t o what tune t h i s h e a r t 
b e a t s ; l o o k ye h e r e ; thus I blow out the l a s t f e a r ! " And 
w i t h one b l a s t of h i s b r e a t h he e x t i n g u i s h e d t h e f l a m e . 
(P.^18) 

B u t a l t h o u g h he endures i t , t h e r e can be no doubt t h a t Ahab 

t r u l y s u f f e r s under h i s exposure t o the c o r p o s a n t s . 

Ahab's a t t e m p t t o prove h i s h a r d i h o o d a g a i n s t the 

f o r c e s o f e l e m e n t a l v i o l e n c e goes beyond m e r e l y e x p o s i n g 

h i m s e l f t o them as t h e y t h r u s t t hemselves upon him; he a l s o 

uses h i s i n t e l l i g e n c e t o overcame n a t u r e ' s a t t e m p t s t o de

f l e c t him from h i s purpose. I n "The Needle," Ahab d i s c o v e r s 

t h a t t h e Pequod's compasses have r e v e r s e d t h e m s e l v e s d u r i n g 

t h e m a g n e t i c s t o r m , and now i n d i c a t e t h a t the Pequod i s 

s a i l i n g E a s t r a t h e r t h a n West. The seas a g a i n s t which the 

Pequod had been f i g h t i n g f u r i o u s l y now h e l p t h r u s t h e r on 

h e r way home, Ahab w i l l n o t t o l e r a t e t h i s once he becomes 

aware o f the m i s t a k e , even though the Pequod i s s a i l i n g t h e 

e a s i e s t c o u r s e i 

D e l i b e r a t e l y s t a n d i n g b e f o r e the. b i n n a c l e , and e y e i n g 
t h e t r a n s p o i n t e d compasses, the o l d man, w i t h the sharp o f . 
h i s extended hand, now took the p r e c i s e b e a r i n g o f the sun, 
and s a t i s f i e d t h a t the n e e d l e s were e x a c t l y i n v e r t e d , shouted 
out h i s o r d e r s f o r t h e s h i p ' s c o u r s e t o be changed a c c o r d i n g l y . 
The y a r d s were b r a c e d h a r d up; and once more the Pequod 
t h r u s t h e r undaunted bows i n t o t h e o p p o s i n g w i n d , f o r t h e 
supposed f a i r one had o n l y been j u g g l i n g h e r . (j>,l±2k) 

I t i s c l e a r t h a t Ahab welcomes exposure t o v i o l e n c e from the 

elements; such danger i s a p r i c e he i s w i l l i n g and p r e p a r e d 

t o pay f o r e x e r c i s i n g revenge on the w h i t e whale. Even the 

d e s t r u c t i o n of h i s l o g and l i n e by the " r o l l i n g b i l l o w s " i s 

n o t enough t o d e t e r him. He c o n t i n u e s t o embrace e v e r y 
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o p p o r t u n i t y t o prove t o h i s crew h i s c a p a b i l i t y as t h e i r 

l e a d e r s " ' I c r u s h the q u a d r a n t , the thunder t u r n s the 

n e e d l e s , and now t h e mad sea p a r t s the l o g - l i n g . B u t Ahab 

can mend a l l ' " ( p . ^ 2 7 ) . 

I f Ahab i s c a l l e d upon t o use a l l o f h i s powers of 

r e s i s t a n c e a g a i n s t the v i o l e n c e o f the e l e m e n t s , even 

g r e a t e r f o r t i t u d e i s n e c e s s i t a t e d by the v i o l e n t a t t a c k s 

mounted a g a i n s t him by animated l i f e . A l l the savage c r e a 

t u r e s o f the sea seem t o be a g a i n s t Ahab's s e a r c h f o r r e 

venge on the w h i t e whale. On h i s f i r s t a s c e n t t o the mast

head, f o r example, from w h i c h vantage p o i n t he hopes t o d e s c r y 

Moby D i c k , Ahab i s a t t a c k e d by a savage sea-hawk which removes 

h i s h a t and drops i t o m i n o u s l y i n t o t h e ocean f a r ahead of 

the Pequod (p.Ml-O).® L a t e r , a n o t h e r sea-hawk removes the 

Pequod's f l a g ( p . ^ 6 3 ) , w h i l e s t i l l a n o t h e r i s k i l l e d by 

Tashtego when i t t r i e s t o p r e v e n t Ahab's f l a g from b e i n g 

p l a c e d a t the s i n k i n g Pequod's main-mast. S i m i l a r l y , d u r i n g 

Ahab's p u r s u i t o f Moby D i c k the s h a r k s f o l l o w h i s b o a t " w i t h 

out m o l e s t i n g the o t h e r s ? ( p . ^ 6 3 ) , and chew the b l a d e s o f 

t h e o a r s i n an a p p a r e n t a t t e m p t t o h i n d e r Ahab's p r o g r e s s : 

As Ahab g l i d e d o v e r t h e waves the u n p i t y i n g s h a r k s 
accompanied him; and so p e r t i n a c i o u s l y s t u c k t o the b o a t ; 
and so c o n t i n u a l l y b i t a t the p l y i n g o a r s , t h a t the b l a d e s 
became jagged and c r u n c h e d , and l e f t s m a l l s p l i n t e r s i n 
t h e s e a , a t a l m o s t e v e r y d i p . 

"Heed them n o t ! t h o s e t e e t h but g i v e new r o w l o c k s t o 
y o u r o a r s . P u l l on'. ' t i s the b e t t e r r e s t , the s h a r k ' s jaw 
t h a n the y i e l d i n g w a t e r . " 

"But a t e v e r y b i t e , s i r , t h e t h i n b l a d e s grow s m a l l e r 
and s m a l l e r ! " 

"They w i l l l a s t l o n g enough! p u l l o n ! — B u t who can 
t e l l " — h e m u t t e r e d — " w h e t h e r t h e s e s h a r k s swim t o f e a s t on 
the whale o r on A h a b ? — B u t p u l l on! Aye, a l l a l i v e , now—we 
ne a r him. (pp.^65-66) 
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On p a s s i n g through the S t r a i t s o f Sundra the Pequod i s 

s p u r r e d on i n much the same manner by human s h a r k s — t h e 

M a l a y p i r a t e s . L i k e t h e i r c o u n t e r p a r t s of the a n i m a l w o r l d 

t h e i r i n t e n t i o n i s t o put an end t o Ahab's q u e s t , b u t t h e i r 

a t t e m p t i s l i k e w i s e m i s i n t e r p r e t e d by Ahab, who sees them 

as "whips and r o w e l s " t o the Pequod. He sees h i m s e l f as 

"how b o t h c h a s i n g and b e i n g chased t o h i s d e a d l y end; and 

not o n l y t h a t , b u t a h e r d of r e m o r s e l e s s w i l d p i r a t e s and 

inhuman a t h e i s t i c a l d e v i l s . . , i n f e r n a l l y c h e e r i n g him on 

w i t h t h e i r c u r s e s " (p.3 2 1 ) . 

And as the savage s h a r k s , p i r a t e s , and sea-hawks 

v i o l e n t l y oppose Ahab's voyage, so the h a r m l e s s d e n i z e n s o f 

the deep i n s t i n c t i v e l y a v o i d h i s company. When the Pequod 

passes t h e A l b a t r o s s and Ahab shout s out h i s i n t e n t i o n t o 

chase Moby D i c k , t h e r e i s an ominous occurrence o f t h i s k i n d . 
A t t h a t moment the two wakes were f a i r l y c r o s s e d , 

and i n s t a n t l y , t h e n , i n a c c o r d a n c e w i t h t h e i r s i n g u l a r ways, 
s h o a l s o f s m a l l h a r m l e s s f i s h , t h a t f o r some days b e f o r e had 
been p l a c i d l y swimming by our s i d e , d a r t e d away w i t h what 
seemed s h u d d e r i n g f i n s , and ranged themselves f o r e and a f t 
w i t h the s t r a n g e r ' s f l a n k s . . . . 

"Swim away from me, do ye?" murmured Ahab, g a z i n g 
o v e r i n t o the w a t e r . There seemed b u t l i t t l e i n the words, 
but the tone conveyed more o f deep h e l p l e s s sadness t h a n 
the i n s a n e o l d man had e v e r b e f o r e e v i n c e d . (pp.203-20*0 

D e s e r t e d by the h a r m l e s s a s p e c t s o f n a t u r e , Ahab i s drawn 

e v e r f u r t h e r i n t o the e x c l u s i v e v o r t e x o f v i o l e n c e and des

t r u c t i o n . 

A t the c e n t e r of t h i s v o r t e x Ahab meets w i t h Moby 

D i c k . No o t h e r c r e a t u r e of the sea had been a b l e t o harm 
him over f o r t y y e a r s o f a c t i v e w h a l i n g , b u t w i t h one sweep 
of h i s jaws, Moby D i c k had " d i s m a s t e d him." T h i s was Ahab's 
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f i r s t d e f e a t , an i n s u f f e r a b l e a f f r o n t t o h i s egomania. The 

p h y s i c a l v i o l e n c e p e r p r e t r a t e d on him by Moby D i c k was not 

the most p a i n f u l a s p e c t of Ahab's s u f f e r i n g , however: 

Then, I n d a r t i n g a t the monster, k n i f e i n hand, he 
had b u t g i v e n l o o s e t o a sudden, p a s s i o n a t e , c o r p o r a l a n i 
m o s i t y ; and when he r e c e i v e d the s t r o k e t h a t t o r e him, he p r o 
b a b l y b u t f e l t t he a g o n i z i n g b o d i l y l a c e r a t i o n , b u t n o t h i n g 
more. Y e t , when by t h i s c o l l i s i o n f o r c e d t o t u r n towards 
home, and f o r l o n g months o f days and weeks, Ahab and an
g u i s h l a y s t r e t c h e d t o g e t h e r i n one hammock, r o u n d i n g i n mid 
w i n t e r t h a t d r e a r y , h o w l i n g P a t a g o n i a n Cape; th e n i t was, 
t h a t h i s t o r n body and gashed s o u l b l e d i n t o one a n o t h e r ; 
and so i n t e r f u s i n g , made him mad. ( p . l 6 0 ) 

The p a i n o f Moby D i c k ' s v i o l e n t a s s a u l t on him i s i n c r e a s e d 

f o r Ahab as he broods on h i s i n j u r y w h i l e ashorej„ And 

d u r i n g the a c t u a l voyage Ahab can n e v e r c o m p l e t e l y t r u s t h i s 

i v o r y l e g ; i t wrenches him on h i s r e t u r n t o the Pequod from 

the Samuel Enderby, c a u s i n g g r e a t p a i n , and i s b i t o f f by 

Moby D i c k on the second day o f the chase, l e a v i n g o n l y a 

p a i n f u l s p l i n t e r : "Oh, oh, oh! how t h i s s p l i n t e r gores me 

now! A c c u r s e d f a t e ! t h a t the unconquerable c a p t a i n i n the 

s o u l s h o u l d have such a c r a v e n mate!" ( p . ^ 5 8 ) . Because the 

i v o r y l e g i s t h e same c o l o u r as Moby D i c k , and because i t i s 

made of whalebone, the v i o l e n t p a i n w h i c h i t causes Ahab be

comes e a s i l y a t t r i b u t a b l e i n h i s own mind t o the w h i t e whale. 

I t s e r v e s as a c o n s t a n t i n d i c a t i o n o f the v i o l e n c e which he 

must endure i f h i s m i s s i o n o f revenge i s t o be s u c c e s s f u l . 

These p a i n f u l but n o n - l e t h a l a s s a u l t s on Ahab by Moby 

D i c k a r e o n l y foreshadowings o f the v i o l e n c e which he i s t o 

undergo d u r i n g h i s f i n a l chase o f the w h i t e whale. I t i s 

one o f t h e g r e a t n e s s e s of Moby-Dick t h a t Ahab's a s s e r t i o n of 

the v i o l e n t i n t e n t i o n s o f Moby D i c k towards him i s borne out 
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i n the p h y s i c a l e v e n t s of the t h r e e day's chase. On the 

f i r s t day h i s b o a t i s d e s t r o y e d and Ahab h i m s e l f i s p h y s i 

c a l l y and m e n t a l l y exhausted} " F a r i n l a n d , nameless w a i l s 

came from him, as d e s o l a t e sounds from out r a v i n e s " (p . 4 5 1 ) . ( : 

On the second day Ahab's b o a t i s s t o v e i n a g a i n and h i s 

i v o r y l e g i s snapped o f f . As he t e l l s the crew, he has 

r e a c h e d a p o i n t beyond w h i c h he can no l o n g e r f e e l b o d i l y 

p a i n i 

"Even w i t h a b r o k e n bone, o l d Ahab i s untouched; and 
I a c c o u n t no l i v i n g bone o f mine one j o t more me, t h a n t h i s 
dead one t h a t ' s l o s t . Nor w h i t e whale, n o r man, n o r f i e n d , 
can so much as g r a z e o l d Ahab i n h i s own p r o p e r and i n a c c e s 
s i b l e b e i n g . Can any l e a d t o u c h yonder f l o o r , any mast 
s c r a p e yonder r o o f ? " ( p . ^ 5 8 ) 

The t h i r d day's chase sees the s i n k i n g o f Ahab's 

s h i p by Moby D i c k . I n a g e s t u r e o f f i n a l d e f i a n c e , Ahab 

h u r l s h i s harpoon i n t o the w h i t e whale, r e f u s i n g t o submit 

t o the i n t i m i d a t i o n o f v i o l e n c e s 

The harpoon was d a r t e d ; the s t r i c k e n whale f l e w f o r 
ward; w i t h i g n i t i n g v e l o c i t y t h e l i n e r a n t h r o u g h the groove; 
— r a n f o u l . Ahab stooped t o c l e a r i t ; he d i d c l e a r i t ; b u t 
the f l y i n g t u r n caught him round the neck, and v o i c e l e s s l y 
as T u r k i s h mutes b o w s t r i n g t h e i r v i c t i m , he was s h o t out o f 
the b o a t , e r e t h e crew knew he was gone. Next i n s t a n t , the 
heavy e y e - s p l i c e i n t h e rope's f i n a l end f l e w out of the 
s t a r k - e m p t y t u b , knocked down an oarsman, and s m i t i n g the 
s e a , d i s a p p e a r e d i n i t s d e p t h s . (p.i|<68) 

Because o f h i s r e f u s a l t o submit t o t h e b u l l y i n g v i o l e n c e o f 

the gods, Ahab's f i n a l i n t e g r i t y and h i s s t a t u r e as a t r a g i c 

h e r o a r e u n d e n i a b l e ; as R i c h a r d S e w a l l p o i n t s o u t , 

I n the end, Ahab goes down ' d e a t h - g l o r i o u s ' l i k e h i s 
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s h i p , 'ungodly' y e t ' g o d l i k e , ' demonic i n h i s own h a te and 
vengeance, y e t n o b l e i n h i s sense of the community of a l l 
u n j u s t s u f f e r i n g . The book does not pronounce him good o r 
e v i l . . . b u t c a r r y i n g ' h i m t h r o u g h h i s f a t a l a c t i o n i n a l l 
i t s t e n s i o n s , p a r a d o x e s , and a m b i g u i t i e s , the book, l i k e a 
t r u e t r a g e d y , goes d e e p l y i n t o the m y s t e r i e s o f a l l m o r a l 
judgements.9 

Ahab's t r a g i c s t a t u r e as the o b j e c t o f v i o l e n c e d i 

r e c t e d a g a i n s t him by a m a l i g n a n t power i s o n l y one s i d e o f 

h i s c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n , however. He i s a l s o the p e r p r e t a t o r 

o f u n j u s t v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t h i s crew. S t a r b u c k r e a l i z e s t h i s 

paradox? i n c h a p t e r 38 ("Dusk") he f o r m u l a t e s a r e p l y t o 

Ahab's q u a r t e r - d e c k speech: "Who's over him, he c r i e s ; — a y e , 

he would be a democrat t o a l l above; l o o k , how he l o r d s i t 

o v e r a l l below!" (p.1^8) T h i s i n c o n s i s t e n c y i n Ahab's p h i l o 

sophy i s w e l l - d e v e l o p e d t h r o u g h o u t the n o v e l as Ahab uses h i s 

p o s i t i o n t o t y r a n n i z e over the crew. 

The f i r s t i n d i c a t i o n o f Ahab's w i l l i n g n e s s t o use the 

v i o l e n t t a c t i c s he d e p l o r e s i n h i s omnipotent a d v e r s a r y him

s e l f comes i n the c h a p t e r i m m e d i a t e l y f o l l o w i n g I s h m a e l ' s 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f h i s captainte f i r s t appearance above decks 

" w i t h a c r u c i f i x i o n i n h i s f a c e ; i n a l l the nameless r e g a l 

o v e r b e a r i n g d i g n i t y of some m i g h t y woe" (p.111) . I n the n e x t 

c h a p t e r , Stubb s u g g e s t s t h a t the n o i s e o f Ahab's n o c t u r n a l 

p a c i n g s might be l e s s e n e d i f h i s i v o r y l e g were somehow 

m u f f l e d : 

"Am I a c a n n o n - b a l l , Stubb," s a i d Ahab, " t h a t thou 
w o u l d s t use me t h a t f a s h i o n ? But go t h y ways; I had f o r g o t . 
Below t o t h y n i g h t l y g r a v e ; where such as ye s l e e p between 
sh r o u d s , t o use ye t o the f i l l i n g one a t l a s t . — D o w n , dog, 
and k e n n e l ! " 
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S t a r t i n g a t the u n f o r e s e e n c o n c l u d i n g exclamation o f 
the so s u d d e n l y s c o r n f u l o l d man, Stubb was s p e e c h l e s s a 
moment; t h e n s a i d e x c i t e d l y , " I am not used t o be spoken t o 
t h a t way, s i r ; I do b u t l e s s t h a n h a l f l i k e i t , s i r . " . . . 

"Then be c a l l e d t e n t i m e s a donkey, and a mule, and 
an a s s , and begone, o r ' I ' l l c l e a r the w o r l d o f the e ! " 

As he s a i d t h i s , Ahab advanced upon hMwi&i^s.uch o v e r 
b e a r i n g t e r r o r s i n h i s a s p e c t , t h a t Stubb i n v o l u n t a r i l y r e 
t r e a t e d . (pp.112-113) 

As the c h a p t e r p r e c e d i n g t h i s d e s c r i b e d Ahab's " c r u x i f i x i o n " 

— h i s s u s c e p t i b i l i t y t o v i o l e n c e — s o t h i s one i n d i c a t e s h i s 

w i l l i n g n e s s t o employ v i o l e n t means h i m s e l f i n o r d e r t o en

f o r c e h i s w i l l . I t i s more t h a n a n y t h i n g e l s e the g r a t u i t o u s 

n a t u r e o f the v i o l e n c e he uses t o s u b j u g a t e Stubb t h a t i n d i 

c a t e s the c a l l o u s n e s s t o which h i s humanity has been reduced 

i n t he c o u r s e o f h i s own s u f f e r i n g . 

Ahab i s too i n t e l l i g e n t t o p r e j u d i c e h i s c o n t r o l o f 

the crew by o v e r l y b l a t a n t use o f v i o l e n c e , h o w e v e r — a t 

l e a s t d u r i n g the e a r l y p a r t of the Pequod's c r u i s e . H i s 

speech t o them i n "The Quarter-Deck" i s a m a s t e r f u l a t t e m p t 

t o persuade them t o j o i n him i n h i s s e a r c h f o r revenge o f 

t h e i r own f r e e w i l l s . Ahab's a p p e a l i s couched i n terms t h a t 

he f e e l s w i l l be e f f e c t i v e i n w i n n i n g them over t o h i s hun.g; 

i n t u r n , he a p p e a l s t o t h e i r l o v e o f e x c i t e m e n t , t h e i r a v a 

r i c e , and t h e i r p i t y f o r the p a i n f u l i n j u r y i n f l i c t e d on him 

by the w h i t e whale. As a reward f o r t h e i r agreement, he 

g i v e s them l i q u o r . When S t a r b u c k r e m o n s t r a t e s w i t h him, on 

the grounds t h a t t o be "enraged w i t h a dumb t h i n g , C a p t a i n 

Ahab, seems blasphemous," Ahab s i l e n c e s him w i t h a t o r r e n t 

of r e a s o n s f o r h i s h a t r e d o f t h e w h i t e whale, and t h e h i n t 

t h a t i f he r e f u s e s t o h e l p he w i l l l a y h i m s e l f open t o t h e 
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charge o f c o w a r d i c e . On the s u r f a c e , a t l e a s t , t h e r e i s 

no d i s c e r n i b l e v i o l e n c e i n Ahab's a p p e a l t o the men; he 

a t t e m p t s t o persuade them i n t o h e l p i n g him r a t h e r t h a n i n 

t i m i d a t i n g them. However, he does c h a l l e n g e the mates t o 

w i t n e s s t h e i n t e n s i t y o f h i s d e s i r e f o r revenge by m e e t i n g 

h i s eyes, and c l e a r l y i n t i m a t e s t h a t t h e i r i n a b i l i t y t o do 

so s a f e g u a r d s them from i n s t a n t d e s t r u c t i o n : 

"Advance, ye mates! C r o s s your l a n c e s f u l l "before 
me. W e l l done! L e t me t o u c h the a x i s . " ' So s a y i n g , w i t h 
extended arm, he grasped t h e t h r e e l e v e l , r a d i a t i n g l a n c e s 
a t t h e i r c r o s s e d c e n t r e ; w h i l e so d o i n g , s u d d e n l y and n e r 
v o u s l y t w i t c h e d them; meanwhile, g l a n c i n g i n t e n t l y from 
S t a r b u c k t o Stubb; from Stubb t o F l a s k . I t seemed as 
though, by some nameless, i n t e r i o r v o l i t i o n , he would f a i n 
have shocked i n t o them th e same f i e r y emotion a c c u m u l a t e d 
w i t h i n the Leyden j a r o f h i scam'magnetic l i f e . The t h r e e 
mates q u a i l e d b e f o r e h i s s t r o n g , s u s t a i n e d , and m y s t i c a s p e c t . 
Stubb and F l a s k l o o k e d sideways from him; the h o n e s t eye of 
S t a r b u c k f e l l d o w n r i g h t . 

" I n v a i n ! " c r i e d Ahab; " b u t , maybe, ' t i s w e l l . F o r 
d i d ye t h r e e b u t once t a k e the f u l l - f > r c e d shock, t h e n mine 
own e l e c t r i c t h i n g , t h a t had perhaps e x p i r e d from out me, 
P e r c h a n c e , t o o , i t would have dropped ye dead." (p.1^6) 

The v i o l e n c e w h i c h i s i m p l i c i t i n "The Quarter-Deck" 

comes t o the s u r f a c e i n the f o l l o w i n g c h a p t e r , as the crew 

c e l e b r a t e t h e i r i s s u e o f g r o g w i t h f e s t i v i t i e s i n the f o r e 

c a s t l e . As the winds and the waves r i s e , t h e i r d a n c i n g 

changes i m p e r c e p t i b l y i n t o a q u a r r e l between Daggoo and the 

S p a n i s h s a i l o r . The crew g a t h e r e x c i t e d l y i n t o a c i r c l e 

a round the two combatants, u r g i n g them on, w h i l e the o l d 

Manx s a i l o r r e f l e c t s on man's c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y v i o l e n t 

n a t u r e : "Ready formed. There! the r i n g e d h o r i z o n . . I n t h a t 
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r i n g C a i n s t r u c k A b e l . Sweet work, r i g h t work! No? Why-

t h e n , God, mad'st ĥ-o.u??, the r i n g ? " (p. 1 5 M The h o r i z o n 

o f man's p o t e n t i a l , t h e n , i n c l u d e s a c r i p p l i n g tendency t o 

e n t e r i n t o c o n f l i c t w i t h h i s f e l l o w man. T h i s i s the o n l y 

i n s t a n c e i n t h e n o v e l o f p h y s i c a l c o n f l i c t w i t h i n the crew, 

and coming as i t does i m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r Ahab's reward o f 

l i q u o r t o t h e crew, i t c l e a r l y i m p l i c a t e s him as i n p a r t 

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h i s v i o l e n c e . Not o n l y does he h i m s e l f 

r e s o r t t o v i o l e n c e , t h e n , b u t he a l s o causes s t r i f e among 

the crew, and t h i s i s the most s e r i o u s drawback t o the 

p h i l o s o p h y o f v i o l e n c e w h i c h he a d v o c a t e s . 

As the c r u i s e o f the Pequod c o n t i n u e s , Ahab becomes 

l e s s a b l e t h a n b e f o r e t o c o n c e a l h i s v i o l e n t b e h a v i o u r from 

the crew. When S t a r b u c k r e p o r t s a l e a k among the c a s k s o f 

whale o i l i n t h e h o l d and s u g g e s t s t h a t the s h i p be h a l t e d 

u n t i l t h e l e a k can be l o c a t e d , Ahab's r e a c t i o n i s i n s i s t e n t l y 

n e g a t i v e . When S t a r b u c k c o n t i n u e s t o recommend t h e r e p a i r s , 

and q u e s t i o n s Ahab's judgement, h i s c a p t a i n ' s r e a c t i o n i s 

s w i f t and v i o l e n t s 

Ahab s e i z e d a l o a d e d musket from t h e r a c k ( f o r m i n g 
p a r t o f most South-Sea-men's c a b i n f u r n i t u r e ) , and p o i n t i n g 
i t towards S t a r b u c k , e x c l a i m e d : "There i s one God t h a t i s 
L o r d o ver the e a r t h , and one C a p t a i n t h a t i s l o r d o v e r the 
P e q u o d . — On deck!" (p.39*0 

T h i s scene r e c a l l s Ahab's e a r l i e r contemptuous b e h a v i o r t o 

wards Stubb; i n b o t h cases Ahab's mates have r e c e i v e d un

j u s t i f i a b l y h a r s h t r e a t m e n t from t h e i r c a p t a i n . B u t Ahab's 

e v i d e n t w i l l i n g n e s s t o r e s o r t t o v i o l e n c e s e r v e s i t s purpose 
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i n b r e a k i n g t h e i r r e s i s t a n c e t o h i s supreme a u t h o r i t y . No 

l o n g e r do t h e y b e l i e v e t h a t Ahab can be d e f l e c t e d from h i s 

q u e s t by e i t h e r l o g i c o r c o n s i d e r a t i o n f o r the crew; and as 

the s e a r c h f o r Moby D i c k c o n t i n u e s , t h i s f a c t becomes i n 

c r e a s i n g l y e v i d e n t . 

I n "The C a n d l e s , " f o r i n s t a n c e , S t a r b u c k makes an

o t h e r a t t e m p t t o persuade Ahab t o r e s p e c t t h e e v i l omens and 

t o s a i l f o r home, t o t e r m i n a t e h i s voyage " i l l begun, i l l 

c o n t i n u e d . " H i s p l e a t o Ahab i s made w i t h i n the h e a r i n g o f 

the s u p e r s t i t i o u s crew. 

O v e r h e a r i n g S t a r b u c k , the p a n i c - s t r i c k e n crew i n s t a n t l y 
r a n t o the b r a c e s — t h o u g h n o t a s a i l was l e f t a l o f t . F o r the 
moment a l l the a g h a s t mate's t h o u g h t s seemed t h e i r s ; t h e y 
r a i s e d a h a l f mutinous c r y . B u t d a s h i n g the r a t t l i n g l i g h t 
n i n g l i n k s t o the deck, and s n a t c h i n g the b u r n i n g harpoon, 
Ahab waved i t l i k e a t o r c h among them; s w e a r i n g t o t r a n s f i x 
w i t h i t t h e f i r s t s a i l o r t h a t b u t c a s t l o o s e a r o p e ' s end. 
P e t r i f i e d by h i s aspect,, and s t i l l more s h r i n k i n g from the 
f i e r y d a r t t h a t he h e l d , the men f e l l back i n dismay, . . . 
( P > 1 8 ) 

Ahab now makes no a t t e m p t t o r e a s o n w i t h the crew; he r e l i e s 

on naked t e r r o r t o e n f o r c e h i s w i l l , and the crew i s i n t i m i 

dated by h i s i n d i s c r i m i n a t e t h r e a t s o f v i o l e n c e . 

As t h e hunt f o r Moby D i c k approaches i t s c l i m a x Ahab's 

t o l e r a n c e wears t h i n . I n "The Needle," he d i s c o v e r s the 

helmsman s t e e r i n g the wrong c o u r s e and s t r i k e s him, t h i n k i n g 

t h a t he has m u t i n o u s l y a t t e m p t e d t o r e t u r n t o N a n t u c k e t . H i s 

a t t i t u d e towards P i p changes, a l s o , from one of p r o t e c t i v e n e s s 

and t o l e r a n c e t o one o f i m p a t i e n c e . When he n o t i c e s that P i p ' s 

madness may weanhhim from h i s purpose, he has no h e s i t a t i o n 

i n o r d e r i n g him t o s t o p h i s p l e a d i n g f o r t h e abandonment o f 
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the quests "Weep so, and I w i l l murder thee I have a c a r e , 

f o r Ahab to o i s mad" ( p . ^ 3 6 ) . 

By the second day of the chase, when Ahab's o r i e n t a l 

crew s h r i n k f e a r f u l l y from p u r s u i n g Moby D i c k , Ahab i s no 

l o n g e r w i l l i n g t o c o n c e a l h i s monomania b e h i n d a mask of 

reasons "Down, men', the f i r s t t h i n g t h a t b u t o f f e r s t o jump 

from t h i s b o a t I s t a n d i n , t h a t t h i n g I harpoon. Ye a r e not 

o t h e r men, b u t my arms and l e g s ; and so obey me" ( p . ^ 6 5 ) . 

As Ahab n e a r s the c o m p l e t i o n o f h i s q u e s t h i s s u p e r f i c i a l 

t o l e r a n c e and human c o n c e r n f a l l from him, and he s t a n d s r e 

v e a l e d as a t o t a l l y e g o c e n t r i c m o n s t r o s i t y c a p a b l e o n l y o f 

v i o l e n c e . 

When Ahab's s u f f e r i n g and consequent use o f v i o l e n c e 

t o e n f o r c e h i s will51s l o o k e d a t i n the n a r r o w e s t p e r s p e c t i v e 

i t may w e l l appear t h a t h i s i n h u m a n i t y t o h i s crew i s emin

e n t l y j u s t i f i a b l e ; b u t when l o o k e d a t more b r o a d l y , i t be

comes e v i d e n t t h a t h i s p h i l o s o p h y o f v i o l e n c e i s f a r i n f e r i o r 

t o I s h m a e l ' s humanism. F o r Ahab's m o r a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s a r e 

n o t o n l y t o h i m s e l f , b u t - a l s o t o the crew which he c a p t a i n s 

— o f f i c i a l l y and i n t e l l e c t u a l l y . He i s a b l e t o o b t a i n the 

chance f o r h i s revenge o n l y by f a l s e p r e t e n c e s , b o t h towards 

the s h i p ' s owners and the crew; and as a consequence h i s 

Promethean s e l f - s a c r i f i c e i s marred by h i s w i l l i n g n e s s t o 

expend the l i v e s o f o t h e r s i n h i s own a s s e r t i o n o f g r e a t n e s s . 

There i s no doubt, however, t h a t Ahab i s i n h i m s e l f a 

g r e a t and r e p r e s e n t a t i v e l y t r a g i c . f i g u r e . However mad h i s 

p h i l o s o p h y o f v i o l e n t d e f i a n c e a p p e a r s , i t has the one g r e a t 
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v i r t u e o f t a k i n g i n t o a c c o u n t the f u l l f o r c e o f human s u f f e r 

i n g . Ahab does n o t i g n o r e the v i o l e n t a s p e c t o f the uniuerse, 

as does S t a r b u c k , and he i s more c a p a b l e t h a n h i s l e s s i n t e l l i 

g e n t crew of d i s c e r n i n g the p e r v a s i v e n e s s o f e v i l i n human l i f e . 

As a consequence, he i s more s u i t e d t o t a k e onto h i s own 

s h o u l d e r s the burden of human i n d i g n a t i o n a g a i n s t t r a n s c e n 

d e n t a l e v i l . I n h i s p r e s c r i p t i o n t o the c a r p e n t e r f o r the 

k i n d o f man i d e a l l y s u i t e d t o the burden he c a r r i e s he shows 

h i m s e l f f u l l y aware of man's weakness: 

" I ' l l o r d e r a complete man a f t e r a d e s i r a b l e p a t t e r n . 
I m p r i m i s , f i f t y f e e t h i g h i n h i s s o c k s ; t h e n , c h e s t m o d e l l e d 
a f t e r the Thames T u n n e l ; t h e n , l e g s w i t h r o o t s t o 'em, t o 
s t a y i n one p l a c e ; t h e n , arms t h r e e f e e t t h r o u g h the w r i s t ; 
no h e a r t a t a l l , b r a s s f o r e h e a d , and about a q u a r t e r of an 
a c r e o f f i n e b r a i n s ; and l e t me s e e — s h a l l I o r d e r eyes t o 
see outwards? No, b u t p u t a s k y - l i g h t on top o f h i s head t o 
i l l u m i n a t e inwards."(p.3 9 0 ) 

I n h i s s p e c i f i c a t i o n t h a t t h i s p e r f e c t specimen s h o u l d have 

no h e a r t , Ahab shows h i m s e l f t o be aware t h a t the a b i l i t y t o 

f e e l v i o l e n c e i s mankind's g r e a t e s t burden. 

A n d< o o f a l l the s u f f e r i n g s t h a t can a f f l i c t man, the 

w o r s t , i n Ahab's o p i n i o n , a,is f o r him t o f i n d h i m s e l f a t t a c k e d 

u n j u s t l y . T h i s i s the w o r s t s u f f e r i n g because man i s u n a b l e 

t o r a t i o n a l i z e o r i n t e l l e c t u a l i z e i t , o r t o d e a l w i t h i t i n 

any o r d e r l y manner. T h i s i s i n s u f f e r a b l e t o any i n t e l l e c t u a l , 

b u t e s p e c i a l l y s o . t o a w h a l i n g c a p t a i n l i k e Ahab, whose occu

p a t i o n c o n s i s t s i n t h e m e t h o d i c a l p r o c e s s i n g of e x t r e m e l y 

p o w e r f u l c r e a t u r e s , _ He. i s accustomed t o s u b d u i n g the h a z a r d s 

o f t h e whale f i s h e r y t h r o u g h method, and as h i s c a r e f u l mani

p u l a t i o n of h i s crew's emotions shows, he i s e q u a l l y c a p a b l e 
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o f a p p l y i n g h i s method t o the c o n t r o l of humanity. When he 

comes up a g a i n s t a whale w h i c h d i s r u p t s t h i s method, l i k e 

Moby D i c k , he i s more t h a n n o r m a l l y d i s c o m f i t e d . H i s medi

t a t i o n on the i n s u f f e r a b l y i l l o g i c a l e f f e c t s of n a t u r a l i s t i c 

v i o l e n c e i s c l e a r l y e n u n c i a t e d i n "The Sphynx," where he 

a d d r e s s e s the head of a Sperm Whale a t t a c h e d t o t h e Fequod; 

"Speak, m i g h t y head, and t e l l us the s e c r e t t h i n g t h a t 
i s i n t h e e , Of a l l d i v e r s , t h o u has d i v e d the d eepest. That 
head upon which the upper sun now gleams, has moved amid t h i s 
w o r l d ' s f o u n d a t i o n s . Where u n r e c o r d e d names and n a v i e s r u s t , 
and u n t o l d hopes and a n c h o r s r o t ; where i n h e r murderous h o l d 
t h i s f r i g a t e e a r t h i s b a l l a s t e d w i t h bones o f m i l l i o n s o f the 
drowned; t h e r e , i n t h a t a w f u l w a t e r - l a n d , t h e r e was thy,:- most 
f a m i l i a r home. Thou h a s t been where b e l l o r d i v e r n e v e r went; 
h a s t s l e p t by many a s a i l o r ' s s i d e , where s l e e p l e s mothers 
would g i v e t h e i r l i v e s t o l a y them down. Thou saw'st the 
l o c k e d l o v e r s when l e a p i n g from t h e i r f l a m i n g s h i p ; h e a r t t o 
h e a r t t h e y sank beneath th e e x u l t i n g wave; t r u e t o each o t h e r , 
when heaven seemed f a l s e t o them. Thou saw'st the murdered 
mate when t o s s e d by p i r a t e s from the m i d n i g h t deck; f o r hours 
he f e l l i n t o the deeper m i d n i g h t o f the i n s a t i a t e maw; and 
h i s m u r d e r e r s s t i l l s a i l e d on u n h a r m e d — w h i l e s w i f t l i g h t n i n g s 
s h i v e r e d t h e n e i g h b o r i n g ship'.that would have borne a r i g h 
teous husband t o o u t s t r e t c h e d , l o n g i n g arms, 0 head! thoug 
h a s t seen enough t o s p l i t the p l a n e t s and make a n i i n f i d e l of 
Abraham, and n o t one s y l l a b l e i s t h i n e ! " (p.264) 

The p a r a d o x i c a l f a c t t h a t r i g h t e o u s n e s s p r o v i d e s no immunity 

from v i o l e n c e i s the s o u r c e o f Ahab's g r e a t e s t woe, and l e a d s 

him t o abandon h i s a t t e m p t t o c o n c i l i a t e the h e a r t l e s s gods i n 

f a v o u r o f a p h i l o s o p h y o f d e f i a n c e and r e t r i b u t i v e v i o l e n c e . 

As I mentioned i n my d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e c h a p t e r t i t l e d 

" M i d n i g h t , F o r e c a s t l e , " perhaps Ahab's most s i n i s t e r a s p e c t i s 

h i s m i suse of h i s p o s i t i o n a t the head o f t h e c r e w — b o t h i n 

t e l l e c t u a l l y and s o c i a l l y - - t o m a n i p u l a t e t h e i r v a r i o u s w i l l s 

i n t o agreement w i t h h i s p h i l o s o p h y o f v i o l e n t d e f i a n c e . The 

o n l y i n c i d e n t o f p h y s i c a l v i o l e n c e among the crew members, i t 
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w i l l be remembered, o c c u r ss as a r e s u l t o f Ahab's g i f t of 

e x t r a r a t i o n s o f grog. M e l v i l l e e l a b o r a t e s Ahab's s u c c e s s 

i n t w i s t i n g t h e crew i n t o h i s d i a b o l i c a l frame of mind i n 

"The Chase—Second Day" i n o r d e r t o emphasize Ahab's m o r a l 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r t h e i r d e aths and undoubted damnation. 

Y e t i t i s i m p o r t a n t t o o b s e r ve t h a t , j u s t as h i s g i f t of 

l i q u o r o n l y b r o u g h t t o t h e s u r f a c e h i s crew's i n h e r e n t 

l i a b i l i t y t o commit v i o l e n c e , and d i d not i n s t i l l the im

p u l s e t o v i o l e n c e i n them, so he i s o n l y p a r t i a l l y r e s p o n 

s i b l e f o r t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the c l i m a c t i c s t r u g g l e w i t h 

Moby D i c k , M e f v i l l e i s c a r e f u l t o p o i n t out t h a t t h e y them

s e l v e s d e r i v e e x c i t e m e n t from the chase, and welcome the 

o p p o r t u n i t y o f t h r o w i n g o f f a l l r e s t r a i n t i n t h e e m o t i o n o f 

the moment: 

The f r e n z i e s o f t h e chase had by t h i s time worked 
them b u b b l i n g up, l i k e o l d wine worked anew. Whatever p a l e 
f e a r s and f o r e b o d i n g s some o f them might have f e l t b e f o r e ; 
t h e s e were not o n l y now k e p t out o f s i g h t t h rough the grow
i n g awe o f Ahab, b u t t h e y were b r o k e n up, and on a l l s i d e s 
r o u t e d , as t i m i d p r a i r i e h a r e s t h a t s c a t t e r b e f o r e the 
b o u n ding b i s o n . The hand of F a t e had s n a t c h e d a l l t h e i r 
s o u l s ; and by the s t i r r i n g p e r i l s o f the p r e v i o u s day; the 
r a c k of t h e p a s t n i g h t ' s suspense; the f i x e d , u n f e a r i n g , 
b l i n d , r e c k l e s s way i n w h i c h t h e i r w i l d c r a f t went p l u n g i n g 
towards i t s f l y i n g mark; by a l l t h e s e t h i n g s , t h e i r h e a r t s 
were bowled a l o n g . The wind t h a t made g r e a t b e l l i e s o f 
t h e i r s a i l s , and r u s h e d t h e v e s s e l on by arms i n v i s i b l e as 
i r r e s i s t i b l e ; t h i s seemed the symbol of t h a t unseen agency 
w h i c h so e n s l a v e d them t o the r a c e . 

They were one man, n o t t h i r t y . , . and were a l l 
d i r e c t e d t o t h a t f a t a l g o a l w h i c h Ahab t h e i r one l o r d and 
k e e l d i d p o i n t t o . (pp. ^ 5 ^ - ^ 5 5 ) 

The l i m i t a t i o n s , . o f Ahab.'s p h i l o s o p h y , o f v i o l e n c e become es

p e c i a l l y a p p a r e n t when i t i s b a l a n c e d a g a i n s t Ishmael's 

b r o a d humanism. I s h m a e l i s no l e s s aware t h a n Ahab of the 
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b u t he i s a b l e t o see and a p p r e c i a t e its-amis l e a d i n g b u t 

n e v e r t h e l e s s r e a l b e a u t y . Perhaps the most i m p r e s s i v e i n 

s t a n c e o f t h i s a b i l i t y i s I s h m a e l ' s d e s c r i p t i o n of the i n n o 

c e n t l y b e a u t i f u l a c t i v i t i e s of the whales w h i c h mate i n the 

m i d s t of a c i r c l e o f s l a u g h t e r , i n "The Grand Armada": 

Some of the s u b t l e s t s e c r e t s of the seas seemed 
d i v u l g e d t o us i n t h i s enchanted pond. We saw young 
L e v i a t h a n amours i n the deep. 

And t h u s , though surrounded by c i r c l e upon c i r c l e o f 
c o n s t e r n a t i o n and a f f r i g h t s , d i d t h e s e i n s c r u t a b l e c r e a t u r e s 
a t t h e c e n t e r f r e e l y and f e a r l e s s l y i n d u l g e i n a l l p e a c e f u l 
concernments;. yea, s e r e n e l y r e v e l l e d i n d a l l i a n c e and d e l i g h t . 
B u t even so, amid the t o r n a d o e d A t l a n t i c cfmy/being, do I 
m y s e l f s t i l l f o r e v e r c e n t r a l l y d i s p o r t i n mute calm; and 
w h i l e ponderous p l a n e t s o f unwaning woe r e v o l v e round me, 
deep down and deep i n l a n d t h e r e I s t i l l b a t h e me i n e t e r n a l 
m i l d n e s s of j o y . ( p . 3 2 6 ) 1 0 

U n l i k e Ahab, I s h m a e l a c c e p t s the t e m p o r a l n a t u r e o f h a p p i n e s s ; 

s i n c e by many p r o l o n g e d , r e p e a t e d e x p e r i e n c e s , . I have 
p e r c e i v e d t h a t i n a l l c a s e s man must e v e n t u a l l y l o w e r , or a t 
l e a s t s h i f t , h i s c o n c e i t o f a t t a i n a b l e f e l i c i t y ; n o t p l a c i n g 
i t anywhere i n the i n t e l l e c t o r t h e f a n c y ; b u t i i n the w i f e , 
the h e a r t , the bed, the t a b l e , the s a d d l e , t h e f i r e - s i d e , the 
c o u n t r y ; . . . (p.3^9) 

He r e a d i l y a c c e p t s the f a c t t h a t he is«part of a c a n n i b a l i s t i c 

u n i v e r s e — " I m y s e l f am a savage, owning no a l l e g i a n c e b u t t o 

the K i n g o f the C a n n i b a l s ; and r e a d y a t any moment t o r e b e l 

a g a i n s t him" ( p . 2 3 2 ) — b u t a t the same t i m e , t h r o u g h t h i s 

knowledge he matures i n t o the "wisdom t h a t i s woe," w h i l e 

Ahab f a l l s i n t o the e r r o r o f the "woe t h a t i s madness" (p.3 5 5 ) . 

As Ahab else w h e r e says of h i s p o s i t i o n : " G i f t e d w i t h the h i g h 

p e r c e p t i o n , I l a c k the low, e n j o y i n g power; damned, most 
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s u b t l y and most m a l i g n a n t l y ! damned i n the m i d s t of P a r a 

d i s e ! " (p. 1^7) That3,is t o say, Ahab has a l l o w e d h i s p e r c e p 

t i o n o f the p e r v a s i v e n e s s o f v i o l e n c e t o deaden him, t o c u t 

him o f f from a l l o r d i n a r y human p l e a s u r e s . O n l y i n a c t s o f 

pure v i o l e n c e can he redeem the meaninglessnegsGiSfi h i s o l i f e . 

Ahab i s t h e r e f o r e t r e a t e d i n two b a s i c ways i n Moby-

D i c k . H i s p h i l o s o p h y of v i o l e n t d e f i a n c e a g a i n s t the un

j u s t gods i s defended by M e l v i l l e , i m p l i c i t l y , by making him 

a h e r o i c f i g u r e on the grounds t h a t he t h i n k s h i m s e l f t o 

have s u f f e r e d g r e a t l y a t t h e i r hands. On t h i s view^he i s 

n o t t o be blamed f o r any o f h i s a c t i o n s , i n c l u d i n g h i s im

p l i c a t i o n o f the crew i n h i s own d e s t r u c t i o n . The o t h e r v i e w 

of Ahab's v i o l e n t p h i l o s o p h y - i s more c r i t i c a l o f the o l d 

c a p t a i n . I t s b a s i s i s the h u m a n i t a r i a n one t h a t any v i o l e n c e 

done t o a human b e i n g i s r e p r e h e n s i b l e and e v i l — h o w e v e r 

j u s t i f i e d i n terms of cosmic p r o v o c a t i o n . Because Ahab i s 

g r a t u i t u o u s l y v i o l e n t i n h i s d e a l i n g s w i t h h i s crew, and be

cause as the p l o t p p r o g r e s s e s he becomes l e s s concerned w i t h 

t h e i r w e l f a r e t h a n f o r m e r l y , h i s a c t i o n s a r e r e p r e h e n s i b l e . 

Ahab's madness i s the d e v i c e used by M e l v i l l e t o a l l o w t h e s e 

two a t t i t u d e s towards the o l d c a p t a i n t o c o - e x i s t . However 

r e p r e h e n s i b l e the c a p t a i n ' s v i o l e n c e towards h i s crew appears 

t o be the. f a c t remains t h a t he has been d r i v e n mad by t h e 

v i o l e n c e o f c i r c u m s t a n c e s . 

As I have t r i e d t o show i n t h i s c h a p t e r , Moby-Dick 

d e a l s w i t h man's r e l a t i o n s h i p t o v i o l e n c e . Ahab i s shown t o 

be a m o r a l l y m a g n i f i c e n t f i g u r e i n s o f a r as h i s a b i l i t y t o 

c o n s t r u c t a m e a n i n g f u l l i f e and d e a t h out o f t h e m a t e r i a l s 
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o f s u f f e r i n g i s co n c e r n e d , t h r o u g h h i s p h i l o s o p h y o f v i o l e n t 

d e f i a n c e , b u t he a l s o i s m o r a l l y r e p r e h e n s i b l e , u l t i m a t e l y , 

i n s o f a r as he makes u n s c r u p u l o u s use o f h i s s o c i a l p o s i t i o n 

and h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l preeminence t o g u i d e h i s u n s u s p e c t i n g 

crew i n t o the v o r t e x of v i o l e n c e and blasphemy. T h i s i r r e 

c o n c i l a b l e a m b i v a l e n c e o f M e l v i l l e ' s a t t i t u d e towards Ahab, 

t h e n , demonstrates a f i r s t s t a g e o f M e l v i l l e ' s c h a n g i n g 

a t t i t u d e towards the problem o f v i o l e n c e . The n e x t s t a g e 

i n v o l v e s an e x a m i n a t i o n o f the r o l e o f v i o l e n c e i n the l i f e 

o f a v i r t u o u s man, a man o f compassion, w h i c h Ahab i s n o t . 
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CHAPTER I I 

To c o n t r a s t the n a t u r e o f the v i o l e n c e i n Moby-Dick 

w i t h t h a t i n P i e r r e j jor, the A m b i g u i t i e s i s t o i m m e d i a t e l y 

become aware o f the b i t t e r n e s s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h e v i o l e n c e 

i n t he l a t t e r n o v e l . . Whereas Ahab a t t a i n s grandeur t h r o u g h 

h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l p e r c e p t i o n of a m a l i g n a n t l y v i o l e n t u n i 

v e r s e and h i s d e c i s i o n t o d e f y i t , P i e r r e ' s commitment t o 

v i o l e n c e has much l e s s of a p o s i t i v e c o n n o t a t i o n . Ahab 

sees the e v i l o f the w o r l d c l e a r l y from the v e r y b e g i n n i n g ; 

P i e r r e i s the v i c t i m o f f a l s e .optimism and o n l y g r a d u a l l y 

becomes aware t h a t r e a l i t y i s a m o r a l and d a n g e r o u s l y v i o 

l e n t , n o t v i r t u o u s and r o m a n t i c a l l y v i o l e n t . P i e r r e ' s d e a t h 

i s e s s e n t i a l l y i n d i v i d u a l ; Ahab's i s s i g n i f i c a n t l y r e p r e s e n t a 

t i v e o f the s t r e n g t h o f human w i l l . And l a s t l y , Ahab always 

remains a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e spokesman w h i l e P i e r r e i s reduced 

b o t h f i g u r a t i v e l y and a c t u a l l y t o s p e a k i n g f o r h i m s e l f a l o n e . 

I n t h i s c h a p t e r , t h e n , we s h a l l l o o k a t the r e l a t i o n s h i p be

tween v i o l e n c e and the d e p a r t u r e from s o c i a l and human t i e s o f 

t h e e t h i c a l i s o l a t o . 

I t i s i m p o r t a n t t o n o t i c e , f i r s t , t h a t i n the e a r l y 

c h a p t e r s o f P i e r r e v i o l e n c e i s t r e a t e d i n a c o n v e n t i a l l y 

r o m a n t i c manner, w i t h P i e r r e ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f v i o l e n c e shown 

t o be f a s h i o n e d a l o n g c h i v a l r i c l i n e s . He i s aware of h i s 

g r e a t - g r a n d f a t h e r ' s " s o l d i e r l y f a t e " earned i n the I n d i a n 

Wars around S a d d l e Meadows, and has been educated by h i s 

d o t i n g and p r i d e f u l m other to. v e n e r a t e h i s w a r l i k e a n t e c e 

d e n t s . F o r h i s g r a n d f a t h e r had been a f i g h t e r o f renown a l s o , 
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and now s e r v e s as an i n e x h a u s t i b l e s o u r c e o f f a m i l y p r i d e . 

When P i e r r e h e a r s the p e c u l i a r t a p o f a B r i t i s h k e t t l e - d r u m 

p l a y i n g i n the band of the m i l i t a r y company of the v i l l a g e 

he i s f o r c e d t o remember t h a t i t was once " c a p t u r e d by h i s 

g r a n d f a t h e r i n f a i r f i g h t , and a f t e r w a r d s s u i t a b l y i n s c r i b e d 

on the b r a s s and bestowed upon the S a d d l e Meadows A r t i l l e r y 

C orps." These r e m i n d e r s o f h i s b r a v e f o r e f a t h e r s cannot 

b u t have an i n f l u e n c e on P i e r r e , who i s " r a t h e r h i g h - b l o o d e d ; 

and sometimes r e a d the H i s t o r y o f the R e v o l u t i o n a r y War, and 

p o s s e s s e d a mother who v e r y f r e q u e n t l y made a l l u s i o n s t o the 

e p a u l e t t e s o f the M a j o r - G e n e r a l h i s g r a n d f a t h e r . " 

W i t h t h e s e g l o r i o u s m i l i t a r y a n t e c e d e n t s and encourage

ment from such a mother P i e r r e ' s i m a g i n a t i o n n a t u r a l l y enough 

c o n s t r u c t s g l o r i o u s m i l i t a r y r o l e s f o r h i m s e l f . And not s u r 

p r i s i n g l y — i n F r e u d i a n terms e s p e c i a l l y — t h e f i r s t o f t h e s e 

r o l e s assumed by P i e r r e i n v o l v e s the p r o t e c t i o n o f h i s widowed 

mother from s u i t o r s who would t a k e h e r away from h e r son: 

P i e r r e when n a m e l e s s l y annoyed, and sometimes even 
j e a l o u s l y t r a n s p o r t e d by the t o o a r d e n t a d m i r a t i o n of the 
handsome y o u t h s , who now and t h e n , caught i n u n i n t e n d e d s n a r e s , 
seemed t o e n t e r t a i n some i n s a n e hopes of wedding t h i s u n a t 
t a i n a b l e b e i n g ; P i e r r e had more than once, w i t h a p l a y f u l 
m a l i c e , o p e n l y sworn, t h a t the m a n — g r a y - b e a r d , o r b e a r d l e s s — 
who s h o u l d dare t o propose m a r r i a g e t o h i s mother, t h a t man 
would by some peremptory u n r e v e a l e d agency i m m e d i a t e l y d i s 
a ppear from the e a r t h . (p.2 5 ) 

B u t i n the r a s h n e s s o f h i s m i l i t a r y e n t h u s i a s m , P i e r r e i s n o t 

s a t i s f i e d t o p r o t e c t one f a m i l y member from i m a g i n a r y t h r e a t s : 

he w i s h e s a l s o f o r a s i s t e r t o p r o t e c t from i n s u l t and i n j u r y : 

"Oh, had my f a t h e r but had a daughter!" c r i e d P i e r r e ; 
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"some one whom I might l o v e , and p r o t e c t , and f i g h t f o r , i f 
need be. I t must be a g l o r i o u s t h i n g t o engage i n a m o r t a l 
q u a r r e l on a sweet s i s t e r ' s b e h a l f ! Now, o f a l l t h i n g s , 
would t o heaven, I had a s i s t e r ! " (p.2 7 ) 

That P i e r r e i s f o r c e d t o f i g h t a g a i n s t a b r o t h e r d e f e n d i n g 

Lucy T a r t a n i s perhaps one of the most t e l l i n g i r o n i e s i n the 

n o v e l ; f o r P i e r r e i s n e v e r i n the p o s i t i o n o f h a v i n g t o de

f e n d I s a b e l , h i s own h a l f - s i s t e r , from i n s u l t o r i n j u r y i n the 

way h e s r o m a n t i c a l l y a n t i c i p a t e d . 

Throughout h i s i n n o c e n t l y n a i v e l i f e a t S a d d l e Meadows 

P i e r r e remains i n a s t a t e o f b l i s s f u l i g n o r a n c e as f a r as the 

r e a l i t i e s o f l i f e and v i o l e n c e a r e concerned. P r o t e c t e d from 

a l l m a t e r i a l wants by h i s s o c i a l p o s i t i o n , he comes t o b e l i e v e 

he i s p e r s o n a l l y i n v u l n e r a b l e t o the e x i g e n c i e s o f f a t e and 

chance. He l o o k s upon h i m s e l f as under the s p e c i a l p r o t e c t i o n 

o f P r o v i d e n c e , and i s w i l l i n g t o r i s k h i s l i f e i n mere s t u n t s 

by way o f i m p r e s s i n g h i s e q u a l l y n a i v e f i a n c e e , L u c y T a r t a n . 

As p r o o f of h i s c o n f i d e n c e i n h i s own i n v u l n e r a b i l i t y , he 

w a l k s w i t h o u t the s l i g h t e s t t r a c e o f f e a r among the l e g s of 

t h e c o l t s w h i c h draw h i s c a r r i a g e : 

W i t h a low, l o n g , a l m o s t u n a u d i b l e w h i s t l e , P i e r r e 
got between the c o l t s , among the h a r n e s s . Whereat Lucy 
s t a r t e d , and u t t e r e d a f a i n t c r y , b u t P i e r r e t o l d h e r t o keep 
p e r f e c t l y q u i e t , f o r t h e r e was n o t the l e a s t danger i n the 
w o r l d . . . . 

P i e r r e , s t i l l between the h o r s e s , now s t epped upon the 
p o l e o f t h e phaeton; t h e n s t e p p i n g down, i n d e f i n i t e l y d i s 
a p p e a red, o r became p a r t i a l l y o b scured among the l i v i n g c o l o n -
ade o f the h o r s e s ' e i g h t s l e n d e r and g l o s s y l e g s . He e n t e r e d 
t h e c o l o n i a f e one "way, arid a f t e r a v a r i e t y o f meanderings, 
came out a n o t h e r way; d u r i n g a l l of which e q u e s t r i a n p e r 
formance, the two c o l t s k e p t g a y l y n e i g h i n g , and good-humor-
e d l y moving t h e i r heads p e r p e n d i c u l a r l y up and down; and some
t i m e s t u r n i n g them sideways toward Lucy as much as t o s a y — 
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We u n d e r s t a n d young ma s t e r ; we u n d e r s t a n d him, M i s s ; n e v e r 
f e a r , p r e t t y l a d y ; why, b l e s s your d e l i c i o u s l i t t l e h e a r t , 
we p l a y e d w i t h P i e r r e b e f o r e you ev e r d i d . ( p . ^ ) 

The i g n o r a n c e o f the r e a l danger o f v i o l e n c e i n h i s s t u n t i s 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f P i e r r e ' s e a r l y a t t i t u d e toward l i f e . L a t e r , 

i n h i s v i s i t t o t h e T e r r o r S t o n e , P i e r r e i s t o grow i n t o a 

g r e a t e r awareness o f the p o t e n t i a l i t y f o r v i o l e n c e which i n 

h e r e s i n the s u p e r f i c i a l l y r e a s s u r i n g w o r l d . A t the moment, 

however, h i s a t t i t u d e t o p o t e n t i a l v i o l e n c e stems l e s s from 

c o n f i d e n c e t h a n i g n o r a n c e . 

Up t o t h i s p o i n t , P i e r r e ' s l i f e has n o t g i v e n him 

cause f o r any k i n d o f f e a r . B u t as he wa l k s a l o n g the r o a d 

t o Lucy's house t o propose m a r r i a g e he i s i n t e r c e p t e d by a 

m y s t e r i o u s s t r a n g e r who hands him a l e t t e r w h i c h i s t o e f f e c t 

the d e s t r u c t i o n o f h i s p r e v i o u s l y happy and u n c o m p l i c a t e d 

l i f e . I n the l e t t e r , a woman named I s a b e l B a n f o r d i n f o r m s him 

t h a t she i s h i s abandoned s i s t e r . The i m p l i c a t i o n o f the 

l e t t e r i s t h a t P i e r r e ' s f a t h e r , whom he had been t a u g h t t o 

i d e a l i z e as b o t h a p e r f e c t gentleman and a p e r f e c t C h r i s t i a n , 

had f a t h e r e d a c h i l d out o f wedlock and t h e n abandoned h e r . 

P i e r r e had l o n g c h e r i s h e d an image o f a marble s h r i n e i n h i s 

h e a r t , i n which;;" 

" s t o o d the p e r f e c t m a r b le form o f h i s d e p a r t e d f a t h e r ; 
w i t h o u t b l e m i s h , u n c l o u d e d , snow-white, and se r e n e ; P i e r r e ' s 
f o n d p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n of p e r f e c t human goodness and v i r t u e . . , , 
Not t o God had P i e r r e e v e r gone i n h i s h e a r t , u n l e s s by a s 
c e n d i n g the s t e p s o f t h a t s h r i n e , and so making i t the v e s t i 
b u l e o f h i s a b s t r a c t e s t r e l i g i o n " ( p . 9 3 ) . 

The e f f e c t wrought by I s a b e l ' s communication i s v i v i d l y d e s c r i b e d : 
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T h i s amazing l e t t e r , d e p r i v e d P i e r r e f o r the time o f 
a l l l u c i d and d e f i n i t e thought o r f e e l i n g . He hung h a l f -
l i f e l e s s i n h i s c h a i r ; h i s hand, c l u t c h i n g t h e l e t t e r was 
p r e s s e d a g a i n s t h i s h e a r t , as i f some a s s a s s i n had s t a b b e d 
him and f l e d ; and P i e r r e was now h o l d i n g the dagger i n the 
wound, t o s t a u n c h the o u t g u s h i n g o f the b l o o d , (p.9 0 ) 

The v i o l e n t n a t u r e o f the metaphor i s p e r f e c t l y a p p r o p r i a t e 

t o P i e r r e ' s i n t r o d u c t i o n t o the w o r l d o f e x p e r i e n c e and d i s 

a ppointment. I t s i g n a l s the end o f h i s s t a t e o f b l i s s f u l 

i g n o r a n c e and the b e g i n n i n g o f h i s many e n c o u n t e r s w i t h the 

v i o l e n c e t h a t accompanies t r u t h and v i r t u e i n P i e r r e . 

P a r t o f the a n g u i s h e x p e r i e n c e d by P i e r r e i s a r e s u l t 

o f h i s immediate i n t u i t i o n o f the e x t e n t t o w h i c h h i s f a t h e r 

had been a b l e t o c o n c e a l h i s h e a r t l e s s abandonment of h i s 

d a u g h t e r under the appearance of s o b r i e t y and C h r i s t i a n 

c h a r i t y . The p a i n e x p e r i e n c e d by h i s f a t h e r ' s v i c t i m i s 

c l e a r l y b r o u g h t home t o P i e r r e i n I s a b e l ' s l e t t e r s 

Oh, my b r o t h e r , my d e a r , d e a r P i e r r e , — h e l p me, f l y 
t o me; see, I p e r i s h w i t h o u t t h e e ; — p i t y , p i t y , — h e r e I 
f r e e z e i n the wide, wide w o r l d ; — n o f a t h e r , no mother, no 
s i s t e r , no b r o t h e r , no l i v i n g t h i n g i n the f a i r form o f 
humanity, t h a t h o l d s me d e a r . No more, oh no more, d e a r 
P i e r r e , can I endure t o be an o u t c a s t i n the w o r l d , f o r which & 
the d e a r S a v i o u r d i e d . (p.8 9 ) 

I f h i s f a t h e r can c o n c e a l such i n h u m a n i t y t o h i s own f l e s h 

and b l o o d , P i e r r e r e a s o n s , t h e n what e n o r m i t i e s may be comii 

m i t t e d d a i l y i n a s o c i e t y which bases i t s m o r a l judgements on 

s u p e r f i c i a l appearances a l o n e ? is 

Ay, P i e r r e , now i n d e e d a r t thou h u r t w i t h a wound, 
n e v e r t o be c o m p l e t e l y h e a l e d b u t i n heaven; f o r t h e e , the 
b e f o r e u n d i s t r u s t e d m o r a l b e a u t y o f the w o r l d i s f o r e v e r 
f l e d ; . . . and now, now f o r the f i r s t t i m e , P i e r r e , T r u t h ' 
r o l l s a b l a c k b i l l o w t h r o u g h t h y s o u l ! Ah, m i s e r a b l e t h o u , 
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t o whom T r u t h , i n h e r f i r s t t i d e s , b e a r s n o t h i n g b u t wre c k s ! 
(p.90) 

P i e r r e i s i n d i g n a n t a t I s a b e l ' s e n f o r c e d s o c i a l i s o l a 

t i o n and wis h e s t o r e c t i f y t h i s p e n a l t y by r e c o g n i z i n g h e r as 

h i s s i s t e r b e f o r e the w o r l d . He r e a l i z e s t h a t h i s mother w i l l 

do a l l i n h e r power t o p r e v e n t t h i s , however, when he sees h e r 

d e t e r m i n a t i o n , as t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f the " b e s t " s o c i e t y i n 

Sad d l e Meadows, t o p e r s e c u t e a l o c a l woman, D e l l y U l v e r , and 

h e r i l l e g i t i m a t e c h i l d . Mary G l e n d i n n i n g i n f o r m s the l o c a l 

c l e r g y m a n , Mr. P a l s g r a v e , t h a t such a woman i s n o t t o be t o l 

e r a t e d i n the community, P i e r r e i s u p s e t a t the v i n d i c t i v e l y 

v i o l e n t a t t i t u d e o f h i s mother towards D e l l y and h e r i n f a n t ; 

i t i s h i s f i r s t exposure t o a c t i v e s o c i a l v i o l e n c e . He i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y u p s e t a t the words from S c r i p t u r e which h i s 

mother draws out o f the Rev. P a l s g r a v e j "The s i n s o f the f a t h e r 

s h a l l be v i s i t e d upon the c h i l d r e n t o the t h i r d g e n e r a t i o n " 

(p.1 2 7 ) . Such s e n t i m e n t s a r e p a r t i c u l a r l y a b h o r r e n t t o him 

because t h e y c l e a r l y i n d i c a t e t h a t Mary would n o t be w i l l i n g 

t o a c c e p t I s a b e l i n t o t he G l e n d i n n i n g f a m i l y . T h i n k i n g o f h i s 

own p o s i t i o n , i < h e i n s i s t e n t l y p u rsues the m a t t e r f u r t h e r s 

" S h o u l d the l e g i t i m a t e c h i l d shun the i l l e g i t i m a t e , 
when one f a t h e r i s f a t h e r t o b o t h ? " . . . 

"Ask the w o r l d , P i e r r e " — s a i d M r s , G l e n d i n n i n g w a r m l y — 
"and a s k your own h e a r t . " 

"My own h e a r t ? I w i l l , M a d a m " — s a i d P i e r r e , now l o o k 
i n g up s t e a d f a s t l y ; "but what do you t h i n k , Mr, P a l s g r a v e ? " 
l e t t i n g h i s g l a n c e drop a g a i n — " s h o u l d the one shun the o t h e r ? 
s h o u l d the one r e f u s e h i s h i g h e s t sympathy and p e r f e c t l o v e 
f o r the o t h e r , e s p e c i a l l y i f t h a t o t h e r b e € d e s e r t e d by a l l the 
r e s t o f the w o r l d ? What t h i n k you would have been our b l e s s e d 
S a v i o u r ' s t h o u g h t s on such a m a t t e r ? And what was t h a t he so 
m i l d l y s a i d t o the a d u l t e r e s s ? " 
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A s w i f t c o l o r p a s s e d o v e r the clergyman's countenance, 
s u f f u s i n g even h i s expanded brow; he s l i g h t l y moved i n h i s 
c h a i r , and l o o k e d u n c e r t a i n l y from P i e r r e t o h i s mother, 
(pp.128-9) 

C l e a r l y , the s o c i e t y r e p r e s e n t e d by Mary G l e n d i n n i n g and the 

Rev. P a l s g r a v e b e t r a y s t h e d o c t r i n e o f f o r g i v e n e s s preached 

i n the New Testament w h i c h P i e r r e v a l u e s so h i g h l y . He i s 

e s p e c i a l l y a l armed by h i s d i s c o v e r y t h a t s o c i e t y i s v i n d i c 

t i v e because he h i m s e l f i s moved by the c o n t r a d i c t o r y m o t i v e 

of c h a r i t y t o h e l p I s a b e l . He i s h i n d e r e d c o n s i d e r a b l y i n 

t h i s d e s i r e by Mary's t h r e a t o f o p p o s i n g him i f he a c t s i n 

a n y t h i n g a g a i n s t h e r w i s h e s : 

"Tempt me no more, P i e r r e . I w i l l a s k no s e c r e t from' 
t h e e ; a l l s h a l l be v o l u n t a r y between u s , as i t ever has been, 
u n t i l v e r y ' l a t e l y , o r a l l s h a l l be n o t h i n g between us. Be
ware of me, P i e r r e . There l i v e s n o t t h a t b e i n g i n the w o r l d 
of whom t h o u h a s t more r e a s o n t o beware, so you c o n t i n u e b u t 
a l i t t l e l o n g e r t o a c t t h u s w i t h me." (p.158) 

P l a c e d between the t h r e a t e n e d v i o l e n c e o f h i s mother and h i s 

d e s i r e t o a c t v i r t u o u s l y towards h i s s i s t e r P i e r r e i s i n d i r e 

need of ( o r a c u l a r ; ' a d v i c e . 

He d e c i d e s t o go out i n t o t h e c o u n t r y s i d e i n o r d e r t o 

ponder h i s d e c i s i o n , and f i n d s h i m s e l f i n the v i c i n i t y o f a 

huge a n t e d i l u v i a n r o c k w h i c h he has named the T e r r o r Stone; 

I n h i s u n c e r t a i n t y as t o what c o u r s e o f a c t i o n he s h o u l d 

f o l l o w P i e r r e i s prompted t o c r a w l i n t o a " h o r r i b l e i n t e r 

space" u n d e r n e a t h the r o c k . L i k e h i s f o o l i s h prank beneath 

the h o r s e s ' l e g s , P i e r r e ' s urge t o expose h i m s e l f t o p o t e n t i a l 

v i o l e n c e i n t h i s way appears a l m o s t m a s o c h i s t i c . E s p e c i a l l y 

s i n c e " i t seemed as i f the d r o p p i n g of one seed from the beak 
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o f the s m a l l e s t f l y i n g b i r d would t o p p l e the immense mass o v e r , 

c r a s h i n g a g a i n s t the t r e e s " (p.l62[). U n l i k e the e a r l i e r t i m e , 

however, he now t a k e s i n t o a c c o u n t the p o s s i b i l i t y o f h i s 

b e i n g d e s t r o y e d . He f o r e s e e s t h a t i n h e l p i n g I s a b e l he may be 

l a y i n g h i m s e l f open t o v i o l e n t r e t r i b u t i o n from b o t h h i s 

mother and s o c i e t y a t l a r g e . By p u t t i n g h i m s e l f a t the mercy 

of the T e r r o r Stone P i e r r e hopes t o f i n d out what f a t e the gods 

have i n s t o r e f o r him one way o r the o t h e r . I f i t i s t o be a 

p a i n f u l and u n n e c e s s a r y d e a t h he a s k s the T e r r o r Stone t o ex

a c t i t s p r i c e i n s u f f e r i n g now, by c r u s h i n g him: 

A d o w n - d a r t i n g b i r d , a l l song, s w i f t l y l i g h t e d on t h e 
unmoved and e t e r n a l l y immovable b a l a n c i n g s of the T e r r o r S t o n e , 
and c h e e r f u l l y c h i r p e d t o P i e r r e . The tree-boughs bent and 
waved t o the r u s h e s of a sudden, balmy wind: and s l o w l y P i e r r e 
c r a w l e d f o r t h , and s t o o d h a u g h t i l y upon h i s f e e t , as if-he owed 
thanks t o none, and went h i s moody way. ( p . l 6 3 ) 

P i e r r e here f o r the f i r s t time e x p e r i e n c e s t h e e s s e n t i a l am

b i g u i t y o f human l i f e ; h i s s u r v i v a l may be t a k e n as a s i g n 

t h a t f a t e endorses h i s r e s o l u t i o n t o commit h i m s e l f t o t r u t h 

and v i r t u e , b u t i t may also&be i n t e r p r e t e d as a r e f u s a l o f the 

gods t o answer h i s q u e s t i o n a t t h i s t i m e , p r e f e r r i n g t o l u l l 

him i n t o a f a l s e sense o f s e c u r i t y w i t h the song of the b i r d 

so t h a t h i s f i n a l s u f f e r i n g may be t h a t much more p a i n f u l . 

L i k e the e q u i v o c a l answers g i v e n by the D e l p h i c o r a c l e s t o 

t h e i r q u e s t i o n e r s , the T e r r o r Stone's message t o P i e r r e does 

no t p r o v i d e any guarantee as t o which c o u r s e o f a c t i o n i s the 

b e s t f o r him t o t a k e . 

. The T e r r o r Stone c o n t a i n s a n o t h e r message f o r P i e r r e as 

w e l l . I t i s known t o him a l t e r n a t i v e l y as the Memnon St o n e , 
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a f t e r the son o f A u r o r a who was k i l l e d by h i s "overmatch" 

w h i l e f i g h t i n g i n a r i g h t f u l q u a r r e l on a n o t h e r ' s b e h a l f . 

Upm:Ws/death Memnon's ber e a v e d s u b j e c t s e r e c t e d a memo r i a l 

t o him. P i e r r e i s a l l too aware t h a t i n h i s day v i r t u o u s 

a c t i o n i s n o t l o o k e d upon so h i g h l y . No l o n g e r does s o c i e t y 

band t o g e t h e r t o e r e c t memorials t o i t s n o b l e s t personages; 

no l o n g e r can the v i r t u o u s man ex p e c t t o be mourned by a 

god: 

Now as t h e Memnon S t a t u e s u r v i v e s down t o t h i s p r e s e n t 
day, so does t h a t n o b l y - s t r i v i n g b u t e v e r - s h i p w r e c k e d c h a r a c 
t e r i n some r o y a l youths ( f o r b o t h Memnon and Hamlet were the 
sons o f k i n g s ) , o f wh i c h t h a t s t a t u e i s the m e l a n c h o l y t y p e . 
B u t Memnon's s c u l p t u r e d woes d i d once m e l o d i o u s l y resound; 
now a l l i s mute. F i t emblem t h a t o f o l d , p o e t r y was a con
s e c r a t i o n and on absequy t o a l l h a p l e s s modes o f human l i f e ; 
b u t i n a b a n t e r i n g , b a r r e n , and p r o s a i c , h e a r t l e s s age, 
A u r o r a ' s music-moan i s l o s t among our d r i f t i n g sands, which 
whelm a l i k e t h e monument and the d i r g e . (p . l65) 

The man o f i n t e g r i t y now has n e i t h e r p u b l i c a c c l a i m n o r 

d i v i n e mourning t o l o o k f o r as compensation f o r h i s d e a t h ; 

P i e r r e r e a l i z e s t h a t i f he d e c i d e s t o h e l p I s a b e l he can ex

p e c t no a s s i s t a n c e from s o c i e t y o r god. 

C a s t on h i s own r e s o u r c e s , he l o o k s t o the deepest 

t h i n k e r s f o r gu i d a n c e , and b e g i n s t o r e a d a g a i n Hamlet and 

Dante's I n f e r n o . B u t t h i s a d v i c e i s e q u i v o c a l a l s o , l i k e t h a t 

o f the T e r r o r Stone. "Dante had t a u g h t him t h a t he had b i t t e r 

cause o f q u a r r e l ; Hamlet t a u n t e d him w i t h f a l t e r i n g i n the 

f i g h t " (p.2.00); y e t n e i t h e r c o u l d p r o v i d e him w i t h s p e c i f i c 

a d v i c e as t o h i s b e s t c o u r s e o f . a c t i o n ; t h e i r o n l y c o u n s e l 

was t o a c t d e c i s i v e l y a n d . w i t h o u t d e l a y . He b e g i n s t o see 

t h a t h i s d u a l i n t e n t i o n s o f s c r e e n i n g h i s f a t h e r ' s h o n o u r a b l e 
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memory from r e p r o a c h and o p e n l y r e c o g n i z i n g I s a b e l b e f o r e the 

w o r l d a r e m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e . F o r a moment he e n t e r t a i n s 

the i d e a o f r e n o u n c i n g h i s a t t e m p t t o r e c o g n i z e I s a b e l and 

r e m a i n i n g o b e d i e n t t o h i s mother's w i s h e s ; the v i o l e n t r e a c t i o n 

of h i s body t o t h i s thought t e s t i f i e s t o P i e r r e ' s r e l u c t a n c e t o 

do t h i s , however» 

I m p o s s i b l e would i t be now t o t e l l a l l t he c o n f u s i o n 
and c o n f o u n d i n g s i n the s o u l o f P i e r r e , so soon as the above 
a b s u r d i t i e s M h i s mind p r e s e n t e d themselves f i r s t t o h i s 
c o m b i n i n g c o n s c i o u s n e s s . He would f a i n have disowned t h e 
v e r y memory and mind w h i c h produced t o him such an immense 
s c a n d a l upon h i s common s a n i t y . Now i n d e e d d i d a l l t he f i e r y 
f l o o d s i n the I n f e r n o , and a l l t he r o l l i n g gloom i n Hamlet 
s u f f o c a t e him a t once i n flame and smoke. The cheeks o f h i s 
s o u l c o l l a p s e d i n himi he dashed h i m s e l f i n b l i n d f u r y and 
s w i f t madness a g a i n s t the w a l l , and f e l l d a b b l i n g i n the 
v o m i t o f h i s l o a t h e d i d e n t i t y . (pp.201-202) 

F o r c e d t o make h i s own c h o i c e between e q u a l l y u n a c c e p t a b l e 

a c t i o n s , P i e r r e i n f l i c t s v i o l e n c e on h i m s e l f . S i g n i f i c a n t l y , 

v i o l e n c e a g a i n s t t h e s e l f o c c u r s a g a i n a t the end o f the n o v e l 

as a means of escape from the i r o n g r i p of p h y s i c a l and psy

c h o l o g i c a l r e a l i t y . 

The symbol o f the w a l l i n the above passage p r o v e s i n 

t e r e s t i n g when compared w i t h o t h e r uses o f the w a l l image i n 

M e l v i l l e . I n Moby-Dick, f o r i n s t a n c e , the whale's f o r e h e a d 

i s the w a l l which a l l b l i n d i n q u i r i n g heads b u t t up a g a i n s t 

a t l a s t . That i s t o say, i t s y m b o l i z e s the f i n a l l i m i t s o f 

man's c a p a c i t y f o r knowledge about h i m s e l f and about the w o r l d . 

Ahab r e c o g n i z e s t h i s and a t t a c k s the w a l l i n an a t t e m p t t o 

b r e a k t h r o u g h the " p a s t e b o a r d mask." B a r t l e b y , on the o t h e r 

hand, r e a c t s p a s s i v e l y t o the w a l l s which s u r r o u n d him; a l 

though c o n s c i o u s o f t h e i r p r e s e n c e ("I know where I am") he 



37 

c o n t e m p l a t e s them n o n - v i o l e n t l y . P i e r r e r e a c t s d i f f e r e n t l y 

t h a n e i t h e r Ahab o r B a r t l e b y : he e x e r c i s e s h i s v i o l e n t r e 

a c t i o n n o t a g a i n s t the w a l l so much as a g a i n s t h i m s e l f . H i s 

i s Ahab* s- - v i o l e n t a g g r e s s i o n t u r n e d inwards a g a i n s t h i s i n 

h e r e n t i n d e c i s i v e n e s s . He i s unsure whether i t i s r a t i o n a l 

prudence o r unworthy c o w a r d i c e w h i c h h o l d s him back from r e 

c o g n i z i n g I s a b e l . The r e s u l t i s a s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e k i n d o f 

v i o l e n c e t h a t r e f l e c t s h i s p s y c h o l o g i c a l s t a t e . 

Unsure as he i s whether o r n o t t o renounce h i s en

gagement t o L u c y , P i e r r e s u f f e r s a d d i t i o n a l p a i n . F o r , 

h a v i n g a l l b u t made up h i s mind t h a t he s h o u l d renounce h e r , 

he once more becomes aware of h e r a t t r a c t i v e n e s s : "Then, 

f o r the t i m e , a l l m i n o r t h i n g s were whelmed i n him; h i s 

mother, I s a b e l , the whole w i s e w o r l d ; and one o n l y t h i n g 

remained t o h i m ; — t h i s a l l - i n c l u d i n g q u e r y — L u c y o r God? 

(P . 2 1 3 ) 

A f t e r much i n d e c i s i v e n e s s , he o p t s f o r God. W i t h 

t h i s c h o i c e made, P i e r r e , "by a c e r t a i n s o r t o f c h a r i t y o f 

c r u e l t y , " h u r r i e s t o i n f o r m L ucy t h a t he i s a l r e a d y m a r r i e d . 

On h e a r i n g t h i s l i e L u c y f a l l s i n t o a d e a t h - l i k e swoon, and 

i s i m m e d i a t e l y a s s i s t e d by M a r t h a , h e r maid. A f t e r a few 

moments she r e g a i n s a semblance o f c o n s c i o u s n e s s ; 

" I s she h e r s e l f again,. M a r t h a ? " 
"Thou h a s t somehow murdered h e r ; how t h e n be h e r s e l f 

a g a i n ? My sweet m i s t r e s s ! on, my young m i s t r e s s } T e l l me! 
t e l l me!" and she bent low over h e r . 

P i e r r e now advanced toward the bed, making a g e s t u r e 
f o r the m a i d ' t o leave.them; b u t soon.as Lucy r e - c a u g h t h i s 
haggard form, she w h i s p e r i n g i y w a i l e d a g a i n , "Martha! 
M a r t h a ! d r i v e i t a w a y ! — t h e r e — t h e r e ! him!" and shut h e r 
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eyes c o n v u l s i v e l y , w i t h arms a b h o r r e n t l y o u t s t r e t c h e d . 
"Monster! i n c o m p r e h e n s i b l e f i e n d ! " c r i e d the anew 

t e r r o r - s m i t t e n m a i d — " d e p a r t ! See! she d i e s away a t the 
s i g h t o f t h e e — b e g o n e ! Wouldst thou murder h e r a f r e s h ? 
Begone?"(p.216) 

From the moment of t h i s d e c i s i o n t o a i d I s a b e l P i e r r e i s 

i n v o l v e d i n an i n c r e a s i n g l y a c c e l e r a t i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

d i s a s t e r and v i o l e n c e . H a v i n g chosen what he t a k e s t o be t h e 

p a t h of v i r t u e , r e c o g n i t i o n of I s a b e l ' s c l a i m s on him as h e r 

b r o t h e r , e v e r y p a r t o f the s o c i a l u n i v e r s e j o i n s t o g e t h e r t o 

e n f o r c e h i s e x p u l s i o n from the w o r l d . H i s m e t a p h o r i c "murder" 

of Lucy i s the s y m b o l i c a c t by w h i c h he a s s e r t s and c o n f i r m s 

h i s s t a t u s as an i s o l a t o o r s o c i a l o u t c a s t . 

The immediate reward f o r h i s f i r s t v i r t u o u s a c t i o n 

i s h i s d i s i n h e r i t a n c e and e x p u l s i o n from S a d d l e Meadows. 

Mary r e a c t s w i t h o u t d e l a y t o P i e r r e ' s a s s e r t i o n t h a t he has 

m a r r i e d someone o t h e r t h a n Lucy by o r d e r i n g him from h e r 

house: 

He s t a r e d about him w i t h an i d i o t eye; s t a g g e r e d t o 
the f l o o r below, t o dumbly<quit the house; b u t as he c r o s s e d 
i t s t h r e s h o l d , h i s f o o t t r i p p e d upon i t s r a i s e d i e d g e ; he 
p i t c h e d f o r w a r d upon the s t o n e p o r t i c o , and f e l l . He seemed 
as j e e r l n g l y h u r l e d from beneath h i s own a n c e s t r a l r o o f . (p.21?) 

The f a c t t h a t P i e r r e t r i p s o v e r the t h r e s h o l d on h i s way out 

a p p r o p r i a t e l y foreshadows the r e c e p t i o n he i s t o be g i v e n by 

the s o c i a l w o r l d e x t r i n s i c t o S a d d l e Meadows. H i t h e r t o P i e r r e 

has o n l y e x p e r i e n c e d a m i l d form of v i o l e n c e d i r e c t e d a g a i n s t 

h i s i d e a l s , p a r t i c u l a r l y h i s . l o v e o f v i r t u e ; , b u t from t h i s 

p o i n t on he i s a l s o t o be exposed t o p h y s i c a l v i o l e n c e . No 

l o n g e r w i l l h i s . i n s u l a t e d s o c i a l p o s i t i o n as h e i r t o a f o r t u n e 
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p r o t e c t him from penury and i t s accompanying e v i l s . 

B u t however i n a u s p i c i o u s P i e r r e ' s e n t r a n c e t o h i s 

new l i f e , he i s d e t e r m i n e d once and f o r a l l t o c a s t o f f a l l 

r e m i n d e r s o f t h a t p a s t l i f e he had l i v e d i n i H u s t o n . D i s 

i n h e r i t e d "by h i s o n l y l i v i n g p a r e n t , he d e c i d e s t o r e j e c t 

a l l remembrances of h i s f a t h e r by b u r n i n g h i s p o r t r a i t and 

l e t t e r s : 

" H e n c e f o r t h , c a s t - o u t P i e r r e h a t h no p a t e r n i t y , and 
no p a s t ; and s i n c e the F u t u r e i s one b l a n k t o a l l ; t h e r e f o r e , 
t w i c e - d i s i n h e r i t e d P i e r r e s t a n d s untrammeledly h i s e v e r -
p r e s e n t s e l f ! — f r e e t o do h i s own s e l f - w i l l and p r e s e n t f a n c y 
t o whatever end!" (p.232) 

J u s t as L u c y appeared t o have been murdered on h e a r i n g P i e r r e ' s 

l i e t h a t he was a l r e a d y m a r r i e d , the p o r t r a i t o f h i s f a t h e r i s 

d e s c r i b e d as a p p a r e n t l y s u f f e r i n g r e a l p a i n a t b e i n g burned. 

More t h a n any o f M e l v i l l e ' s o t h e r books, P i e r r e employs meta

phors o f v i o l e n c e t o s u g g e s t the agony i n f l i c t e d by i t s hero 

on t h o s e around him. 

F o l l o w i n g P i e r r e ' s r e j e c t i o n of h i s p a t e r n i t y comes 

h i s a t t e m p t t o s e t up a p r i v a t e p r o t e c t o r a t e over I s a b e l and 

the weak D e l l y U l v e r , He soon f i n d s , however, t h a t such a 

t a s k c a l l s f o r c o n s t a n t v i g i l a n c e a g a i n s t t h e n o r m a t i v e hos

t i l i t y o f a w o r l d r u n on the p r i n c i p l e s of i n h u m a n i t y and 

i m p a t i e n c e . 

As he e n t e r s New York, i n s e a r c h o f the l o d g i n g s 

p r o m i s e d him by h%s c o u s i n G l e n d i n n i n g S t a n l e y , he i s amazed 

a t t h e d o w n r i g h t h o s t i l i t y shown towards him by h i s coachman, 

P i e r r e assumes, on h i s e n t r y . t o New York t h a t the house promised 

him by G l e n w i l l s t i l l be a v a i l a b l e t o him, a l t h o u g h he has 



" m a r r i e d " I s a b e l i n s t e a d o f Lucy. He i s soon d i s i l l u s i o n e d . 

When he i s unable t o l o c a t e a house w i t h i t s l i g h t s on i n 

a n t i c i p a t i o n o f h i s a r r i v a l , h i s coachman t a k e s him f o r an 

i n d i g e n t i m p o s t e r assuming the appearance of a gentleman and 

r e f u s e s t o l e t him out o f the cab. F r u s t r a t e d by t h e man's 

i n s o l e n c e and h i s i n a b i l i t y t o l o c a t e the promised house, 

P i e r r e a l l o w s h i m s e l f t o r e a c t r a s h l y : 

E r e I s a b e l c o u l d p r e v e n t him, h e ' b u r s t open the door, 
and l e a p i n g t o the pavement, s p r a n g ahead o f the h o r s e s , and 
v i o l e n t l y r e i n e d back t h e l e a d e r s by t h e i r heads. The d r i v e r 
s e i z e d h i s f o u r - i n - h a n d s h i p , and w i t h a v o l l e y o f oaths was 
about s t r i k i n g . o u t i t s l o n g , c o i l l a s h a t P i e r r e , when h i s 
arm was a r r e s t e d by a p o l i c e m a n , who s u d d e n l y l e a p i n g on the 
s t a y e d c o a c h , commanded him t o keep the peace, (pp.26-7-8) 

The i n t e r v e n t i o n o f the p o l i c e m a n on h i s b e h a l f soon changes 

i n t o an a t t i t u d e o f s u s p i c i o n towards P i e r r e when i t appears 

t h a t he has l i t t l e money o r i n f l u e n c e , and needs t o s t o r e h i s 

baggage a t the Watch-house, P i e r r e r e c e i v e s h i s f i r s t h i n t 

h e r e t h a t w i t h o u t money o r s o c i a l p o s i t i o n he i s a l m o s t h e l p 

l e s s t o ward o f f the blows o f a v i o l e n t s o c i e t y . 

P o l i c e p r o t e c t i o n o f the i n d i g e n t P i e r r e from G l e n and 

F r e d i s c o n s p i c u o u s by i t s absence from the subsequent a c t i o n 

o f the n o v e l . He i s f o r c e d t o a s s e r t and d e f e n d h i m s e l f i n a 

way h i s u p b r i n g i n g had n o t p r e p a r e d him f o r . L e a v i n g I s a b e l 

and D e l l y a t the p o l i c e s t a t i o n , P i e r r e s e t s o f f on f o o t t o 

f i n d G l e n and demand an e x p l a n a t i o n f o r h i s r e m i s s n e s s i n 

p r o v i d i n g the promised honeymoon house. He f i n d s him g i v i n g 

an a r i s t o c r a t i c p a r t y . When G l e n r e f u s e s t o admit t o r e c o g 

n i z i n g P i e r r e , the l a t t e r denounces G l e n f o r h i s i n h u m a n i t y : 
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" G l e n d i n n i n g S t a n l e y , t h o u d i s o w n ' s t P i e r r e n o t so 
a b h o r r e n t l y as P i e r r e does t h e e . By Heaven, had I a k n i f e , 
G l e n , I c o u l d p r i c k there on the .(spot: l e t out a l l t h y ? 
G l e n d i n n i n g b l o o d , and th e n sew up the v i l e r emainder. 
Hound, and base b l o t upon the g e n e r a l humanity!" 

" T h i s i s v e r y e x t r a o r d i n a r y : — r e m a r k a b l e case of 
combined i m p o s t u r e and i n s a n i t y : but where a r e the s e r v a n t s ? 
why don't t h a t b l a c k advance? Lead him o u t , my good Doc, l e a d 
himoout. C a r e f u l l y , c a r e f u l l y ! s t a y " — p u t t i n g h i s hand i n 
h i s p o c k e t — " t h e r e , t a k e t h a t , and have the poor f e l l o w 
d r i v e n o f f somewhere." 

B o l t i n g h i s rage i n him, as i m p o s s i b l e t o be s a t e d by 
any c o n d u c t , i n such a p l a c e , P i e r r e now t u r n e d , s p r a n g down 
the s t a i r s , and f l e d t he house. (pp.27^-75) 

G l e n ' s i n s u l a t i o n b e h i n d the s t r e n g t h of h i s h i r e d s e r v a n t s 

i s e s p e c i a l l y p r o v o k i n g t o P i e r r e , who r e a l i z e s t h a t G l e n i s 

thus a l m o s t impregnable from a t t a c k a t such a time and " i n 

such a p l a c e . " P i e r r e ' s dilemma i s much more f r u s t r a t i n g 

t h a n Ahab's, f o r the l a t t e r d i d n o t have t o break t h r o u g h 

i n s u r m o u n t a b l e s o c i a l forms t o a c c o m p l i s h h i s revenge i n the 

way P i e r r e does. F o r as c a p t a i n o f h i s s h i p Ahab h o l d s ab

s o l u t e a u t h o r i t y , w h i l e P i e r r e does n o t have the economic 

r e s o u r c e s w i t h which t o e s t a b l i s h h i m s e l f as Gl e n ' s e q u a l . 

Upon h i s r e t u r n t o the Watch-house P i e r r e i s c o n f r o n t e d 

by a scene t h a t f i l l s him " w i t h i n e x p r e s s i b l e h o r r o r and f u r y " : 

The b e f o r e , d e c e n t , drowsy p l a c e , now f a i r l y r e eked 
w i t h a l l t h i n g s unseemly. . . . I n i n d e s c r i b a b l e d i s o r d e r , 
f r a n t i c , d i s e a s e d - l o o k i n g men and women of a l l c o l o r s , and 
i n a l l i m a g i n a b l e , f l a u n t i n g s , i m m o d e s t , g r o t e s q u e , and 
s h a t t e r e d d r e s s e s , were l e a p i n g , y e l l i n g , and c u r s i n g round 
him, . . . On a l l . s i d e s , were h e a r d drunken male and female 
v o i c e s , i n E n g l i s h , . F r e n c h , S p a n i s h , and P o r t u g e s e , i n t e r - . , 
l a r d e d now and t h e n , w i t h t h e f o u l e s t o f a l l human l i n g o e s , 
the d i a l e c t o f s i n and d e a t h , known as the Cant language, 
o r the F l a s h , (pp.275-76) 

F o r the f i r s t time P i e r r e i s exposed t o debased humanity. 
N e v e r t h e l e s s , he i s a b l e t o d e a l w i t h t h i s immediate v i o l e n c e 
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R u s h i n g i n t o the crowd, r e g a r d l e s s o f the random blows 
and c u r s e s he e n c o u n t e r e d , he w i l d l y sought f o r I s a b e l , and 
soon d e s c r i e d h e r s t r u g g l i n g from the d e l i r i o u s r e a c h i n g 
arms o f a h a l f - c l a d , r e e l i n g w h i s k e r a n d o . W i t h an immense 
blow o f h i s m a i l e d f i s t , he s e n t the w r e t c h humming, and 
s e i z i n g I s a b e l , c r i e d out t o two o f f i c e r s n e a r , t o c l e a r a 
p a t h f o r him t o the door. (p.276) 

He th e n r e t u r n s and r e s c u e s D e l l y as w e l l . B u t P i e r r e ' s 

s u c c e s s i n r e s c u i n g the two women from t h e i r immediate s o u r c e 

of danger i s o n l y a temporary v i c t o r y . As he found a t Gl e n ' s 

p a r t y , v i o l e n c e i s o n l y s u c c e s s f u l i n c e r t a i n s i t u a t i o n s ; 

f a r more f r e q u e n t l y the v i c t i m o f the w o r l d ' s abuse has ab

s o l u t e l y no e f f e c t i v e r e c o u r s e . The g r a d u a l r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t 

t h i s i s so r e s u l t s i n P i e r r e ' s r e j e c t i o n o f any a t t e m p t t o 

a c t i n a r a t i o n a l manner and, u l t i m a t e l y , h i s murder of G l e n 

and h i s own s u i c i d e . 

F o r the moment, however, P i e r r e i s n o t aware of the i n 

h e r e n t h o p e l e s s n e s s o f h i s p o s i t i o n and s e t s about t r y i n g t o 

e a r n a l i v i n g by h i s w r i t i n g . Of a l l the i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s i n 

the f o r m a l s t r u c t u r e o f the n o v e l t h i s i s the w o r s t , f o r the 

r e a d e r has n o t y e t been i n any way p r e p a r e d f o r P i e r r e ' s a b i l i t y 

t o w r i t e the T r u t h — h i s n a i v e t e would seemtto p r e c l u d e the 

n e c e s s a r y p r e p a r a t i o n f o r such a t a s k . B u t i t seems t h a t 

P i e r r e was p r e v i o u s l y a w r i t e r o f romances, w h i c h he now r e -

no-unlexe?s i n h o r r o r . H i s new aim i n w r i t i n g i s much more 

n o b l e ; 

Renouncing a l l h i s fo r e g o n e s e l f , P i e r r e was now en
gaged i n a comprehensive compacted work, t o whose "speedy com
p l e t i o n two tremendous m o t i v e s u n i t e d l y i m p e l l e d ; — t h e b u r n i n g 
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d e s i r e t o d e l i v e r what he thought t o be a new, o r a t l e a s t 
m i s e r a b l y n e g l e c t e d T r u t h t o the w o r i d : and the p r o s p e c t i v e 
menace of b e i n g a b s o l u t e l y p e n n i l e s s , u n l e s s by the s a l e o f 
h i s book, he c o u l d r e a l i z e money. (pp.320-21) 

D i s a p p o i n t m e n t i n b o t h t h e s e aims l a t e r p r o v i d e s the r e a s o n 

f o r P i e r r e ' s commitment t o v i o l e n c e . But the immediate 

e f f e c t o f P i e r r e ' s o ptimism i s t o g i v e some s u b s t a n c e t o h i s 

b e l i e f t h a t t h r o u g h h i s w r i t i n g he w i l l be a b l e t o s u p p o r t 

I s a b e l , D e l l y , and L u cy T a r t a n , who now j o i n s P i e r r e ' s house

h o l d . 

P i e r r e i s aware t h a t Lucy's d e c i s i o n t o j o i n ' h i s house 

h o l d w i l l n o t be unopposed by F r e d and G l e n , b u t he i s f l a t 

t e r e d by h e r f a i t h i n him. When he r e t u r n s t o h i s rooms i n 

the o l d c o n v e r t e d c h u r c h , the A p o s t l e s , and sees Lucy p r e 

v e n t e d by F r e d and G l e n from c o n t i n u i n g up the s t a i r s , he 

r u s h e s i n t o f r e e h e r : 

" V i l l a i n ! — D a m n t h e e ! " c r i e d F r e d e r i c ; and l e t t i n g go 
t h e hand o f h i s s i s t e r , he s t r u c k f i e r c e l y a t P i e r r e . 

But the blow was i n t e r c e p t e d by P i e r r e . 
"Thou h a s t b e w i t c h e d , thou damned j u g g l e r , the s w e e t e s t 

a n g e l ! Defend t h y s e l f ! " 
"Nay, nay," c r i e d G l e n , c a t c h i n g the drawn r a p i e r o f t h e 

f r a n t i c b r o t h e r , and h o l d i n g him i n h i s p o w e r f u l g r a s p ; "he i s 
unarmed; t h i s i s no time o r p l a c e t o s e t t l e our f e u d w i t h him. 
Thy s i s t e r , — s w e e t L u c y — l e t us save h e r f i r s t , arid t h e n what 
t h o u w i l t . " (p.366) 

The s i t u a t i o n i n which he f i n d s h i m s e l f i s i r o n i c , s i n c e h i s 

e a r l i e s t m e n t i o n of v i o l e n c e i n the n o v e l was h i s w i s h f o r a 

s i s t e r t o f i g h t f o r : " I t must be a g l o r i o u s t h i n g t o engage 

i n a m o r t a l q u a r r e l . o n a^sweet s i s t e r ' s b e h a l f ! " (p.27) Here 

he opposes a man who i s f i g h t i n g f o r h i s s i s t e r , and who con

t i n u e s t o do so u n t i l h e r d e a t h . The v i o l e n c e w i t h which he 
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and thus i n d i c a t e s t h e e x t e n t t o w h i c h P i e r r e ' s f o n d e s t hopes 

have been debased by the e x i g e n c i e s of r e a l i t y . 

I n h i s b e l i e f t h a t he can p r o t e c t and c a r e f o r Lucy as 

w e l l as I s a b e l and D e l l y P i e r r e f i n d s the s t r e n g t h t o oppose 

F r e d and G l e n . When s e v e r a l o f the A p o s t l e s cCass'thearesidents 

a r e c a l l e d } ^ a p p r o a c h , P i e r r e has them throw th e two i n t r u d e r s 

out o f the b u l d i n g a s t r e s p a s s e r s . He i s s t i l l a b l e t o de

f e n d h i m s e l f a g a i n s t i n c u r s i o n s on h i s sense of s e l f - r e s p e c t ; 

the p o s i t i v e n a t u r e of h i s s e l f - d e f e n s e e x p r e s s e s h i s b e l i e f 

t h a t t h e p h i l o s o p h i e s o f v i r t u e and t r u t h a r e worth d e f e n d i n g . 

To G l e n ' s a c c u s a t i o n t h a t he i s a s o r d i d o r demented l e c h e r , 

P i e r r e r e p l i e s : " I r e n d e r no a c c o u n t s : I am what I am" ( p . j 6 6 ) . 

He i s n o t y e t p r e p a r e d t o t o t a l l y abandon h i s s e l f - e s t e e m . 

F o l l o w i n g h i s s u c c e s s f u l d e f e nse of L u c y , P i e r r e f a l l s 

i n t o a m e l a n c h o l y r e f l e c t i o n on the l i k e l y form t h a t the sven-

geance p r o m i s e d by G l e n and F r e d w i l l t a k e . He f e e l s t h a t 

t h e y w i l l p r o b a b l y f a l l on him " i n the most p u b l i c way" "and 

c o v e r him from a l l decent r e c o g n i t i o n beneath heaps on heaps 

of h a te and i n s u l t " (p. 3 7 7 ) . The f a c t t h a t such a d i s g r a c e 

w i l l t a k e p l a c e i n p u b l i c p r o v i d e s the b a s i s f o r P i e r r e ' s 

f e a r s : from the b e g i n n i n g o f the n o v e l he has been d e p i c t e d 

as c o n cerned above a l l e l s e t o a t t a i n p u b l i c a c c l a i m , e i t h e r 

as the p e r f e c t gentleman, o r , more r e c e n t l y , as the a u t h o r of 

a much-needed book r e v e a l i n g the T r u t h t o a g r a t e f u l p u b l i c . 

T h e r e f o r e the thought of p u b l i c h u m i l i a t i o n i s e s p e c i a l l y 

b i t t e r t o him: 
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Not the g i b b e r i n g o f g h o s t s i n any o l d haunted house; 
no s u l p h u r o u s and p o r t e n t o u s s i g n a t n i g h t b e h e l d i n heaven, 
w i l l so make the h a i r t o s t a n d , as when a proud and honor
a b l e man i s r e v o l v i n g i n h i s s o u l the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of some 
g r o s s p u b l i c and c o r p o r a l d i s g r a c e . I t i s n o t f e a r ; i t i s a 
p r i d e - h o r r o r , w h i c h i s more t e r r i b l e t h a n any f e a r . Then, 
by tremendous imagery, the murderer's mark o f C a i n i s f e l t 
b u r n i n g on the brow, and t h e a l r e a d y a c q u i t t e d k n i f e b l o o d -
r u s t s i n the c l u t c h o f t h e a n t i c i p a t i n g hand, (p.377.1 

The " a l r e a d y a c q u i t t e d k n i f e " h e r e s t a n d s f o r an a t t i t u d e 

towards v i o l e n c e w h i c h i s a l m o s t i d e n t i c a l t o Ahab's c o n v i c 

t i o n t h a t v i o l e n c e o f any s o r t i s j u s t i f i a b l e i f i t o c c u r s as 

a r e a c t i o n t o p e r s e c u t i o n t h a t i s f e l t by the o b j e c t o f i t 

t o be u n f a i r . L i k e Ahab, P i e r r e a s s e r t s h i s g u i l t l e s s n e s s 

b e f o r e p l u n g i n g i n t o the v o r t e x o f v i o l e n c e . But u n l i k e 

Ahab, P i e r r e has a human b e i n g as t h e c o r p o r a l t a r g e t o f h i s 

v i o l e n c e , w h i c h f a c t c a s t s o v e r h i s revenge the s t i g m a of 

murder. Thus t h e n o b i l i t y o f Ahab's d e f i a n c e of a l l the 

powers of a m a l i g n a n t u n i v e r s e i s muted i n P i e r r e . Not u n t i l 

B i l l y Budd does M e l v i l l e succeed i n making a murderer com

p l e t e l y a d m i r a b l e . 

P i e r r e i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d as an i s o l a t o even more t h a n 

jShab, l a r g e l y because o f h i s economic i n f e r i o r i t y t o G l e n , and 

h i s own f e e l i n g of h a v i n g l o s t what s o c i a l prominence he once 

had. H i s p o s i t i o n i s p a r t i c u l a r l y b i t t e r because he r e a l i z e s 

t h a t as the a p p a r e n t s e d u c e r of L ucy, everyssman's hand i s 

t u r n e d a g a i n s t him and a l l i e d w i t h h e r a n g r y b r o t h e r s 

T h o r o u g h l y a l i v e t o the s u p e r n a t u r a l i s m o f t h a t mad 
f r o t h i n g h a t e w h i c h a s p i r i t e d b r o t h e r , f o r k s f o r t h a t t h e 
i n s u l t e r of a s i s t e r ' s honor—^beyond doubt the most uncom-
p r o m i s i n g e o f a l l the s o c i a l p a s s i o n s known t o m an—and no t 
b l i n d t o the anomalous f a c t , t h a t i f such a b r o t h e r s t a b h i s 
f o e a t h i s own mother's t a b l e , a l l p e o p l e and a l l j u r i e s would 
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b e a r him o u t , a c c o u n t i n g e v e r y t h i n g a l l o w a b l e t o a n o b l e s o u l 
made mad by a sweet s i s t e r ' s shame caused by a damned se d u c e r ; 
— i m a g i n i n g h i m s e l f h i s own f e e l i n g s , i f he were a c t u a l l y i n 
the p o s i t i o n w h i c h F r e d e r i c so v i v i d l y f a n c i e d t o be h i s ; r e 
membering t h a t i n l o v e m a t t e r s j e a l o u s y i s as an adder, and 
t h a t the jealousy;,/ o f G l e n was d o u b l e - a d d e r e d by the e x t r a 
o r d i n a r y m a l i c e of the a p p a r e n t c i r c u m s t a n c e s under which 
Lucy had spurned G l e n ' s arms, and f l e d t o h i s a l w a y s s u c c e s s 
f u l and now m a r r i e d r i v a l , -as i f w a n t o n l y and s h a m e l e s s l y t o 
n e s t l e t h e r e ; — r e m e m b e r i n g a l l t h e s e i n t e n s e i n c i t e m e n t s o f 
b o t h t h o s e f o e s o f h i s , P i e r r e c o u l d n o t b u t l o o k f o r w a r d t o 
w i l d work v e r y soon t o come. (pp.3 7 7 - 7 8 ) 

P r o u d as he h i m s e l f i s , P i e r r e i s a b l e t o imagine the anger o f 

h i s two f o e s , and i s f u l l y aware of the l i k e l i h o o d t h a t t h e y 

w i l l succeed i n demeaning him. T h i s knowledge does n o t p e r 

m i t him t o f o r e s t a l l t h e i r a t t a c k s on h i s s e l f - r e s p e c t , how

e v e r ; h i s p o s i t i o n i s one o f a man i m p o t e n t l y d r e a d i n g an i n 

e v i t a b l e d i s a s t e r : 

I n tremendous e x t r e m i t i e s human s o u l s a r e l i k e drown
i n g men; w e l l enough t h e y know t h a t t h e y a r e i n p e r i l ; — 
n e v e r t h e l e s s , the sea i s the s e a , and t h e s e drowning men do 
drown. (p.3 ^ 3 ) 

M e l v i l l e goes on t o d i s t i n g u i s h between P i e r r e ' s 

a b i l i t y t o t h i n k o f m u r d e r i n g G l e n and F r e d i n o r d e r t o a v o i d 

the l o s s o f h i s own honor and the a c t i o n i t s e l f : 

M urders a r e done by maniacs; b u t the e a r n e s t t h o u g h t s 
o f murder, t h e s e a r e the c o l l e c t e d desperadoes. P i e r r e was 
such; f a t e , o r what you w i l l , had made him such.. B u t such 
he was. And when t h e s e t h i n g s now swam b e f o r e him; when he 
thought o f a l l the a m b i g u i t i e s which hemmed him i n ; the s t o n y 
w a l l s a l l round t h a t he c o u l d n o t o v e r l e a p . . . and h i s one 
o n l y p r o s p e c t a b l a c k , b o t t o m l e s s g u l f of g u i l t , upon whose 
v e r g e he i m m i n e n t l y t e e t e r e d e v e r y h o u r ; — t h e n the utmost 
h a t e of G l e n and F r e d e r i c were j u b i l a n t l y welcome t o him; 
and murder, d o n e , i n the a c t o f w a r d i n g o f f t h e i r i g n o m i n i o u s 
p u b l i c blow, seemed the one o n l y c o n g e n i a l s e q u e l t o such a 
d e s p e r a t e c a r e e r . (p.378) 
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The f a c t t h a t P i e r r e does e v e n t u a l l y commit murder s u g g e s t s 

a c l o s e and dangerous a f f i l i a t i o n between the thought and the 

a c t i o n w h i c h poses a c o n s t a n t t h r e a t t o s o c i e t y . 

M e l v i l l e ' s j u s t i f i c a t i o n of P i e r r e ' s urge t o murder 

G l e n and F r e d marks an i m p o r t a n t t u r n i n g p o i n t i n the n o v e l ' s 

t r e a t m e n t of v i o l e n c e . P r e v i o u s l y , P i e r r e has i n l a r g e p a r t 

been on the r e c e i v i n g end o f the v i o l e n c e , b u t from t h i s 

p o i n t on P i e r r e i s d e s c r i b e d as b e i n g r e s p o n s i b l e f o r more 

and more of t h e v i o l e n c e w h i c h o c c u r s . T h i s p a t t e r n r e p e a t s 

t h a t found i n Moby-Dick, where Ahab i s f i r s t d e s c r i b e d as the 

o b j e c t and l a t e r p r e - e m i n e n t l y as the p e r p r e t r a t o r of v i o 

l e n c e . I n b o t h n o v e l s the f a c t t h a t v i o l e n c e b e g e t s v i o l e n c e 

i s s t r e s s e d . 

As he c o n t i n u e s t o work doggedly a t h i s book, P i e r r e 

i s f i l l e d w i t h a sudden p r e s e n t i m e n t t h a t h i s i n t e n t i o n t o 

e n u n c i a t e the T r u t h i s a h o p e l e s s endeavor. He becomes i n 

c r e a s i n g l y aware o f " t h e u n i v e r s a l l u r k i n g i n s i n c e r i t y of 

even the g r e a t e s t and p u r e s t w r i t t e n t h o u g h t s " (p.380). To 

t h i s m e n t a l d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t i s added a p h y s i c a l s t r a i n ; h i s 

o v e r t a x e d eyes r e f u s e t o a l l o w him t o c o n t i n u e p r o o f - r e a d i n g . 

Unable t o work and i n the g r i p of overwhelming d e s p a i r , P i e r r e 

f a l l s i n t o an uneasy s l e e p - l i k e t r a n c e , and has a v i s i o n . 

F a m i l i a r p l a c e s become d i s t o r t e d , and seem t o m i r r o r the 

h o p e l e s s n e s s and impotency of h i s p o s i t i o n ! 

. Y o u paused;, f i x e d by a f o r m ' d e f i a n t , a form of a w f u l -
n e s s . .You saw.Enceladus t h e . T i t a n , the most p o t e n t of a l l 
g i a n t s , w r i t h i n g from out the i m p r i s o n i n g e a r t h ; - - t u r b a r i e d 
w i t h upborne moss he w r i t h e d ; s t i l l , though a r m l e s s , r e 
s i s t i n g w i t h h i s whole s t r i v i n g t r u n k , the P e l i o n and the 
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Ossa h u r l e d back a t h i m ; — t u r b a n e d w i t h upborne moss he 
w r i t h e d ; s t i l l t u r n i n g h i s unconquerable f r o n t toward t h a t 
m a j e s t i c mount e t e r n a l l y i n v a i n a s s a i l e d by him, and w h i c h , 
when i t had stormed him o f f ; had heaved h i s u n d o f f a b l e i n 
cubus upon him, and d e r i d i h g l y l e f t him t h e r e t o bay out h i s 
i n e f f e c t u a l howl. (pp.3 8 6 - 8 7 ) 

The huge r o c k n e a r S a d d l e Meadows w h i c h suggests t h i s i m p r i s o n e d 

T i t a n t o P i e r r e had been d i s c o v e r e d by him when s t i l l a young 

boy. U n l i k e t h e T e r r o r S t o n e , which he had a l s o d i s c o v e r e d , 

t h i s s t o n e i s n o t a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the c a p a c i t y f o r u n j u s t i f i e d 

v i o l e n c e . I t i s s y m b o l i c o f P i e r r e ' s p h y s i c a l l y i m p otent b u t 

m e n t a l l y r e b e l l i o u s s i t u a t i o n . As the c o n c l u s i o n o f h i s dream 

shows, P i e r r e r e a l i z e s t h a t h i s own p o s i t i o n i s h o p e l e s s j 

Such was the w i l d s c e n e r y , which now t o P i e r r e , i n 
h i s s t r a n g e v i s i o n , d i s p l a c e d the f o u r b l a n k w a l l s , t h e desk, 
and camp-bed, and domineered upon h i s t r a n c e . B u t no l o n g e r 
p e t r i f i e d i n a l l t h e i r i g n o m i n i o u s a t t i t u d e s , the herded 
T i t a n s now s p r a n g t o t h e i r f e e t ; f l u n g t hemselves up the s l o p e ; 
and anew b a t t e r e d a t the p r e c i p i c e ' s u n r e s o u n d i n g w a l l . F o r e 
most among them a l l , he saw a moss-turbaned, a r m l e s s g i a n t , 
who d e s p a i r i n g o f any o t h e r mode o f w r e a k i n g h i s ' i m m i t i g a b l e 
h a t e , t u r n e d h i s v a s t t r u n k i n t o a b a t t e r i n g - r a m , and h u r l e d 
h i s own a r c h e d - o u t r i b s a g a i n and y e t a g a i n a g a i n s t the i n 
v u l n e r a b l e steep.. 

"Enceladus} i t i s E n c e l a d u s ! " — i f - l e r r e c r i e d out i n h i s 
s l e e p . That moment the phantom f a c e d him; and P i e r r e saw 
E n c e l a d u s no more; b u t on t h e Titan's a r m l e s s t r u n k , h i s own 
d u p l i c a t e f a c e and f e a t u r e s m a g n i f i e d l y gleamed upon him w i t h 
p r o p h e t i c d i s c o m f i t u r e ' a n d woe. W i t h t r e m b l i n g frame he 
s t a r t e d from h i s c h a i r , and woke from the i d e a l h o r r o r t o a l l 
h i s a c t u a l g r i e f , (p.3 8 8 ) 

P i e r r e ' s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w i t h E n c e l a d u s l e a v e s him o n l y the 

c o n s o l a t i o n o f s u f f e r i n g u n j u s t v i o l e n c e h e r o i c a l l y . As J o h n 

B e r n s t e i n p u t s i t s " P i e r r e ' s f i g h t i s h o p e l e s s . He can n e v e r 

d e f e a t the f o r c e s which h u m i l i a t e man, b u t so l o n g as he r e 

b e l s , he i s saved from c o m p l e t e l y s i n k i n g i n t o the s l i m e from 

w h i c h he i s t r y i n g t o escape."12 
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The c a t a l y s t s w h i c h p r e c i p i t a t e P i e r r e i n t o commit

t i n g murder and s u i c i d e a r e two l e t t e r s w h i c h he r e c e i v e s 

n o t l o n g a f t e r awakening from h i s t r a n c e s one from h i s pub

l i s h e r s and one s i g n e d j o i n t l y by F r e d e r i c and G l e n . The f i r s t , 

from the p u b l i s h i n g f i r m o f S t e e l , F l i n t and A s b e s t o s , r e j e c t s 

h i s monumental t r e a t i s e on T r u t h as "a blasphemous rhapsody, 

f i l c h e d from the v i l e A t h e i s t s , L u c i a n and V o l t a i r e " (p.3 9 8 ) . 

T h i s s i g n a l s the l i t e r a r y w o r l d ' s r e j e c t i o n o f P i e r r e , and the 

d i s a p p o i n t m e n t o f h i s o n l y hopes f o r e a r n i n g money and a c c l a i m . 

The second l e t t e r a t t a c k s P i e r r e on a p o i n t o f honor, by c a l l 

i n g him a l i a r , an a c c u s a t i o n w h i c h does not s i t w e l l w i t h 

the " F o o l o f t r u t h . " And the l e t t e r a t t a c k s him i n r a t h e r l e s s 

measured terms t h a n those employed by h i s p u b l i s h e r s : 

S e p a r a t e l y , and t o g e t h e r , we brand t h e e , i n t h y e v e r y 
l u n g - c e l l , a l i a r ; — l i a r , because t h a t i s t h e s c o r n f u l l e s t 
and l o a t h s o m e s t t i t l e f o r a man; which i n i t s e l f i s t h e com-
pend of a l l infamous t h i n g s . " (p.399) 

T o g e t h e r the two l e t t e r s combine t o push P a e r r e beyond the 

l i m i t s o f h i s endurance. A g a i n , as i n h i s e a r l i e r c o n f r o n t a 

t i o n w i t h G l e n a t the p a r t y , P i e r r e f e e l s the p r e s s u r e s of 

time and spaceY "These a r e most s m a l l c i r c u m s t a n c e s ; b u t 

happening j u s t now t o me, become i n d i c e s t o a l l i m m e n s i t i e s " 

(P . 3 9 9 ) . 

P i e r r e , who t h r o u g h o u t the n o v e l has appeared as one 

c o n f i r m e d i n t h e p o l i c i e s of c o n c i l i a t i o n , npw sees v i r t u e 

i n v i o l e n t l y p r o t e s t i n g a g a i n s t h i s u n t e n a b l e p o s i t i o n : 

World's b r e a d of l i f e , and w o r l d ' s b r e a t h o f honor, 
b o t h a r e s n a t c h e d from me; b u t I d e f y a l l w o r l d ' s b r e a d and 
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b r e a t h . Here I s t e p out b e f o r e the drawn-up w o r l d s i n w i d e s t 
s p ace, and c h a l l e n g e one and a l l o f them t o b a t t l e ! Oh, 
Glen} oh, F r e d ! most f r a t e r n a l l y ' d o I l e a p t o your r i b - c r u s h 
i n g hugs! Oh, how I l o v e ye two, t h a t y e t can make me l i v e l y 
h a t e , i n a w o r l d which e l s e w i s e o n l y m e r i t s s t a g n a n t s c o r n ! 
(-P.399) 

P i e r r e ' s d e c i s i o n t o commit h i m s e l f t o v i o l e n c e a r i s e s out o f 

a sense o f i n j u s t i c e done t o him, as does Ahab's, b u t the 

n a t u r e o f the i n j u s t i c e i n each case i s what d i f f e r e n t i a t e s 

t h e two n o v e l s . I n Moby-Dick Ahab i s angered by a t r a n s c e n -

d e n t l y e v i l i m p u l s e w h i c h he sees s i n e w i n g the w h i t e whale, 

w h i l e P i e r r e i s f r u s t r a t e d more by s o c i a l and p e r s o n a l con

s i d e r a t i o n s t h a n by t r a n s c e n d e n t a l ones. He i s angered by 

the f a c t t h a t he can n e i t h e r make a l i v i n g by w r i t i n g the 

t r u t h n o r c o n v i n c e the w o r l d t h a t he i s d e s e r v i n g o f h i s 

f o r e f a t h e r s ' r e p u t a t i o n s as "men o f honor." 

W i t h the f e e l i n g t h a t h i s l i f e has been a t o t a l 

f a i l u r e — i n c i d e n t a l l y , a f e e l i n g w h i c h Ahab n e v e r e x p e r i e n c e s 

— P i e r r e d e c i d e s t o k i l l F r e d e r i c and G l e n . He l e a v e s h i s 

rooms a t the A p o s t l e s ' w i t h the p a r t i n g p r a y e r t h a t I s a b e l 

and L u c y may d i e as q u i c k l y as p o s s i b l e — " t h e f o o l o f T r u t h , 

the f o o l o f V i r t u e , the f o o l o f F a t e , now q u i t s ye f o r e v e r ! " 

(p.400) P i e r r e has a t t h i s p o i n t t o t a l l y r e j e c t e d the r e l e 

vance o f l i f e , and t o s y m b o l i z e h i s s t a t u s as s o c i a l i s o l a t o 

he w a l k s between the two streams o f humanity on the s i d e 

w a l k s , " m i x i n g w i t h n e i t h e r , " t o meet G l e n and F r e d . "From 

h i s w i l d and f a t a l a s p e c t , one way the peopl e took the w a l l , 

the o t h e r way t h e y took the c u r b " (p.401). H i s en c o u n t e r w i t h 

G l e n and F r e d o c c u r s i n " t h e v e r y proscenium o f the town," and 

as the r e s u l t o f a f i r s t blow s t r u c k by Glent 
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Suddenly r u n n i n g ahread o f F r e d , who now c h a f i n g l y 
s t o o d s t i l l (because F r e d would n o t make two, i n the d i r e c t 
p e r s o n a l a s s a u l t upon one), and s h o u t i n g " L i a r ! V i l l a i n ! " 
G l e n l e a p e d toward P i e r r e from f r o n t , and\with such l i g h t 
n i n g - l i k e f e r o c i t y a i t h a t the simult.mneous blow o f h i s cow
h i d e smote P i e r r e a c r o s s the cheek, and l e f t a h a l f - l i v i d 
and h a l f - b l o o d y b r a n d . 

F o r t h a t one moment, the peopl e f e l l back on a l l s i d e s 
from them; and l e f t t h e m — m o m e n t a r i l y r e c o i l e d from each 
o t h e r — i n a r i n g of p a n i c s . 

But c l a p p i n g b o t h hands t o h i s two b r e a s t s , P i e r r e , on 
b o t h s i d e s s h a k i n g o f f the sudden w h i t e g r a s p o f two r u s h i n g 
g i r l s , t o r e out b o t h p i s t o l s , and rushed h e a d l o n g upon G l e n . 

" F o r t h y one blow, t a k e h e r e two deaths! * T i s speech
l e s s sweet t o murder the e ! " 

S p a t t e r i n g s o f h i s own k i n d r e d b l o o d were upon the 
pavement; h i s own hand had e x t i n g u i s h e d h i s house i n s l a u g h 
t e r i n g the o n l y unoutlawed human b e i n g by the name of G l e n 
d i n n i n g ; — a n d P i e r r e was s e i z e d by a hundred c o n t e n d i n g hands, 
(p.402) 

T h i s " r i n g o f p a n i c s " r e c a l l s " t h e r i n g e d h o r i z o n " i n which 

C a i n s l e w A b e l , mentioned by the o l d Manx s a i l o r i n Moby-Dick 

(p . 1 5 4 ) . Here a g a i n we have man's p o t e n t i a l f o r v i o l e n c e 

a g a i n s t h i s f e l l o w man seen as e n c l o s e d w i t h i n the human h o r i 

zon. B u t the i n d i v i d u a l s making up the c i r c l e a r e more 

" c i v i l i z e d " t han the s a i l o r s a b o a r d the Pequod, and a r e t h e r e 

f o r e u n w i l l i n g t o a l l o w the b r e a k i n g o f t h e i r " u n n a t u r a l " 

taboos a g a i n s t v i o l e n c e w i t h i n s o c i e t y . The image o f "a 

hundred c o n t e n d i n g hands" i r o n i c a l l y s u g g e s t s t h a t the s o c i e t y 

w h i c h r e j e c t e d P i e r r e when he at t e m p t e d t o l e a d a v i r t u o u s 

l i f e , b o t h a t Sad d l e Meadows and i n the c i t y , i s eager t o r e 

c o g n i z e him and tak e him t o i t s e l f f o r the purpose of p u n i s h 

ment. I t knows how t o d e a l w i t h those who commit p h y s i c a l 

v i o l e n c e , b u t i s u n a b l e t o p r o v i d e f o r t h e p h y s i c a l and 

s p i r i t u a l needs of i t s d i s a f f e c t e d c o n s t i t u e n t s . 

The f a c t t h a t P i e r r e has " e x t i n g u i s h e d h i s house" by 

m u r d e r i n g G l e n a l s o appears i r o n i c when P i e r r e ' s p r i d e i n 
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h i s a n c e s t o r s a t t h e "beginning of the n o v e l , i s remembered, 

f o r from a revenge f o r h i s l i n e a g e he has come t o h ate and 

d e s t r o y i t . 

From the time P i e r r e t e l l s Lucy t h a t he i s a l r e a d y 

m a r r i e d t o I s a b e l , v i o l e n c e accompanies h i s a t t e m p t t o l i v e 

v i r t u o u s l y : h i s news seems t o e f f e c t the "murder" of Lucy, 

h i s d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o "marry" I s a b e l s causes h i s mother t o 

d i e o f g r i e f , and he f i n d s h i m s e l f v i o l e n t l y spurned by G l e n . 

I n a d d i t i o n , he h i m s e l f has committed murder. As he s i t s i n 

h i s c e l l a w a i t i n g the hangman, he m e d i t a t e s on the v i o l e n c e 

w h i c h has f o l l o w e d h i s d e c i s i o n t o c o r r e c t h i s f a t h e r ' s i n 

j u s t i c e and r e c o g n i z e I s a b e l b e f o r e the w o r l d : 

Had I been h e a r t l e s s now, disowned, and s p u r n i n g l y 
p o r t i o n e d o f f the g i r l a t S a d d l e Meadows, t h e n had I been 
happy t h r o u g h a l o n g e t e r n i t y i n heaven'. Now, ' t i s m e r e l y 
h e l l i n b o t h w o r l d s . W e l l , be i t h e l l . I w i l l mold a 
trumpet of the f l a m e s , and, w i t h my b r e a t h o f f l a m e , b r e a t h e 
back my d e f i a n c e ! But g i v e me f i r s t a n o t h e r body! I l o n g 
and l o n g t o d i e , to be r i d o f t h i s d i s h o n o r e d cheek. ( p . 4 0 3 ) 

U n l i k e Ahab, who a t h i s d e a t h r e t a i n s h i s i n t e g r i t y and 

honour a l t h o u g h damned, P i e r r e l o s e s h i s honour a l o n g w i t h 

h i s l i f e . He no l o n g e r b e l i e v e s i n e i t h e r v i r t u e o r t r u t h 

as a b s o l u t e s , and he has none of Ahab's p o s i t i v e b e l i e f i n 

the v a l i d i t y o f h i s p h i l o s o p h y of d e f i a n c e . As W.E. Sedgwick 

says: 

''Unlike Ahab, P i e r r e can f e e l no topmost g r e a t n e s s . 
L i k e Ahab he d i e s d e f i a n t , b u t u n l i k e Ahab he does not t h r u s t 
h i s s p i r i t beyond the g o r i n g v e x a t i o n s o f the q u e s t i o n s i o f 
good and e v i l . He d i e s i n t h e . b e l i e f t h a t he i s damned, the 
o n l y s h r e d o f h i s C h r i s t i a n i t y t h a t s t i l l c l i n g s t o him, and 
M e l v i l l e i s n o t a t any p a i n s t o c o r r e c t h i s impression. 3-3 
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F o r t h e s e r e a s o n s , P i e r r e d e c i d e s t o t a k e h i s own 

l i f e . He i s v i s i t e d i n j a i l by Lucy and I s a b e l , and when 

I s a b e l f o r g e t f u l l y a d d r e s s e s him as h e r b r o t h e r r a t h e r t h a n 

h e r husbjand, Lucy s h r i n k s "up l i k e a s c r o l l " and d i e s . I n 

complete d e s p a i r , P i e r r e s e i z e s the p o i s o n c a r r i e d by I s a b e l s 

" G i r l ' , w i f e o r s i s t e r , s a i n t o r f i e n d ! ! " — s e i z i n g 
I s a b e l i n h i s g r a s p — " i n t h y b r e a s t s , l i f e f o r i n f a n t s 
l o d g e t h n o t , b u t d e a t h - m i l k f o r thee and m e ! — t h e drug!" 
and t e a r i n g h e r bosom l o o s e , he s e i z e d the s e c r e t v i a l n e s t 
l i n g t h e r e . (p . 4 0 3 ) 

J o h n B e r n s t e i n o f f e r s a v a l u a b l e comparison of the 

e f f e c t of the death-scene i n P i e r r e w i t h t h a t i n Moby-Dicks 

P i e r r e ' s r e b e l l i o n , w hich i n i t i a l l y seems totfbe a n t i 
t h e t i c a l t o t h a t o f the C a p t a i n o f the Pequod i n t h a t P i e r r e 
a t t e m p t s t o f o l l o w God and t o r i g h t s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e , even
t u a l l y — a s s e e n ' i n h i s dream of E n c e l a d u s — l e a d s him t o 
Ahab's p o s i t i o n , t o a war against.'heaven i t s e l f . U n f o r t u n a t e l y 
f o r P i e r r e , t h e r e i s no Moby D i c k , a symbol of a l l t h a t i s 
wrong w i t h the cosmos, f o r him t o harpoon. The b e s t a v a i l a b l e 
s u b s t i t u t e i s h i s c o u s i n G l e n , whom P i e r r e shoots.14 

Other c r i t i c s have o f f e r e d v a r i o u s r e a s o n s f o r t h i s scene's 

r e l a t i v e u n s u c c e s s . 1-5 W h i l e i t i s t r u e t h a t Ahab's g l o r i o u s 

a f f i r m a t i o n o f h i s i n d i v i d u a l i t y may be more a p p e a l i n g t h a n 

P i e r r e ' s n e g a t i o n o f h i s s e l f t h r o u g h s u i c i d e , however, i t i s 

w e l l t o r e f l e c t t h a t P i e r r e ' s death-scene as w e l l as Ahab's 

i s t r u e t o i t s c o n t e x t . We have seen t h a t P i e r r e ' s g r a d u a l 

d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t w i t h p h i l o s o p h i e s o f l i f e foundedoon th e ab

s o l u t e s of t r u t h and v i r t u e i s c l o s e l y t i e d t o h i s growing 

awareness of the p r e s e n c e o f v i o l e n c e i n the w o r l d . F o r the 

most p a r t , P i e r r e ' s r o l e has n o t been the n o b l y r o m a n t i c and 

h e r o i c one he e n v i s a g e d w h i l e l i v i n g a t S a d d l e Meadows--"It 
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must be a g l o r i o u s t h i n g t o engage i n a m o r t a l q u a r r e l on a 

sweet s i s t e r ' s b e h a l f ! Now, o f a l l t h i n g s , would t o heaven, 

I had a s i s t e r ! " (p.2 7 ) On the c o n t r a r y , he h i m s e l f has been 

d i s i n h e r i t e d and c a s t o f f by the " b e s t " s o c i e t y i n b o t h the 

c o u n t r y and the c i t y , caused the death o f h i s g r i e v i n g mother, 

had h i s book r e j e c t e d by the p u b l i s h e r s , and become b o t h a 

murderer and a s u i c i d e . I n a d d i t i o n , he eih&s committed an 

even g r e a t e r m o r a l s i n t h a n h i s f a t h e r ' s a d u l t e r y — i n c e s t . 

Looked a t i n the l i g h t o f P i e r r e ' s p e r v a d i n g sense of h i s 

f a i l u r e t o l i v e up t o h i s a b s o l u t e s t a n d a r d s o f v i r t u e and 

t r u t h , t h e n , h i s f i n a l v i o l e n t a c t i o n s appear a b s o l u t e l y 

p l a u s i b l e . As Moby-Dick marks the u l t i m a t e f u t i l i t y o f man's 

a t t e m p t t o d e s t r o y t r a n s c e n d e n t a l v i o l e n c e , so P i e r r e marks 

the s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e v i o l e n c e w h i c h o v e r t a k e s the man who 

would c o n s c i o u s l y pursue the p a t h s of v i r t u e and t r u t h i n a 

w o r l d o f d e c e p t i v e s u r f a c e s and ambiguous m o t i v e s . Moby-Dick 

and P i e r r e r e p r e s e n t the l a s t o f M e l v i l e ' s extended d r a m a t i 

z a t i o n s o f the i n d i v i d u a l c h a r a c t e r ' s e x e r c i s e cf u n r e s t r a i n e d 

and g r a t u i t o u s v i o l e n c e . A f t e r h i s p u b l i c a t i o n o f t h e l a t t e r 

n o v e l i n 1 8 5 2 , M e l v i l l e tended t o d e a l w i t h ways i n which 

v i o l e n c e c o u l d be i n f l i c t e d on the i n d i v i d u a l by s o c i e t y : 

" B a r t l e b y t h e S c r i v e n e r , " " B e n i t o Cereno," I s r a e l P o t t e r , The  

Confidence-Man, and B i l l y Budd e x p l o r e v a r i o u s a s p e c t s o f man's 

s u f f e r i n g w i t h i n the e x i s t i n g s o c i a l o r d e r . 

My d i s c u s s i o n i n the n e x t c h a p t e r of the r e s i d u e of 

v i o l e n c e t o be f o u n d _ i n the n o m i n a l l y c o n t e m p l a t i v e " B a r t l e b j j " 

t h e n , i s e s p e c i a l l y i m p o r t a n t t o a s t u d y o f M e l v i l l e ' s m a t u r i n g ' 

a t t i t u d e towards the t h e m a t i c r o l e of v i o l e n c e , i n t h a t t h e r o l e 
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o f v i o l e n c e i n t h i s s h o r t s t o r y r e p r e s e n t s so v a s t a b r e a k 

from M e l v i l l e ' s e a r l i e r t r e a t m e n t of the theme i n Moby-Dick 

and P i e r r e . 
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CHAPTER I I I 

P i e r r e i s t h e l a s t of M e l v i l l e ' s l o n g e r f i c t i o n s t o 

d r a m a t i z e p h y s i c a l v i o l e n c e as a way o f escape f o r an i n 

d i v i d u a l from p h i l o s o p h i c a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l dilemmas. 

A f t e r i t s p u b l i c a t i o n he became i n c r e a s i n g l y i n t e r e s t e d i n 

the e f f e c t o r l a c k o f e f f e c t w h i c h the l i f e and/or d e a t h 

of an i n d i v i d u a l c o u l d have on h i s s o c i e t y . T h i s c o n c e r n 

can be seen i n " B a r t l e b y t h e S c r i v e n e r , " " B e n i t o Cereno," 

and B i l l y Budd e s p e c i a l l y , where M e l v i l l e d e a l s w i t h i n 

d i v i d u a l a t t i t u d e s t o and embodiments of v i o l e n c e , and t h e n 

p l a c e s t h e s e a t t i t u d e s i n t h e i r s o c i a l c o n t e x t s , i n o r d e r 

t o p o i n t out the d i s c r e p a n c y which e x i s t s between a s i n g l e 

p e r s o n ' s e x p e r i e n c e o f v i o l e n c e and the f a i l u r e o f s o c i e t y 

t o t a k e f u l l y i n t o a c c o u n t t h e meaning of such an e x p e r i e n c e . 

As James E. M i l l e r , J r . has r i g h t l y n o t e d , the heroes of two 

of t h e s e f i c t i o n s resemble each o t h e r i n one i m p o r t a n t way: 

B e n i t o Cereno, B a r t l e b y , and Bannadonna,have i n common 
the f a c t t h a t t h e y d e s i g n e d t h e i r own d e a t h s , Don B e n i t o and 
B a r t l e b y by t h e i r w i t h d r a w a l from l i f e , Bannadonna by h i s 
a t t e m p t t o t r i u m p h o v e r life.l° 

U n l i k e Ahab and P i e r r e , who d i e v i o l e n t d e a t h s , Don B e n i t o 

and B a r t l e b y "pass on" q u i e t l y , w i t h no one b u t themselves 

aware of the cause of t h e i r d e a t h s . Yet B a r t l e b y * s d e f i a n t 

s t o i c i s m and Don B e n i t o ' s u n a c c o u n t a b l e t e r r o r a t the s i g h t 

of Babo l e a v e q u e s t i o n s i n the minds of the l a w y e r and Amasa 

Delano which c o n t i n u e t o i n t r i g u e them a f t e r the two heroes 

a r e dead. Amasa Delano l e a r n s l i t t l e from Don B e n i t o ' s 
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t e r r o r — i t remains i n e x p l i c a b l e t o h i m — b u t the l a w y e r i s 

a t l e a s t made m o m e n t a r i l y aware o f h i s own s u s c e p t i b i l i t y 

t o anger. I t i s not u n t i l B i l l y Budd, however, t h a t the human 

c a p a c i t y f o r v i o l e n c e i s seen as a p o s i t i v e v i r t u e , c a p a b l e 

when a l l i e d w i t h e s s e n t i a l Innocence o f p r o t e c t i n g n a t u r a l 

v i r t u e from n a t u r a l d e p r a v i t y . 

A l t h o u g h " B a r t l e b y the S c r i v e n e r " c o n t a i n s no p h y s i c a l 

v i o l e n c e , i t i s perhaps as p r o f o u n d a commentary on the o r i 

g i n s of v i o l e n c e as Moby-Dick o r P i e r r e . The d i f f e r e n c e i s 

t h a t whereas the n o v e l s e x p l o r e man's m e t a p h y s i c a l f r u s t r a 

t i o n s as a s o u r c e o f h i s v i o l e n c e , " B a r t l e b y " e x p l o r e s man's 

d e e p l y - r o o t e d tendency t o become v i o l e n t when c o n f r o n t e d by 

p a s s i v e r e s i s t a n c e . 1 ? I w i l l d e a l i n t h i s c h a p t e r w i t h the 

l a w y e r ' s v i o l e n t anger towards t h e i n s u f f e r a b l y w i l f u l 

B a r t l e b y as an i n d i c a t i o n o f the u n i v e r s a l i t y o f the urge t o 

v i o l e n c e w h i c h M e l v i l l e d i s c e r n e d i n humanity. 

The l a w y e r ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f h i m s e l f a t the b e g i n n i n g 

o f the s t o r y i s h a r d l y s u g g e s t i v e o f an h a b i t u a l l y v i o l e n t 

man. From the time of h i s y o u t h , he t e l l s u s , he has been 

f i l l e d w i t h the "p r o f o u n d " c o n v i c t i o n t h a t " t h e e a s i e s t way o f 

l i f e i s the b e s t . " F o r t h i s r e a s o n , a l t h o u g h he b e l o n g s t o a 

p r o f e s s i o n " p r o v e r b i a l l y e n e r g e t i c and n e r v o u s , even t o t u r 

b u l e n c e , a t t i m e s , y e t n o t h i n g o f t h a t s o r t have I e v e r 

s u f f e r e d t o i n v a d e my peace." B u t , h a b i t u a l l y m i l d - n a t u r e d as 

he i s , he does b r i s t l e a t the remembrance t h a t a l u c r a t i v e 

p o s i t i o n once o b t a i n e d by him was c a n c e l l e d a few y e a r s l a t e r 

by a new a d m i n i s t r a t i o n : 
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I seldom l o s e my temper; much more seldom i n d u l g e i n 
dangerous i n d i g n a t i o n a t wrongs and o u t r a g e s ; b u t , I must 
be p e r m i t t e d t o be r a s h h e r e , and d e c l a r e , t h a t I c o n s i d e r 
the sudden and v i o l e n t a b r o g a t i o n o f the o f f i c e o f M a s t e r 
i n Chancery, by the new C o n s t i t u t i o n , as a — p r e m a t u r e a c t ; 
inasmuch as I had counted upon a l i f e - l e a s e o f the p r o f i t s , 
whereas I o n l y r e c e i v e d those o f a few s h o r t y e a r s . 1 8 

I n s o f a r as the l a w y e r i s c a p a b l e of an emotion a p p r o a c h i n g 

a n ger, h i s i r e i s a r o u s e d by l o s s o f money. The p r o g r e s s 

o f the s t o r y d e t a i l s a change i n the o b j e c t o f the l a w y e r ' s 

e n e r v a t e d anger from the new C o n s t i t u t i o n t o B a r t l e b y . 

The l a w y e r shows t h a t he i s a man o f method by the 

form which h i s n a r r a t i o n t a k e s . (We remember t h a t h i s p a t r o n , 

J o h n J a c o b A s t o r , had pronounced h i s " f i r s t grand p o i n t t o 

be prudence," a n d f h i s n e x t , "method"). B e f o r e e n t e r i n g upon 

h i s s t o r y p r o p e r , he c a r e f u l l y d e s c r i b e s h i s g e n e r a l s u r 

r o u n d i n g s and the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of h i s s t a f f o t h e r t h a n 

B a r t l e b y . The nickname of the o l d e s t of h i s employees i s 

Turkey; he i s h a b i t u a l l y a c a r e f u l w orker i n the morning, 

b u t a f t e r h i s l i q u i d l u n c h becomes o b s t r e p e r o u s and c a r e l e s s 

i n c o p y i n g . Nippers, the n e x t c o l d e s t c l e r k , tends t o s u f f e r 

i n the mornings from "two e v U l p o w e r s — a m b i t i o n and i n d i g e s 

t i o n " (p,119)f b u t i n the a f t e r n o o n s becomes a model of de

portment. G i n g e r Nut i s the o f f i c e boy. H i s d u t i e s c o n s i s t 

m a i n l y i n r u n n i n g e r r a n d s f o r the two o l d e r c l e r k s , who r e 

p r e s e n t the s c h i z o p h r e n i a which a f f e c t s the mature c o n s t i 

t u e n t s o f the l a w y e r ' s s o c i e t y . 

I n i t s p o r t r a y a l of t h e s e two c h a r a c t e r s " B a r t l e b y " i s 

an a l m o s t D i c k e n s i a n d e n u n c i a t i o n o f p e r v e r t e d s o c i a l v a l u e s . 

T u rkey i s a b l e t o work o n l y by i n j e c t i n g h i m s e l f d a i l y w i t h 
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doses of a l c o h o l , w h i l e N i p p e r s has come t o b e l i e v e i n the 

c a p i t a l i s t i c system enough t o want t o succeed i n i t , and has 

thus a t t a i n e d a c h r o n i c s t a t e o f i n d i g e s t i o n . The man c u r 

r e n t l y a t t h e t o p , whose p o s i t i o n N i p p e r s c o v e t s , i s of c o u r s e 

t h e l a w y e r . A b l a n d e r , l e s s a t t r a c t i v e i d e a l i s h a r d t o 

ima g i n e . 

I n t o t h i s s u p e r f i c i a l l y n o n - v i o l e n t s o c i e t y i s s u d d e n l y 

p r e c i p i t a t e d the c a t a l y s t t h a t w i l l make e v i d e n t the l a w y e r ' s 

h y p o c r i s y i n d e n y i n g h i s deeper emotions: 

I n answer t o my a d v e r t i s e m e n t , a m o t i o n l e s s young man 
one morning s t o o d upon my o f f i c e t h r e s h o l d , the door b e i n g 
open, f o r i t was summer. I can see t h a t f i g u r e n o w — p a l l i d l y 
n e a t , p i t i a b l y r e s p e c t a b l e , i n c u r a b l y f o r l o r n ! I t was 
B a r t l e b y . (p.122) 

B a r t l e b y ' s s e d a t e temper and e f f i c i e n c y a t c o p y i n g e a r n the 

l a w y e r ' s a d m i r a t i o n u n t i l one day he c a l l s B a r t l e b y t o come 

out from the s c r e e n b e h i n d w h i c h he i s w o r k i n g and a s s i s t i n 

r e a d i n g a b r i e f document. B a r t l e b y ' s d e l a y e d r e p l y i s t h a t 

he "would p r e f e r n o t t o " a s s i s t a t t h i s t a s k . The l a w y e r 

l o o k s a t him w i t h u n b e l i e f : 

Not a w r i n k l e o f a g i t a t i o n r i p p l e d him. Had t h e r e 
been the l e a s t u n e a s i n e s s , a n g e r , i m p a t i e n c e o r i m p e r t i n e n c e 
i n h i s manner; i n o t h e r words, had t h e r e been a y t h i n g o r 
d i n a r i l y human about him, d o u b t l e s s I s h o u l d have v i o l e n t l y 
d i s m i s s e d him from the p r e m i s e s . But as i t was, I s h o u l d 
have as soon thought o f t u r n i n g my p a l e p l a s t e r - o f - i p a r i s b u s t 
o f C i c e r o out of d o o r s . 

The l a w y e r ' s e x p l a n a t i o n i s t h a t he i s no more a b l e t o r e l a t e 

t o B a r t l e b y t h a n h e . i s t o h i s b u s t of C i c e r o ; t h e r e i s no

t h i n g " o r d i n a r i l y human" about h i s c l e r k ' s b e h a v i o r . Y e t as 

the s t o r y c o n t i n u e s we come t o f e e l t h a t the l a w y e r i s n o t 
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t h e k i n d of man who c o u l d "have v i o l e n t l y d i s m i s s e d him from 

the p r e m i s e s . " He i s nfonpjlussed and even i n t i m i d a t e d by 

B a r t l e b y * s u n a c c o u n t a b l e b e h a v i o r . 

A few days a f t e r the i n c i d e n t r e l a t e d above, B a r t l e b y 

a g a i n r e f u s e s the l a w y e r ' s o r d e r — t h i s time t o j o i n t he 

o t h e r t h r e e c l e r k s a t p r o o f - r e a d i n g . The e f f e c t on the law

y e r o f t h i s c h a l l e n g e t o h i s a u t h o r i t y i s p r e d i c t a b l e : 

"Why do y o u r r e f u s e ? " 
" I would p r e f e r n o t t o . " 
W i t h any o t h e r man I s h o u l d have f l o w n ' o u t r i g h t i n t o 

a d r e a d f u l p a s s i o n , s c o r n e d a l l f u r t h e r words, and t h r u s t 
him i g n o m i n i o u s l y from my p r e s e n c e . B u t t h e r e was'something 
about B a r t l e b y t h a t n o t o n l y s t r a n g e l y d i s a r m e d me, b u t , i n 
a w o n d e r f u l manner, touched and d i s c o n c e r t e d me. I began t o 
r e a s o n w i t h him. (p.125) 

The l a w y e r here a g a i n o f f e r s as a r e a s o n f o r h i s p a s s i v i t y 

B a r t l e b y ' s d i s c o n c e r t i n g o b s t i n a c y . He a t t e m p t s t o " r e a s o n " 

w i t h B a r t l e b y as t o why he s h o u l d a s s i s t t h e o t h e r s i n t h e i r 

work, b u t f i n d s t h a t a l t h o u g h B a r t l e b y seems t o u n d e r s t a n d 

the l a w y e r ' s p r o c e s s o f r e a s o n i n g , "some paramount c o n s i d e r a 

t i o n p r e v a i l e d w i t h him t o r e p l y as he d i d " (p.125) , I t i s 

c l e a r by now t h a t the l a w y e r i s i n c a p a b l e o f f l y i n g " o u t r i g h t 

i n t o a d r e a d f u l p a s s i o n ; " he i s a man o f the i n t e l l e c t w i t h 

out emotions. 

Paced w i t h a human b e i n g who a c t s i n a c c o r d w i t h h i s 

own whims, w i t h o u t a d h e r i n g t o p r i n c i p l e s of " r e a s o n " based 

on economic c o n s i d e r a t i o n s , the l a w y e r f e e l s t h r e a t e n e d : 

I t i s n o t seldom the c a s e . t h a t , when a man i s ' b r o w b e a t e n 
i n some unprecedented a n d . v i o l e n t l y u n r e a s o n a b l e way, he b e g i n s 
t o s t a g g e r i n h i s own p l a i n e s t f a i t h . He b e g i n s , as i t were, 
v a g u e l y t o surmise t h a t , w o n d e r f u l as i t may be, a l l the 
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j u s t i c e and a l l the r e a s o n i s on the o t h e r s i d e . A c c o r d 
i n g l y , i f any d i s i n t e r e s t e d p e r s o n s a r e p r e s e n t , he t u r n s 
t o them" f o r some r e i n f o r c e m e n t f o r h i s own f a l t e r i n g mind, 
(pp.125-26) 

B u t a l t h o u g h N i p p e r s and Turkey l o y a l l y a s s e r t t h a t h i s 

o r d e r s a r e r e a s o n a b l e , the l a w y e r i s unable t o s e c u r e B a r t 

l e b y * s a l l - i m p o r t a n t agreement. F o r a second time he p u t s 

o f f a c t u a l l y f i r i n g B a r t l e b y : "Once more b u s i n e s s h u r r i e d me. 

I d e t e r m i n e d a g a i n t o postpone the c o n s i d e r a t i o n of t h i s 

dilemma t o my f u t u r e l e i s u r e " (p.1 2 6 ) , The f a c t i s t h a t 

the l a w y e r i s more c a p a b l e o f c a r r y i n g on a "snug b u s i n e s s 

among r i c h men's bonds, and mortgages, and t i t l e - d e e d s " (p. 

116), t h a n d e a l i n g w i t h human b e i n g s . He p u t s o f f B a r t l e b y ' s 

c h a l l e n g e t o h i s r a t i o n a l i t y as l o n g as p o s s i b l e , i n the hope 

t h a t events w i l l r e t u r n t o normal w i t h o u t him h a v i n g t o a c t 

d e c i s i v e l y . I n the meantime, he d e c i d e s t o a l l o w B a r t l e b y 

t o do any work he chooses. 

The l a w y e r d e v e l o p s t h i s l i n e o f thought f u r t h e r i n 

t h e n e x t few days, w i t h an i m p o r t a n t d i f f e r e n c e ; he a d m i t s 

t h a t i n s p i t e o f h i s good i n t e n t i o n s he i s becoming "angry": 

N o t h i n g so a g g r a v a t e s an e a r n e s t p e r s o n as a p a s s i v e 
r e s i s t a n c e , i f the i n d i v i d u a l so r e s i s t e d be o f a n o t I n 
humane temper, and the r e s i s t i n g one p e r f e c t l y h a r m l e s s i n 
h i s p a s s i v i t y , t h e n , i n the b e t t e r moods o f the f o r m e r , he 
w i l l endeavor c h a r i t a b l y t o c o n s t r u e t o h i s i m a g i n a t i o n what 
p r o v e s i m p o s s i b l e t o be s o l v e d by h i s judgement. Even so, 
f o r the most p a r t , I r e g a r d e d B a r t l e b y and h i s ways. P o o r 
f e l l o w ' , t h o u g h t I , he means no m i s c h i e f ; i t i s p l a i n \he i n 
tends no i n s o l e n c e ; h i s a s p e c t s u f f i c i e n t l y e v i n c e s t h a t h i s 
e c c e n t r i c i t i e s a r e i n v o l u n t a r y . He I s u s e f u l t o me. I can 
g e t a l o n g w i t h o u t him. I f I t u r n him away, the chances a r e 
he w i l l f a l l inTwith some l e s s - i n d u l g e n t employer, and t h e n 
he w i l l be r u d e i y t r e a t e d , and perhaps d r i v e n f o r t h m i s e r a b l y 
t o s t a r v e . Yes. Here I can c h e a p l y purchase a d e l i c i o u s 
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s e l f - a p p r o v a l . To " b e f r i e n d B a r t l e b y : t o humor him i n his-
s t r a n g e w i l l f u l n e s s , w i l l c o s t me l i t t l e o r n o t h i n g , w h i l e I 
lay;mp i n my s o u l what w i l l e v e n t u a l l y p p r o v e a sweet m o r s e l 
f o r my c o n s c i e n c e . B u t t h i s mood was n o t i n v a r i a b l e w i t h me. 
The p a s s i v e n e s s of B a r t l e b y sometimes i r r i t a t e d me. I " f e l t 
s t r a n g e l y goaded on t o e n c o u n t e r him i n new o p p o s i t i o n — t o 
e l i c i t ' s o m e a n g r y s p a r k from him answerable t o my own. B u t , 
i n d e e d , I might as w e l l have essayed t o s t r i k e f i r e w i t h my 
k n u c k l e s a g a i n s t a b i t o f Windsor soap. (pp.127-28) 

That s p i r i t u a l greed p r o v i d e s the b a s i s f o r the l a w y e r ' s 

r e a s o n i n g i s demonstrated by h i s c o m m e r c i a l d i c t i o n : by t o l 

e r a t i n g B a r t l e b y ' s p r e s e n c e , he f e e l s he can " c h e a p l y p u r 

chase" s e l f - a p p r o v a l a t a " c o s t " of " l i t t l e o r n o t h i n g . " 

Y e t even w i t h t h i s r e a s o n t o b e f r i e n d him, t h e l a w y e r a d m i t s 

t h a t a t t i m e s he i s " s t r a n g e l y goaded" t o provoke f u r t h e r 

r e s i s t a n c e i n B a r t l e b y , r a t h e r t h a n humour him. T h i s i r r a 

t i o n a l a nger demonstrates t h a t he has not l e a r n e d how t o r e 

p r e s s h i s p r i m i t i v e i m p u l s e s e n t i r e l y . 

The l a w y e r ' s " e v i l i i m p u l s e " t o r a i s e an anger i n 

B a r t l e b y a n s w e r a b l e t o h i s own grows as B a r t l e b y ' s m i l d n e s s 

c o n t i n u e s u n r u f f l e d . Knowing b e f o r e h a n d t h a t he w i l l be r e 

f u s e d , he a s k s B a r t l e b y t o a s s i s t him i n c o l l a t i n g some 

p a p e r s . B a r t l e b y answers t h a t he would p r e f e r n o t t o . The 

l a w y e r r e f u s e s Turkey's o f f e r t o f i g h t B a r t l e b y , b u t c o n t i n u e s 

h i s a t t e m p t t o r a i s e i n B a r t l e b y some s p a r k o f r e c i p r o c a l 

anger: 

I c l o s e d the d o o r s , and a g a i n advanced toward B a r t l e b y . 
I f e l t a d d i t i o n a l i n c e n t i v e s t e m p t i n g me t o my f a t e . I 
burned t o be r e b e l l e d a g a i n s t a g a i n . I remembered t h a t B a r t 
l e b y n e v e r l e f t the o f f i c e . 

" B a r t l e b y , V s a i d I , " G i n g e r Nut i s away; j u s t s t e p 
round t o the P o s t O f f i c e , won't you? ( i t was b u t a t h r e e 
m i n u t e ' s w a l k ) , and see i f t h e r e i s a n y t h i n g f o r me." 

" I would p r e f e r n o t t o . " (pp.128 - 2 9 ) 
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The e f f e c t o f B a r t l e b y * s m i l d r e s i s t a n c e i s s t u n n i n g ! as i f 

under a s p e l l t he l a w y e r t r i e s a g a i n t o make B a r t l e b y r e b e l : 

Was t h e r e any o t h e r t h i n g i n which I c o u l d p r o c u r e 
m y s e l f t o be i g n o m i n i o u s l y r e p u l s e d by t h i s l e a n p e n n i l e s s 
w i g h t ? — m y ' h i r e d c l e r k ? What added t h i n g i s t h e r e , p e r f e c t l y 
r e a s o n a b l e , t h a t he w i l l be s u r e t o r e f u s e t o do? (p.129) 

He a s k s B a r t l e b y t o summon N i p p e r s from the n e x t room, w i t h 

the p r e d i c t a b l e r e s u l t . The supremely comic r e s o l u t i o n t o 

t h i s c r e s c e n d o o f d e f i a n c e i l l u m i n a t e s a g a i n the l a w y e r ' s 

i n a b i l i t y t o f a c e the problem w i t h w h i c h B a r t l e b y c o n f r o n t s 

him, as he answers B a r t l e b y ' s f i r m r e s i s t a n c e by l e a v i n g the 

o f f i c e . He i s t o t a l l y u n a b l e t o provoke any k i n d o f v i o l e n t 

r e a c t i o n from B a r t l e b y , and i s d i s t r e s s e d t o f i n d t h a t he 

has no way o f overcoming the p a s s i v e r e s i s t a n c e w i t h which 

B a r t l e b y meets h i s t h i n l y - d i s g u i s e d a t t e m p t s t o i n t e g r a t e him 

i n t o the v a l u e s and o b l i g a t i o n s o f h i s s o c i e t y o f r a t i o n a l i t y 

and common sense. 

What the l a w y e r would l i k e t o do i s f o r c e B a r t l e b y t o 

obey h i s o r d e r s , b u t h i s a c q u i r e d prudence f o r b i d s t h i s r a s h 

k i n d o f b e h a v i o r . A t t i m e s , however, h i s i m p a t i e n c e s u r f a c e s 

i n o u t b u r s t s o f v i o l e n c e : 

Sometimes, t o be s u r e , I c o u l d n o t , f o r the v e r y s o u l 
o f me, a v o i d f a l l i n g i n t o sudden spasmodic p a s s i o n s w i t h him. 
F o r i t was e x c e e d i n g d i f f i c u l t t o b e a r i n mind a l l the time 
t h o s e s t r a n g e p e c u l i a r i t i e s , p r i v i l e g e s , and unheard o f ex
emptions, f o r m i n g the t a c i t s t i p u l a t i o n s on B a r t l e b y ' s p a r t 
under w h i c h he remained i n my o f f i c e . (p . 1 3 0 ) 

When the l a w y e r f o r g e t s t h e s e p r i v i l e g e s and a s k s B a r t l e b y t o 

h e l p him a t , say, some minor t a s k , the i n e v i t a b l e r e f u s a l be

comes u n b e a r a b l e . E s p e c i a l l y i s s i n c e B a r t l e b y does n o t a l l o w 
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t h e l a w y e r t o c o n t i n u e t o s u b l i m a t e h i s anger* he p r e s e n t s a 

c o n t i n u o u s c h a l l e n g e t o the l a w y e r ' s m o d e r a t i o n . A f t e r e v e r y 

c o n c e s s i o n i s g r a n t e d he provokes the l a w y e r ' s dormant anger 

i n a n o t h e r way. 

When the l a w y e r drops by h5is o f f i c e one Sunday and 

f i n d s h i m s e l f l o c k e d out by the e v e r - p r e s e n t B a r t l e b y , he 

f e e l s " s u n d r y t w i n g e s of i m p o t e n t r e b e l l i o n " a g a i n s t h i s h i r e d 

c l e r k . Y e t he f e e l s p o w e r l e s s t o become angry: 

I t was h i s w o n d e r f u l m i l d n e s s c h i e f l y , w h i c h not o n l y 
d i s a r m e d me, b u t unmanned me as i t were. F o r I c o n s i d e r 
t h a t one, f o r t h e t i m e , i s of a s o r t unmanned when he t r a n 
q u i l l y p e r m i t s h i s h i r e d c l e r k t o d i c t a t e t o him, and o r d e r 
him away from h i s own p r e m i s e s . (p.131) 

The r e s t r i c t i v e c l a u s e s h e r e : "as i t were," " f o r the t i m e , " 

" o f a s o r t , " i n d i c a t e the e x t e n t o f the l a w y e r ' s prudence; 

he i s u n w i l l i n g t o admit t h a t o f co u r s e he has been unmanned 

by " t r a n q u i l l y " p e r m i t t i n g h i m s e l f t o be d i c t a t e d t o . 

When he r e t u r n s t o h i s o f f i c e t he l a w y e r i s s t r u c k by 

the thought t h a t B a r t l e b y had been l i v i n g t h e r e a l o n e : " H i s 

p o v e r t y i s g r e a t ; b u t h i s s o l i t u d e , how h o r r i b l e ! " (p.132) 

And f o r the f i r s t t i me he e x p e r i e n c e s an ^emotion a p p r o a c h i n g 

the u n p l e a s a n t : 

A f e e l i n g o f o v e r p o w e r i n g s t i n g i n g m e l a n c h o l y s e i z e d 
me. B e f o r e , I had n e v e r e x p e r i e n c e d aught b u t a n o t un-
p l e a s i n g sadness. The bond o f a common humanity drew me 
i r r e s i s t i b l y t o gloom. (p.131) 

T h i s mood does n o t l a s t l o n g , f o r the l a w y e r ' s p i t y i s soon 

overcome by h i s f e a r o f becoming i n v o l v e d . He wants t o phy

s i c a l l y throw B a r t l e b y out b u t i s a f r a i d t o ; f o r t h i s r e a s o n 
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a l l h i s c h a r i t y and seeming b e n e v o l e n c e i s m e r e l y s e l f -

d e c e p t i o n , s i n c e i t i s d e s i g n e d t o a r o u s e a t h a n k f u l n e s s i n 

B a r t l e b y w h i c h w i l l cause him t o l e a v e the l a w y e r o f h i s own 

f r e e w i l l . T h i s i s the b a s i c f a c t w h i c h the l a w y e r i s u n a b l e 

t o f a c e up t o th r o u g h o u t the s t o r y . 

The l a w y e r ' s n o n - a g r e s s i v e n e s s i s n o t o n l y h a b i t u a l 

w i t h him b u t i s a l s o a sou r c e o f p r i d e . Thus, a f t e r B a r t l e b y 

has e s c a l a t e d h i s r e f u s a l t o c o o p e r a t e by a s s e r t i n g t h a t he 

w i l l no l o n g e r even copy the l a w y e r ' s documents, the l a w y e r 

d e v i s e s a p l a n w h i c h w i l l r i d him o f h i s c l e r k w i t h o u t v i o 

l e n c e s he w i l l assume t h a t B a r t l e b y w i l l d e p a r t . B u t h i s 

p r i d e i n t h i s p l a n i s s h o r t - l i v e d , f o r B a r t l e b y appears as 

u s u a l the n e x t morning. The l a w y e r i s t h e r e f o r e f o r c e d i n t o 

t h e r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t t o g e t r i d of B a r t l e b y i s i m p o s s i b l e 

w i t h o u t t a k i n g some u n p l e a s a n t a c t i o n o r othe r s 

"Turn the man out by a c t u a l t h r u s t i n g I c o u l d n o t ; 
to d r i v e him away by c a l l i n g him h a r d names would n o t do; 
c a l l i n g i n the p o l i c e was an u n p l e a s a n t i d e a ; a n d ' y e t , ' p e r m i t 
him t o e n j o y h i s cadaverous t r i u m p h over m e — t h i s , t o o , I 
c o u l d n ot t h i n k o f . What was t o be done? ( p . l 4 l ) 

By t h i s time the l a w y e r i s so e x a s p e r a t e d t h a t h i s 

mind b e g i n s t o e n t e r t a i n t h o u g h t s o f v i o l e n c e w h i c h he i s 

i m m e d i a t e l y a t p a i n s t o suppresss 

I was now i n such a s t a t e o f nervous resentment t h a t 
I thought i t b u t p r u d e n t t o check m y s e l f , a t p r e s e n t from 
f u r t h e r d e m o n s t r a t i o n s . B a r t l e b y and I were a l o n e . I r e 
membered the t r a g e d y o f the u n f o r t u n a t e Adams and the s t i l l 
more u n f o r t u n a t e C o l t i n the s o l i t a r y o f f i c e o f the l a t t e r ; 
and how poor C o l t , b e i n g d r e a d f u l l y i n c e n s e d by Adams, and 
i m p r u d e n t l y p e r m i t t i n g h i m s e l f t o g e t w i l d l y e x c i t e d , was 
a t unawares h u r r i e d i n t o h i s f a t a l a c t — a n a c t w h i c h c e r 
t a i n l y no man c o u l d p o s s i b l y d e p l o r e more th a n the a c t o r 
h i m s e l f . (p.142) 
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I n h i s u s u a l manner, the l a w y e r s u p p r e s s e s h i s anger because 

he f e e l s i t t o be p o t e n t i a l l y dangerous t o h i m s e l f , and t w i s t s 

words of S c r i p t u r e a c c o r d i n g l y : 

But when t h i s o l d Adam of resentment r o s e i n me and 
tempted me c o n c e r n i n g B a r t l e b y , I g r a p p l e d him and threw him. 
How? Why s i m p l y by r e c a l l i n g the d i v i n e i n j u n c t i o n : "A new 
commandment I g i v e u n t o you, t h a t ye l o v e one a n o t h e r , " Yes, 
t h i s i t was t h a t saved me. A s i d e from h i g h e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n s , 
c h a r i t y o f t e n o p e r a t e s as a v a s t l y w i s e and p r u d e n t p r i n c i p l e 
— a g r e a t s a f e g u a r d t o i t s p o s s e s s o r . (p.142) 

Now i t becomes e v i d e n t t h a t the l a w y e r i s n o t a v o i d i n g v i o l e n c e 

because he w i s h e s t o r e s p e c t the d i v i n e commandment, b u t be

cause he w i s h e s t o a v o i d the l a w f u l consequences of such v i o 

l e n t a c t i o n . He a s s e r t s t h a t h i s c h a r i t y i s v i r t u o u s because 

i t p r e v e n t s him from f a c i n g the consequences o f v i o l e n t a c 

t i o n : 

Men haveecommitted murder f o r j e a l o u s y ' s sake, and 
angel's sake, a n d ' s e l f i s h n e s s ' sake, and s p i r i t u a l p r i d e ' s 
sake; b u t no man, t h a t e v e r I h e a r d o f , e v e r committed a 
d i a b o l i c a l murder f o r sweet c h a r i t y ' s sake. Mere s e l f - i n t e r e s t , 
t h e n , i f no b e t t e r m o t i v e can be e n l i s t e d , s h o u l d , e s p e c i a l l y 
w i t h high-tempered men, prompt a l l b e i n g s t o c h a r i t y and 
p h i l a n t h r o p y . ( p . l 4 2 ) 

T h i s c o n f l i c t between the l a w y e r ' s prudence and h i s i n c l i n a 

t i o n t o become v i o l e n t under t h e extreme p r o v o c a t i o n o f 

B a r t l e b y ' s f r u s t r a t i n g l y i r r a t i o n a l b e h a v i o r i s e s p e c i a l l y i n 

t e r e s t i n g i n r e l a t i o n t o the u n m i t i g a t e d wratfe-mce t h e y have 

been f a i r l y a r o u s e d — o f Ahab and P i e r r e , The l a w y e r i s by 

c o n t r a s t an e x t r e m e l y " c i v i l i z e d " and s e l f - d i s c i p l i n e d i n 

d i v i d u a l . .However, h i s d i s c i p l i n e i s imposed by a d i s t a s t e 

f u l and c o w a r d l y p r u d e n c e — w e see him s l i n k i n g away from h i s 
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own door and r e l u c t a n t t o become ang r y because of the po

t e n t i a l consequences of such a c o n f r o n t a t i o n . As K i n g s l e y 

Widmer says of the l a w y e r ' s m o r a l c h a r a c t e r : "Goodness as 

•mere s e l f - i n t e r e s t ' r e v e a l s the obtuseness of such r a t i o n a l i t y 

and the b r u t a l i t y o f such d e c e n c y . " ^ 

H a v i n g "drowned" h i s f e e l i n g s o f v i o l e n c e , the l a w y e r 

l i g h t s on a n o t h e r a c c e p t a b l e r e a s o n f o r t o l e r a t i n g B a r t l e b y : 

s i n c e h i s t r o u b l e s w i t h the s c r i v e n e r have u n d o u b t e d l y been 

" p r e d e s t i n a t e d from e t e r n i t y " he has o b v i o u s l y been chosen 

t o p r o t e c t B a r t l e b y " f o r some m y s t e r i o u s purpose of an a l l -

w i s e P r o v i d e n c e , w h i c h i t was n o t f o r a mere m o r t a l l i k e me 

t o fathom" (p.1^ 3 ) . B u t because the l a w y e r ' s l o v e f o r 

B a r t l e b y i s n o t g e n u i n e , he i s soon persuaded by t h e comments 

o f h i s f e l l o w a t t o r n e y s , t o change h i s c h a r i t a b l e a t t i t u d e : 

I b e l i e v e t h a t t h i s w i s e and b l e s s e d frame of mind 
would have c o n t i n u e d w i t h me, had i t n o t been f o r the un
s o l i c i t e d and u n c h a r i t a b l e remarks obtruded upon' me by my 
p r o f e s s i o n a l f r i e n d s who v i s i t e d the rooms. But t h u s i t 
o f t e n i s , t h a t the c o n s t a n t f r i c t i o n of i l l i b e r a l minds wears 
out a t l a s t the b e s t r e s o l v e s o f the more generous. (p.1^3) 

W i t h t h i s d e t e r m i n a t i o n i n mind the l a w y e r once more a s k s h i s 

s c r i v e n e r t o l e a v e the o f f i c e , and when he r e f u s e s , the l a w y e r 

i n f o r m s B a r t l e b y t h a t he h i m s e l f i s g o i n g t o v a c a t e h i s o f f i c e 

space and move c l o s e r t o c i t y h a l l . 

A f t e r e s t a b l i s h i n g h i m s e l f i n h i s new q u a r t e r s the 

l a w y e r i s v i s i t e d by a n o t h e r l a w y e r who has i n h e r i t e d b o t h 

the o l d o f f i c e space and B a r t l e b y . The problem i s t h a t a l 

though B a r t l e b y has. been t u r n e d . o u t of the . o f f i c e . he has p e r 

s i s t e d i n h a u n t i n g t h e b u i l d i n g . The e f f e c t of h i s m i l d 
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p e r s i s t e n c e on the t e n a n t s of the b u i l d i n g i s , s i g n i f i c a n t l y , 

s i m s i l i a m y t o the l a w y e r ' s own angers "Everybody i s concerned: 

c l i e n t s a r e l e a v i n g t h e o f f i c e s ; some f e a r s a r e e n t e r t a i n e d 

o f a mob" ( p.147). The l a w y e r i s h e l d a c c o u n t a b l e by t h e s e 

p e o p l e and, i n s p i t e o f h i s d e n i a l s t h a t he knows anything o f 

B a r t l e b y , i s t h r e a t e n e d w i t h exposure i n the p u b l i c papers as 

a p u b l i c menace. Under t h i s p r e s s u r e he a g r e e s t o t r y t o 

c o n v i n c e B a r t l e b y t o l e a v e the p r e m i s e s . B u t when he t r i e s , 

o f f e r i n g B a r t l e b y a number of d i f f e r e n t k i n d s of j o b s , and 

f i n d s h i s f i n a l o f f e r r e f u s e d by B a r t l e b y on the grounds t h a t 

i t i s t o o s t a t i o n a r y a p o s i t i o n , he i s prompted i n t o h i s 

f i r s t v i o l e n t o u t b u r s t a g a i n s t B a r t l e b y * s t h a n k l e s s n e s s : 

" S t a t i o n a r y you s h a l l be, t h e n , " I c r i e d , now l o s i n g 
a l l p a t i e n c e , and, f o r the f i r s t time i n a l l my e x a s p e r a t i n g 
c o n n e c t i o n w i t h him, f a i r l y f l y i n g i n t o a p a s s i o n . " I f you 
do n o t goaway'from t h e s e p r e m i s e s b e f o r e n i g h t , I s h a l l f e e l 
b o u n d — i n d e e d , I am b o u n d — t o - t o - t o q u i t the p r e m i s e s m y s e l f ! " 
I r a t h e r a b s u r d l y c o n c l u d e d , knowing not w i t h what p o s s i b l e 
t h r e a t t o t r y t o f r i g h t e n h i s i m m o b i l i t y i n t o c o m p l i a n c e , 
(p.148) 

The l a w y e r i s a t l a s t f o r c e d by B a r t l e b y i n t o the r e a l i z a t i o n 

t h a t h i s t h r e a t s a r e o n l y s u p e r f i c i a l ; t h a t he has no d e s i r e 

o r w i l l i n g n e s s t o e n f o r c e them. 

The l a w y e r makes one f i n a l o f f e r t o B a r t l e b y , o f f e r i n g 

t o t a k e him i n t o h i s home, b u t a g a i n B a r t l e b y r e f u s e s . The 

l a w y e r i s p r e c i p i t a t e d i n t o o u t r i g h t r e t r e a t b e f o r e B a r t l e b y ' s 

s t r a n g e u n a c c o u n t a b l e w i l f u l n e s s . ^ 

..He i s a f r a i d t h a t the l a n d l o r d and h i s t e n a n t s w i l l 

f i n d him.and f o r c e him t o c o n t i n u e t o d e a l i n some way w i t h 

B a r t l e b y . H i s s o l u t i o n i s t o t a k e a & t r i p out o f town. When 
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he r e t u r n s , he f i n d s a n ote from the l a n d l o r d w h i c h s t a t e s 

t h a t B a r t l e b y has been removed t o p r i s o n as a v a g r a n t . 

A f t e r p e r f i u n c t o r y o b j e c t i o n s the l a w y e r a d m i t s t h i s t o have 

been the o n l y s a t i s f a c t o r y c o u r s e of a c t i o n s 

A t f i r s t I was i n d i g n a n t ; ' ^ b u t , a t l a s t , a l m o s t 
approved. The l a n d l o r d ' s e n e r g e t i c , summary d i s p o s i t i o n , 
had l e d him t o adopt a p r o c e d u r e which I do n o t t h i n k I would 
have d e c i d e d upon m y s e l f ; and y e t , as a l a s t a s s o r t , under 
such p e c u l i a r c i r c u m s t a n c e s , i t seemed the o n l y p l a n . (p.149) 

Here he l e t s s l i p h i s mask of b e nevolence and shows h i m s e l f 

t o be g l a d t h a t B a r t l e b y has a t l a s t been s a t i s f a c t o r i l y 

d e a l t w i t h , byi a more " e n e r g e t i c " d i s p o s i t i o n . 

He v i s i t s B a r t l e b y a t the Tombs t w i c e . The f i r s t 

time B a r t l e b y r e f u s e s t o speak w i t h him. The second time the 

l a w y e r comes upon the s t r a n g e l y p a t h e t i c s i g h t o f B a r t l e b y 

" huddled a t the base of the w a l l . " To the grub-man's querys 

"Eh!—He's a s l e e p , a i n ' t he?" he answers,"with k i n g s and 

c o u n s e l o r s . " Even i n d e a t h B a r t l e b y i s n o t s p a r e d t h e l a w y e r ' s 

p r u d e n t , e m o t i o n l e s s s e n t i m e n t a l i z i n g . The d e a t h of B a r t l e b y 

means a r e t u r n t o the s t a t u s quo f o r the l a w y e r ; he i s no 

l o n g e r t o be provoked i n t o the r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t v i o l e n t emo

t i o n s and u n a c c o u n t a b l e w i l f u l n e s s a r e a more i n t e g r a l p a r t 

o f human n a t u r e t h a n prudence and method. 

" B a r t l e b y the S c r i v e n e r " c o n t a i n s no p h y s i c a l v i o l e n c e , 

b u t t o say t h i s i s f a r d i f f e r e n t from s a y i n g that i t i s n o t a 

s t o r y concerned w i t h v i o l e n c e . The r o o t o f the l a w y e r ' s 

f r u s t r a t i o n i s h i s c o n s c i o u s r e p r e s s i o n o f h i s v i o l e n t i n 

s t i n c t s . I n s t e a d of t h r o w i n g B a r t l e b y out o f h i s o f f i c e 



71 

f o r c i b l y , 'sor c a l l i n g t h e p o l i c e a t once t o t a k e the b o t h e r 

some c l e r k away, he a c t s c o u n t e r t o h i s own deepest w i s h e s 

and makes a h a l f - h e a r t e d a t t e m p t t o b e f r i e n d B a r t l e b y , He 

h a s f f o l l o w e d the c o u r s e o f what M e l v i l l e terms i n P i e r r e 

" v i r t u o u s expediency." I t i s not i n f o l l o w i n g t h i s c o u r s e 

t h a t he i s "wrong," but i n r e p r e s e n t i n g I t as the p a t h of 

a b s o l u t e p e r f e c t i o n , o r the c h r o n o m e t r i c i d e a l . F o r M e l v i l l e , 

t h e r e i s no more fundamental an e r r o r t h a n f a i l u r e t o r e c o g 

n i z e one's l i m i t a t i o n s ; t t h e l a w y e r too r e a d i l y a r r o g a t e s t o 

h i m s e l f the h e a v e n l y a b i l i t y of a d h e r i n g t o the c h r o n o m e t r i c 

i d e a l , a l t h o u g h he p o s s e s s e s the common human weaknesses of 

g r e e d , p r i d e , l a c k o f c h a r i t y , and unprovoked anger. The 

l a w y e r ' s a b i l i t y t o s u p p r e s s h i s v i o l e n t i n s t i n c t s towards 

B a r t l e b y appears as l e s s a d m i r a b l e than Ahab's d e s t r u c t i o n 

o f the crew o f the Pequod o r P i e r r e ' s s u i c i d e , s i m p l y because 

he d e c e i v e s h i m s e l f so c o m p l e t e l y as t o h i s m o t i v e s , and be

cause o f the t o t a l i t y w i t h w h i c h he has s h u t h i m s e l f o f f from 

t h e p o t e n t i a l l y i n v i g o r a t i n g w o r l d of u n a d u l t e r a t e d emotion. 

The l a w y e r i s surrounded by "forms, measured forms," as Cap

t a i n V e r e says o f the common s a i l o r s i n B i l l y Budd, which p r e 

v e n t him from g i v i n g e x p r e s s i o n t o h i s f e e l i n g s , and which 

l e a d him t o i n t e r p r e t murder as m e r e l y an "imprudent" a c t i o n . 

As a l e a d i n g member of the s o c i e t y w h i c h s u r v i v e s 

B a r t l e b y , the l a w y e r r e p r e s e n t s a h y p o c r i t i c a l a t t i t u d e t o 

l i f e and p a s s i o n t h a t i s as d e a d l y as o u t r i g h t v i o l e n c e . He 

i s n o t . a l o n e r e s p o n s i b l e f o r B a r t l e b y * s d e a t h ; " t h e u n s o l i c i t e d 

and u n c h a r i t a b l e remarks o b t r u d e d " upon him by h i s l a w y e r 

f r i e n d s r e g a r d i n g B a r t l e b y * s i n s o l e n c e p l a y e d t h e i r p a r t i n 
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h i s d e c i s i o n t o g e t r i d o f the s c r i v e n e r . And once he has 

abandoned h i s rooms B a r t l e b y ' s c o n t i n u e d p r e s ence t h e r e 

causes f e e l i n g s g e n e r a l l y t o r u n so h i g h t h a t "some f e a r s 

a r e e n t e r t a i n e d o f a mob" (p.147). The l a w y e r ' s i n t o l e r a n c e 

i s m e r e l y symptomatic o f a s o c i a l m a l a i s e . The p u b l i c ' s 

anger a g a i n s t B a r t l e b y r e s u l t s i n h i s b e i n g t a k e n p e a c e f u l l y 

t o j a i l , t hus d i s p o s i n g of a t h r e a t t o the p u b l i c ' s a c q u i r e d 

p a s s i v i t y , t o l e r a n c e , and " c i v i l i z a t i o n , " b u t the f a c t r e 

mains t h a t t h e s e q u a l i t i e s have shown themselves t o be m e r e l y 

s k i n - d e e p and c a p a b l e a t any moment o f e x p l o d i n g under the 

p r e s s u r e o f human i n t o l e r a n c e and anger. The p u b l i c , l i k e the 

l a w y e r , a v o i d s ? as l o n g as possible,,, the i n e v i t a b l e r e c o g 

n i t i o n t h a t v i o l e n c e i s a p r i m a r y human emotion which no 

c i v i l i z i n g p r o c e s s can e n t i r e l y e f f a c e . I t chooses t o i g n o r e 

the v i o l e n c e i n humanity t h a t i t s h o u l d be a t t e m p t i n g t o r e 

c o g n i z e and d e a l w i t h e f f e c t i v e l y . I n " B e n i t o Cereno" M e l 

v i l l e e x p l o r e s f u r t h e r the way i n w h i c h s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s 

r e f l e c t t h e v i o l e n t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of t h e i r c o n s t i t u e n t s ; 

as the l a w y e r r e f u s e s t o ad m i t h i s a b s o l u t e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

f o r B a r t l e b y * s w e l l - b e i n g , so Amasa Delano i s g u i l t y o f a 

f a i l u r e t o a c h i e v e Cereno*s v i s i o n o f the v i o l e n c e c o n t a i n e d 

i n a l l s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s as stemming from i n d i v i d u a l human 

n a t u r e . 



73 

CHAPTER IV 

" B e n i t o Cereno" i s concerned more w i t h the e f f e c t s 

o f p h y s i c a l v i o l e n c e t h a n any o t h e r o f M e l v i l l e ' s s h o r t 

s t o r i e s ; and y e t i t , l i k e " B a r t l e b y t h e S c r i v e n e r , " exudes 

a s u p e r f i c i a l q u i e t n e s s t h a t b e l i e s i t s v o l c a n i c i n t e r i o r . 

R i c h a r d Chase has n o t e d o f i t s " H e r o i c a c t i o n s , such as tho s e 

3-n Moby-Dick, a r e a b s e n t ; i n B e n i t o Cereno a l l i s muted and 

somnambulant. . . . The whole a c t i o n of the s t o r y t a k e s 

p l a c e a l m o s t s i l e n t l y . " 2 0 As " B a r t l e b y " d e p i c t s c i v i l i z e d 

man's i n t e r n a l s t r u g g l e t o suppress h i s v i o l e n t i n s t i n c t s , 

" B e n i t o Cereno" s u g g e s t s the i l l u s o r y p e a c e f u l n e s s and o r d e r 

t h a t can mask the most horrendous a t r o c i t i e s . B e n i t o Cereno 

i s i n i t i a t e d a g a i n s t h i s w i l l i n t o the m y s t e r i e s o f human 

v i o l e n c e o v e r a p e r i o d o f t h r e e months. D u r i n g t h i s time he 

comes t o see t h a t v i o l e n c e i s a u b i q u i t o u s problem i n human 

s o c i e t y , and t h a t the r e - e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f w h i t e supremacy 

aboard the San Dominick i s no r e a l s o l u t i o n t o the m o r a l 

dilemma. He becomes aware o f the two-edged n a t u r e o f the 

v i o l e n c e w h i c h h o l d s the s l a v e s i n s u b j e c t i o n . He a l s o comes 

t o u n d e r s t a n d t h a t a s p c i e t y o r d e r e d by v i o l e n c e and r e p r e s 

s i o n i s u l t i m a t e l y d e s t r u c t i v e o f a l l human v a l u e s , and i s as 

d e t r i m e n t a l t o the s p i r i t u a l h e a l t h o f the o p p r e s s o r s as t b l t e 

p h y s i c a l h e a l t h of. the o p p r e s s e d . I n t h i s c h a p t e r I w i l l 

d i s c u s s the g e n e s i s o f Ceiceno's f i n a l p e r c e p t i o n t h a t even 

" c i v i l i z e d " . l i f e i s m a i n t a i n e d t h r o u g h b a r b a r i c v i o l e n c e , and 

c o m p a r e . t h i s i n s i g h t w i t h Amasa Delano's s e l f - p r o t e c t i v e i n -

s e n s i t i v i t y , w h i c h p r e v e n t s him from p e r c e i v i n g w i t h Cereno 
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the f o u n d a t i o n s o f v i o l e n c e on w h i c h h i s s o c i e t y i s b u i l t . 

" B e n i t o Cereno" i s t o l d i n the t h i r d p e r s o n b u t we 

see a l m o s t e v e r y event o t h e r t h a n the s t r i c t l y d e s c r i p t i v e 

passages and Cereno's d e p o s i t i o n t h rough the eyes o f C a p t a i n 

Amasa De l a n o , a b r a v e and k i n d l y but s p i r i t u a l l y obtuse 

A m e r i c a n . T h i s t e c h n i q u e e n a b l e s M e l v i l l e t o c r e a t e a f e e l 

i n g o f suspense i n t h i s s t o r y w h i c h would be o t h e r w i s e un

o b t a i n a b l e . 2 1 Delano's m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the f a c t s , and 

h i s u n s h a k a b l e b e l i e f t h a t the appearance o f o r d e r aboard 

th e San Dominick r e p r e s e n t s the r e a l i t y , ^ . i m p l i c a t e s the 

r e a d e r , on a f i r s t r e a d i n g , i n h i s o b t u s e n e s s . But on a 

second r e a d i n g , w i t h the knowledge t h a t the s l a v e s have 

m u t i n i e d a b o a r d Don B e n i t o ' s s h i p , the r e a d e r i s a b l e t o p e r 

c e i v e m u l t i p l e i n d i c a t i o n s o f the v i o l e n c e w h i c h t h r e a t e n s 

the A m e r i c a n c a p t a i n a t e v e r y step.22 

Delano's exposure t o C e r e n o ' s e e x p e r i e n c e b e g i n s when 

he sees a s t r a n g e s h i p e n t e r i n g the h a r b o u r o f S t . M a r i a . 

T h i n k i n g from the San Domihlck's e r r a t i c c o u r s e and d i l a p i 

d a t e d appearance t h a t she i s v e r y much i n need of a s s i s t a n c e , 

Delano v e r y c h a r i t a b l y t a k e s a whale-boat and boards h e r w i t h 

f r e s h s u p p l i e s . One o f the f i r s t s i g h t s t o g r e e t him i s the 

s p e c t a c l e of a m o t l e y crew and numerous s l a v e s m i l l i n g aim

l e s s l y about the d e c k s , w h i l e above them s i t f o u r a n c i e n t 

Negroes p i c k i n g oakum-:and s i x o t h e r b l a c k s p o l i s h i n g h a t c h e t s . 

There i s something s i n i s t e r about the energy o f t h e s e l a t t e r 

s l a v e s f o r Delano; 
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Though o c c a s i o n a l l y the f o u r oakum-pickers would 
b r i e f l y a d d r e s s some p e r s o n o r p e r s o n s i n the crowd below, 
y e t the s i x h a t c h e t - p o l i s h e r s n e i t h e r spoke t o o t h e r s , n o r 
b r e a t h e d a..whisper among t h e m s e l v e s , b u t s a t i n t e n t upon 
t h e i r t a s k , e x c e p t a t i n t e r v a l s , when, w i t h , the p e c u l i a r l o v e 
i n negroes o f u n i t i n g i n d u s t r y w i t h p a s t i m e , two and two, 
t h e y sideways c l a s h e d t h e i r h a t c h e t s t o g e t h e r , l i k e cymbals, 
w i t h a b a r b a r o u s d i n . 2 3 

I n s p i t e o f t h i s a l a r m i n g s i t u a t i o n Delano i s r e - a s s u r e d by 

t h e a p p a r e n t l a c k o f c o n c e r n e v i d e n c e d by the w h i t e crew, and 

t a k e s t h e g e n e r a l d i s o r d e r l i n e s s as a s i g n t h a t the s h i p has 

passed through h a r d t i m e s , f o r " I n a r m i e s , n a v i e s , c i t i e s , o r 

f a m i l i e s , i n n a t u r e h e r s e l f , n o t h i n g more r e l a x e s good o r d e r 

t h a n m i s e r y " ( p . l 6 o ) . 

He i s f u r t h e r a s s u r e d by the a f f e c t i o n a t e z e a l w i t h 

w h i c h C a p t a i n Cereno's b o d y - s e r v a n t , the negro Babo, a t t e n d s 

t o h i s m a s t e r , whose "mind appeared u n s t r u n g , i f n o t s t i l l 

more s e r i o u s l y a f f e c t e d , " ( p . l 6 l ) by h i s d i s c o u r t e o u s a t t i t u d e 

t o h i s g u e s t . Delano r e v o l v e s i n h i s mind the p o s s i b i l i t y 

t h a t Don B e n i t o i s a " h y p o c h o n d r i a c " ( p . l 6 l ) , b u t abandons 

t h i s s u p p o s i t i o n f o r the more l i k e l y one t h a t Cereno appears 

e x c e s s i v e l y r e s e r v e d i n o r d e r t o p r e s e r v e d i s c i p l i n e . Delano 

acknowledges t h a t such r e s e r v e might be a p p r o p r i a t e t o a w e l l -

a p p o i n t e d v e s s e l , b u t m a i n t a i n s t h a t i t "was a n y t h i n g b u t 

j u d i c i o u s now" ( p . 1 6 3 ) , when d i s c i p l i n e i s so o b v i o u s l y l a c k 

i n g . He l o o k s w i t h d i s f a v o r on Cereno's h a b i t o f d e l e g a t i n g 

t h e d e l i v e r y o f h i s o r d e r s t o h i s b o d y - s e r v a n t , t h i n k i n g t h a t 

by d o i n g so Cereno i s a b e t t i n g the l a x n e s s o f d i s c i p l i n e 

a b o a r d h i s s h i p . 

A f t e r Don B e n i t o has thawed s l i g h t l y towards h i s g u e s t 

he r e l a t e s a t a l e o f s u f f e r i n g a t the hands o f t h e e l e m e n t s , 



76 

d u r i n g which t i m e , he sajts, a l l of h i s o f f i c e r s , most of h i s 

crew, and h a l f o f h i s s l a v e s , were k i l l e d , and commends Babo 

t o Delano as the p r e s e r v e r o f peace among the r e m a i n i n g b l a c k s 

a b o a r d the San Dominick. C e r t a i n d e t a i l s c o n c e r n i n g the s h i p ' s 

p r o g r e s s do not r i n g t r u e t o Delano, however, and he becomes 

aware i n h i m s e l f o f a s u s p i c i o n t h a t Cereno i s l y i n g t o him 

f o r some i n e x p l i c a b l e p u r p o s e , and t h a t Delano's l i f e may be 

i n danger. Thus, when i t i s n e c e s s a r y f o r Delano t o answer 

Cereno's i n v i t a t i o n t o move t o the poop-deck by w a l k i n g c l o s e 

between two h a t c h e t - p o l i s h e r s , he i s a p p r e h e n s i v e o f danger: 

One on each s i d e o f the l a s t s t e p , s a t f o r a r m o r i a l 
s u p p o r t e r s and s e n t r i e s two o f the o m i n o u s . f i l e . G i n g e r l y 
enough stepped C a p t a i n Delano between them, and i n the i n - ... 
s t a n t o f l e a v i n g them b e h i n d , l i k e one r u n n i n g the g a u n t l e t , 
he f e l t an a p p r e h e n s i v e t w i t c h i n the c a l v e s o f h i s l e g s , 
(p.169) 

A g a i n , w h i l e g a z i n g down a t the deck below him Delano 

sees an a l a r m i n g i n c i d e n t w h i c h , however, f a i l s t o c o n f i r m 

h i s s u s p i c i o n s : 

Three b l a c k b o y s , w i t h two S p a n i s h b o y s , were s i t t i n g 
t o g e t h e r on the h a t c h e s , s c r a p i n g a rude wooden p l a t t e r , i n 
w h i c h some s c a n t y mess had r e c e n t l y been cooked. Suddenly, 
one of the b l a c k b o y s , enraged a t a word dropped by one o f 
h i s w h i t e companions, s e i z e d a k n i f e , and, though c a l l e d t o 
f o r b e a r by one o f the o a k u m - p i c k e r s , s t r u c k the l a d over the 
head, i n f l i c t i n g a gash from which b l o o d f l o w e d . 

I n amazement, C a p t a i n Delano i n q u i r e d what t h i s meant. 
To w h i c h t h e p a l e Don B e n i t o d u l l y m u t t e r e d , t h a t i t was 
m e r e l y t h e s p o r t o f the l a d . . 

" P r e t t y s e r i o u s s p o r t , t r u l y , " r e j o i n e d C a p t a i n 
Delano. "Had such a t h i n g happened on board the B a c h e l o r ' s  
D e l i g h t , i n s t a n t punishment would have f o l l o w e d , " 

A t t h e s e words the S p a n i a r d t u r n e d upon th e A m e r i c a n 
one o f h i s sudden s t a r i n g , h a l f - l u n a t i c l o o k s ; t h e n , r e l a p s i n g 
i n t o h i s t o r p o r , answered, " D o u b t l e s s , d o u b t l e s s , Senor." 
(pp. 1 6 9 - 7 0 ) 
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Delano i s a s t o n i s h e d by Cereno's l a x i t y o f d i s c i p l i n e , b u t 

i s u n w i l l i n g t o t e l l a f e l l o w c a p t a i n how t o r u n h i s s h i p . 

Cereno, on the o t h e r hand, i s a s t o n i s h e d by Delano's i n a b i l i t y 

t o d i s c e r n the t r u e s t a t e o f a f f a i r s a b oard the San Dominick. 

Delano does become s u s p i c i o u s a t the many " i m p o l i t e " 

c o n f e r e n c e s h e l d w i t h i n h i s s i g h t between Cereno and Babo, 

b u t a s c r i b e s t o the S p a n i a r d t h e r o l e o f p l o t t e r . He i n t e r 

p r e t s Cereno's o b v i o u s s i c k n e s s as t r i c k e r y a t one p o i n t , o n l y 

t o have h i s s u s p i c i o n s m e l t away i n the l i g h t o f h i s n a t u r a l 

r e l u c t a n c e t o t h i n k b a d l y of anyone: "To t h i n k t h a t , under 

the a s p e c t of i n f a n t i l e weakness, the most savage e n e r g i e s 

m i g h t be c o u c h e d — t h e s e v e l v e t s o f the S p a n i a r d b u t the s i l k y 

paws t o h i s f a n g s " ( p . 1 7 6 ) . H i s s u s p i c i o n s a r e p a r t l y a l l a y e d , 

however, by h i s i n a b i l i t y t o s u rmise why, i f Cereno has a mur

derous i n t e n t , he has n o t been k i l l e d a l r e a d y . Then, when 

Cereno q u e s t i o n s him c l o s e l y and a t g r e a t l e n g t h on the n a t u r e 

o f h i s c a r g o and the d e f e n s i v e p o s t u r e o f h i s crew, he becomes 

aware t h a t h i s s h i p may be the t a r g e t o f Cereno's m a c h i n a t i o n s . 

He begins t o r e f l e c t t h a t p i r a t e s a r e n o t o r i o u s f o r t h e i r a b i l i t y 

t o d i s g u i s e themselves as h a r m l e s s u n t i l the time f o r a c t i o n : 

Among the M a l a y p i r a t e s , i t was no u n u s u a l t h i n g t o 
l u r e s h i p s a f t e r them i n t o t h e i r t r e a c h e r o u s h a r b o r s , o r en
t i c e b o a r d e r s from a d e c l a r e d enemy a t s e a , by t h e s p e c t a c l e 
o f t h i n l y manned o r v a c a n t d e c k s , beneath w h i c h p r o w l e d a 
hundred s p e a r s w i t h y e l l o w arms r e a d y t o u p t h r u s t them t h r o u g h 
the mats. Not t h a t C a p t a i n Delano had. e n t i r e l y c r e d i t e d such 
t h i n g s . He had h e a r d of t h e m — a n d now, as s t o r i e s , t h e y r e 
c u r r e d . The p r e s e n t d e s t i n a t i o n o f the s h i p was the anchorage. 
There she would be n e a r h i s own v e s s e l . Upon g a i n i n g t h a t 
v i c i n i t y , m i g h t not the San Dominick, l i k e a s l u m b e r i n g 
v o l c a n o , s u d d e n l y l e t l o o s e e n e r g i e s now h i d ? (pp.1 8 0-81) 
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But Delano has the k i n d of mind t h a t can e n t e r t a i n d i s t a s t e -

f u l p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r o n l y a moment. A l t h o u g h he f e e l s t h e 

v i o l e n c e l y i n g dormant a b o a r d the San Dominick, he cannot 

b r i n g h i m s e l f t o t h i n k o f the enervated Cereno as a p i r a t e . 

He r e t a i n s t h i s i m a g i n a t i v e i n n o c e n c e w h i l e b e i n g ex

posed t o the most o b v i o u s c l u e s as t o the s t a t e o f a f f a i r s 

a b o a r d th e S p a n i a r d ' s s h i p . W h i l e w a i t i n g f o r h i s whale-

b o a t t o r e t u r n w i t h more s u p p l i e s , f o r example, Delano's 

a t t e n t i o n was drawn t o something p a s s i n g on the deck belows 
among the crowd c l i m b i n g , the landward b u l w a r k s , a n x i o u s l y 
w a t c h i n g the coming b o a t , two b l a c k s , t o a l l appearances 
a c c i d e n t a l l y incommoded by one of the s a i l o r s , v i o l e n t l y 
pushed him a s i d e , which the s a i l o r someway r e s e n t i n g , t h e y 
dashed him t o the deck, d e s p i t e the e a r n e s t c r i e s o f t h e 
oakum-pickers. 

"Don B e n i t o , " s a i d C a p t a i n Delano q u i c k l y , "do you 
see what i s g o i n g on t h e r e ? Look!" (JPP. 182-183) 

These p e r i o d i c o u t b u r s t s o f v i o l e n c e on the Negroes' p a r t 

a r e M e l v i l l e ' s way o f s u b t l y s u g g e s t i n g the e v e r - p r e s e n t 

danger w h i c h the w h i t e s a r e exposed t o f o r t h e d u r a t i o n of the 

s l a v e s ' r e v o l t . I t i s D e lano's p e c u l i a r b l i n d n e s s thatt un

l i k e Cereno, he cannot c r e d i t the s l a v e s w i t h the c l e v e r n e s s 

n e c e s s a r y t o p l a n and e x e c u t e a m u t i n y . 

Indeed, " B e n i t o Cereno" i s d e v o t e d i n l a r g e measure 

t o the exposures of t h i s b l i n d n e s s and t o t h e a s s e r t i o n t h a t 

the w h i t e and the b l a c k r a c e s cannot be d i s t i n g u i s h e d by 

s t a n d a r d s of m o r a l i t y based on the v i o l e n c e o f t h e i r a c t i o n s . 

B o t h a r e e q u a l l y r u t h l e s s . The m u t i n y appears t o Delano t o 

be m o r a l l y o u t r a g e o u s , bu t as J o h n B e r n s t e i n p o i n t s o u t , i n 

h u m a n i t a r i a n terms i t i s n o t h i n g of the k i n d s 
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I f one i g n o r e s the f a c t t h a t on i t s s i m p l e s t l e v e l 
" B e n i t o Cereno" p o r t r a y s an u p r i s i n g o f s l a v e s , the s t o r y 
can e a s i l y be m i s u n d e r s t o o d . Many c r i t i c s speak of Babo i n 
terms of " m o t i v e l e s s m a l i g n i t y " and compare him t o I a g o . ' 
But t o do t h i s i s t o f o r g e t t h a t Babo i s the l e a d e r o f a 
group of s l a v e s who a r e s e e k i n g t h e i r freedom through the 
o n l y p o s s i b l e way. To f u r t h e r the cause of the u p r i s i n g 
a b o a r d the San Dominick, Babo does some e v i l t h i n g s , b u t 
t h i s e v i l i s m o t i v a t e d s o l e l y by a d e s i r e f o r freedom.24 

W h i l e I agree t h a t the m u t i n y i s j u s t i f i e d i n t h i s l a r g e r 

s o c i a l sense f o r M e l v i l l e , I do n o t agree t h a t Babo i s as 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f the Negroes as B e r n s t e i n i m p l i e s . Babo i s 

d e p i c t e d as an i n t e l l e c t u a l , i n marked c o n t r a s t t o the r e s t 

o f t h e b l a c k s , w h i l e h i s i n s i g n i f i c a n t p h y s i c a l form i s ex

p l i c i t l y c o n t r a s t e d t o t h a t o f the m a g n i f i c e n t A t u f a l . And 

as he i n f o r m s Delano, he has been a s l a v e o f the b l a c k man 

as w e l l as the w h i t e s " t h o s e s l i t s i n . A t u f a l ' s e a r s once 

h e l d wedges of g o l d ; b u t poor Babo h e r e , i n h i s own l a n d , was 

o n l y a poor s l a v e ; a b l a c k man's s l a v e was Babo, who now i s 

the w h i t e ' s " ( p , 1 7 4 ) . E n s l a v e d by b o t h r a c e s w i t h o u t r e g a r d 

t o h i s c o l o r , Babo seeks freedom f o r h i m s e l f more th a n f r e e 

dom f o r h i s r a c e . I n t h i s d e s i r e he embodies f o r M e l v i l l e 

a u n i v e r s a l r a t h e r t h a n a s p e c i f i c a l l y Negro need t o a c h i e v e 

p e r s o n a l freedom. 

One o f t h e c l e a r e s t I n d i c a t i o n s o f Babo's i n t e l l e c t u a l 

s u p e r i o r i t y overfc&he r e s t of the b l a c k s o c c u r s i n the m a r v e l 

l o u s scene i n w h i c h he shaves Cereno. The a s s u r e d way i n 

w h i c h he t e r r o r i z e s B e n i t o Cereno i n t o a n s w e r i n g Delano's 

q u e s t i o n s so as n o t t o g i v e r i s e t o any s u s p i c i o n s i n the 

A m e r i c a n i r o n i c a l l y p r o v i d e s the o c c a s i o n f o r Delano's o b s e r 

v a t i o n t h a t " t h e r e i s something i n the negro w h i c h , i n a 
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p e c u l i a r "way, f i t s him f o r a v o c a t i o n s about one's p e r s o n " 

(p. 1 9 8 ) . E v e r y m o t i o n w h i c h Babo makes i s m i s i n t e r p r e t e d by 

Delano, who b e l i e v e s t h a t Babo p o s s e s s e s " t h e d o c i l i t y a r i s i n g 

from the u n a s p i r i n g contentment o f a l i m i t e d mind, and t h a t 

s u s c e p t i b i l i t y o f b l i n d a t t a c h m e n t sometimes i n h e r i n g i n i n 

d i s p u t a b l e i n f e r i o r s " (p , 1 9 9 ) » w h i c h f o r Delano d i s t i n g u i s h e s 

the Negro from the w h i t e man. Yet i t i s t h i s " u n a s p i r i n g " 

s l a v e who has p l o t t e d the m u t i n y and c o n t r o l s the l i v e s of 

b o t h Cereno and D e l a n o . He i s n o t s t u p i d , and i s c a p a b l e o f 

t a k i n g g r e a t i n t e l l e c t u a l s a t i s f a c t i o n from h i s r u s e , as he 

d r a m a t i z e s h i s p o w e r f u l p o s i t i o n i n f r o n t of the u n s u s p e c t i n g 

Delano: 

S e t t i n g down h i s b a s i n , t h e negro s e a r c h e d among the 
r a z o r s , as f o r the s h a r p e s t , and h a v i n g found i t , e g a v e . i t 
an a d d i t i o n a l edge by e x p e r t l y s t r o p p i n g I t on the f i r m , smooth, 
o i l y s k i n o f h i s open palm; he t h e n made a g e s t u r e as i f t o 
b e g i n , b u t midway s t o o d suspended f o r an i n s t a n t , one hand 
e l e v a t i n g the r a z o r , the o t h e r p r o f e s s i o n a l l y d a b b l i n g among 
t h e . b u b b l i n g suds on the S p a n i a r d ' s l a n k neck. Not u n a f f e c t e d 
by the c l o s e s i g h t o f the g l e a m i n g s t e e l , Don B e n i t o n e r v o u s l y 
shuddered; h i s u s u a l g h a s t l i n e s s was i n t e n s i f i e d i n i t s hue by 
the c o n t r a s t i n g s o o t i n e s s o f the negro's body. A l t o g e t h e r 
the. scene was somewhat p e c u l i a r , a t l e a s t t o C a p t a i n Delano, 
n o r , as he saw the two t h u s p o s t u r e d , c o u l d he r e s i s t the 
v a g a r y , t h a t i n the b l a c k he saw a head-man, and i n the white,, 
a man a t the b l o c k . B u t t h i s was one o f t h o s e a n t i c c o n c e i t s , 
a p p e a r i n g and v a n i s h i n g i n a b r e a t h , from w h i c h , p e r h a p s , the 
b e s t r e g u l a t e d mind i s n o t always f r e e . (p.200) 

Babo chooses t h i s method t o t e r r o r i z e Cereno because 

the S p a n i a r d i s becoming i n c o n s i s t e n t i n h i s answers t o Delano 

r e g a r d i n g h i s s h i p ' s d i l a p i d a t e d c o n d i t i o n . When Cereno makes 

a n o t h e r 
b l o o d : 

e r r o r i n h i s t a l e , Babo's r a z o r " a c c i d e n t a l l y " draws 

http://egave.it
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No sword drawn b e f o r e James the F i r s t of E n g l a n d , no 
a s s a s s i n a t i o n i n t h a t t i m i d K i n g ' s p r e s e n c e , c o u l d have p r o 
duced a more t e r r i f i e d a s p e c t t h a n was now p r e s e n t e d by Don 
B e n i t o . (p.201) 

Babo's i n t e l l e c t u a l c l e v e r n e s s i s shown as w e l l by an i n j u r y 

he i n f l i c t s on h i m s e l f . As Delano r e t u r n s from the main-mast 

a r e a o f the s h i p t o the cuddy he sees Babo h o l d i n g h i s hand t o 

h i s b l e e d i n g cheek, and h e a r s him c o m p l a i n : 

"Ah, when w i l l m a s t e r get b e t t e r from h i s s i c k n e s s ; 
o n l y t h e s o u r h e a r t t h a t s o u r s i c k n e s s breeds made him s e r v e 
Babo. so; c u t t i n g Babo w i t h the r a z o r , because, o n l y by a c c i 
d e n t , Babo had g i v e n master, one l i t t l e s c r a t c h ; and f o r t h e 
f i r s t t i m e i i n so many a day, t o o . Ah, ah, ah," h o l d i n g h i s 
hand t o h i s f a c e . (p.204) 

Delano i s shocked a t Cereno's m i s t r e a t m e n t o f such a f i n e s l a v e ; 

i t i s o n l y when he sees the two emerging from the cuddy arm i n 

arm t h a t h i s f e e l i n g s a r e assuaged: "But a s o r t of a l o v e -

q u a r r e l , a f t e r a l l , thought C a p t a i n Delano" (p.204). He i s 

c o m p l e t e l y f o o l e d . 2 ^ 

As Don B e n i t o and Delano p r o c e e d t o l u n c h , the l a t t e r 

remarks on the European f e a t u r e s of the m u l a t t o s t e w a r d who 

precedes them, and a s k s Cereno whether he has always p r o v e d a 

good f e l l o w . Upon Cereno's a f f i r m a t i v e answer, Delano a s s e r t s 

h i s s a t i s f a c t i o n a t thus h a v i n g r e f u t e d the p e r n i c i o u s rumour 

w h i c h h o l d s t h a t a measure of European b l o o d r e n d e r s a Negro 

even more b r u t a l t h a n normal: 

F o r i t were s t r a n g e i n d e e d , and n o t v e r y c r e d i t a b l e 
t o us w h i t e - s k i n s , i f a l i t t l e o f our b l o o d mixed w i t h the 
A f r i c a n ' s , s h o u l d , f a r from i m p r o v i n g the l a t t e r ' s q u a l i t y , 
have the sad e f f e c t o f p o u r i n g v i t r i o l i c a c i d i n t o b l a c k 
b r o t h ; i m p r o v i n g the hue, p e r h a p s , b u t n o t the wholesomeness." 
(P.2 0 5 ) 
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M e l v i l l e ' s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c contempt f o r the w h i t e man's c l a i m 

t o b e l o n g t o the most h i g h l y c i v i l i z e d r a c e , w h i l e e n f o r c i n g 

h i s r u l e t h r o u g h the p e r f e c t i o n o f a l l the b a r b a r i c a r t s o f 

war, comes through c l e a r l y h e r e . I t i s u n d e r l i n e d by the de

p o s i t i o n o f Cereno g i v e n n e a r the end o f the s t o r y , where i t 

i s s t a t e d t h a t t h i s s t e w a r d , F r a n c e s c o , was i n d e e d one of the 

most m a l e v o l e n t o f the Negroes. I r o n i c a l l y , i t was het who 

had"proposed t o the negro Babo, p o i s o n i n g a d i s h f o r the 

generous C a p t a i n Amasa Delano" (p. 2 3 3 ) . C l e a r l y , the v i o l e n c e 

which Delano a s s o c i a t e s w i t h the Negroes I s n o t c o n t r a s t e d un

f a v o r a b l y w i t h the w h i t e man's " c i v i l i z e d " b e h a v i o r , b u t 

r a t h e r d emonstrates the s i m i l a r i t y o f t h e i m p u l s e t o v i o l e n c e 

w hich e x i s t s i n a l l r a c e s . 

As the wind p i c k s up enough f o r Delano t o b e g i n t o 

p i l o t the San Dominick towards h i s own s h i p , the B a c h e l o r ' s  

D e l i g h t , Don B e n i t o ' s s p i r i t s f a l l m a r k edly. T h i s odd b e h a v i o r 

i n one a p p r o a c h i n g a p p a r e n t s e c u r i t y and c o n v i v i a l i t y g i v e s 

r i s e once more t o Delano's l a t e n t s u s p i c i o n s . He i s p e r t u r b e d 

by Cereno's renewed I n h o s p i t a l i t y and d i s c o u r t e s y , and b e g i n s 

a g a i n t o t h i n k t h a t the S p a n i a r d i s h a t c h i n g some w i c k e d p l o t 

a g a i n s t him and h i s s h i p . As he p r e p a r e s t o go on deck, he 

sees the u n r e p e n t a n t A t u f a l s t a n d i n g i n c h a i n s by the h a t c h , 

and f e e l s a sudden f e a r a t t h e thought o f p a s s i n g w i t h i n b h i s 

r e a c h . But b e h i n d him i s Don B e n i t o ; Delano i s s u r r o u n d e d j 

The S p a n i a r d b e h i n d — h i s c r e a t u r e b e f o r e : t o r u s h from 
d a r k n e s s t o l i g h t was the i n v o l u n t a r y c h o i c e . 

• The n e x t moment, w i t h c l e n c h e d jaw and hand, he pa s s e d 
A t u f a l , and s t o o d unharmed i n the l i g h t . As he saw h i s t r i m 
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s h i p l y i n g p e a c e f u l l y a t a n c h o r , and a l m o s t w i t h i n o r d i n a r y 
c a l l ; as he saw h i s h o u s e h o l d b o a t , w i t h f a m i l i a r f a c e s i n 
i t , p a t i e n t l y r i s i n g , and f a l l i n g on the s h o r t waves by the 
San D o m inlck 's s i d e . . . and heard the low b u z z i n g w h i s t l e 
and i n d u s t r i o u s hum of the h a t c h e t - p o l i s h e r s , s t i l l b e s t i r r i n g 
t h e mselves over t h e i r e n d l e s s o c c u p a t i o n ; and more th a n a l l , 
as he saw the b e n i g n a s p e c t o f n a t u r e , t a k i n g h e r i n n o c e n t 
r epose i n the e v e n i n g ; the s c r e e n e d sun i n the q u i e t camp 
of the west s h i n i n g out l i k e the m i l d l i g h t from Abraham's 
t e n t ; as charmed eye and e a r took i n a l l t h e s e , w i t h the 
c h a i n e d f i g u r e o f the b l a c k , the c l e n c h e d jaw and hand r e 
l a x e d . Once a g a i n he s m i l e d a t the phantoms wh i c h had mocked 
him, and f e l t something l i k e a t i n g e o f remorse, t h a t , by 
h a r b o r i n g them even f o r a moment, he s h o u l d , by i m p l i c a t i o n , 
have b e t r a y e d an a t h e i s t doubt o f the e v e r - w a t c h f u l P r o v i d e n c e 
above. (p.214) 

The p a r a d o x i c a l f a c t t h a t Delano i s i n r e a l i t y no s a f e r i n 

the l i g h t above decks t h a n i n the d a r k n e s s below i s b l o c k e d 

from h i s v i s i o n by h i s sense o f s e c u r i t y i n the s u n l i g h t , 

s u r r o u n d e d by f a m i l i a r f a c e s , and by h i s f a i t h i n the P r o v i 

dence w a t c h i n g from above. H i s n a i v e f a i t h saves him from 

a l a r m i n g the s l a v e s on many o c c a s i o n s , b u t i t i s t o t a l l y un

w a r r a n t e d by the t r u e c i r c u m s t a n c e s of h i s s i t u a t i o n . 

As Delano p r e p a r e s t o l e a v e the San Dominick f o r t h e 

B a c h e l o r ' s D e l i g h t he remains u t t e r l y i g n o r a n t of the decep

t i o n p r a c t i c e d upon him by the s l a v e s . H i s s u s p i c i o n s e x t e n d 

o n l y t o t h e e c c e n t r i c b e h a v i o r o f Don B e n i t o . He c l i m b s down 

i n t o h i s b o a t and o r d e r s h i s crew t o push o f f s 

The i n s t a n t t h a t was done, Don B e n i t o s p r a n g o v e r th e 
b u l w a r k s , f a l l i n g a t the f e e t .of C a p t a i n D e l a n o ; a t the..same 
t i m e c a l l i n g towards h i s s h i p , b u t i n . t o n e s so f r e n z i e d , t h a t 
none i n the b oat c o u l d u n d e r s t a n d him." (p.216) 

Delano s t i l l b e l i e v e s Cereno t o be i n t e n t on m u r d e r i n g him, 

and h i s s u s p i c i o n s a r e f o r the t i m e l c o n f i r m e d when he sees 

Babo l e a p — a s he t h i n k s — t o h i s m a s t e r ' s a s s i s t a n c e , Delano 
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dashes b o t h Babo and Cereno i n t o t h e bottom of the b o a t , and 

o r d e r s i t t o speed away from the San Dominick. I t i s n o t 

u n t i l Babo makes a murderous a t t e m p t on h i s m a s t e r ' s l i f e 

t h a t Delano becomes aware t h a t h i s s u s p i c i o n s have thus f a r 

w i d e l y m i s s e d t h e mark: 

He smote Babo's hand down, b u t h i s h e a r t smote him 
harder.. W i t h ' i n f i n i t e p i t y he withdrew h i s h o l d from Don 
B e n i t o , Not C a p t a i n D e l a n o , b u t Don B e n i t o , the b l a c k , i n 
l e a p i n g from t h e b o a t , had i n t e n d e d t o s t a b . 

B o t h the b l a c k ' s hands w e r e ' h e l d , as g l a n c i n g up t o 
wards the SarigDominick, C a p t a i n Delano, now w i t h the s c a l e s 
dropped from h i s eyes, saw the neg r o e s , n o t i n m i s r u l e , n o t 
i n t u m u l t , n o t as i f f r a n t i c a l l y c oncerned f o r Don B e n i t o , 
b u t w i t h mask t o r n away, f l o u r i s h i n g h a t c h e t s and k n i v e s , i n 
f e r o c i o u s p i r a t i c a l r e v o l t . (p.217) 

Delano's p r a c t i c a l c o m p e t a n c e l i s demonstrated by the 

e f f i c i e n c y w i t h which he a r r a n g e s f o r the r e - t a k i n g o f the 

San Dominick by h i s w h i t e s a i l o r s . The Negroes a r e subdued 

a f t e r a f e r o c i o u s b a t t l e and w h i t e supremacy i s r e - e s t a b l i s h e d . 

F o r D e l a n o , t h i s v i c t o r y ends a l l h i s u n c e r t a i n t i e s and su s 

p i c i o n s ; f o r Cereno peace o f mind i s f o r e v e r l o s t . Some 

reason s f o r Cereno's i n s t a b i l i t y of mind a r e su g g e s t e d by h i s 

sworn d e c l a r a t i o n g i v i n g the f a c t u a l d e t a i l s o f the m u t i n y 

a b o a r d h i s s h i p , p a r t i c u l a r l y t h o s e which r e l a t e t o h i s ex

pos u r e t o v a r i o u s k i n d s of v i o l e n c e . The d e c l a r a t i o n makes i t 

e v i d e n t t h a t t h e r e i s no u s e f u l d i s t i n c t i o n t o be made between 

the v i o l e n c e o f the negroes and t h a t o f the w h i t e s , Don 

B e n i t o ' s s laveowner f r i e n d , Don A l e x a n d r o A r a n d a , as w e l l as 

t h i r t y w h i t e crew members were k i l l e d d u r i n g and a f t e r t he 

mut i n y . Some o f the s e were t o r t u r e d , some were thrown t i e d up 

b u t a l i v e i n t o t he sea. And as a w a r n i n g t o the r e m a i n i n g 
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w h i t e s , Don A l e x a n d r e ' s s k e l e t o n was p l a c e d as a f i g u r e h e a d 

on the San Dominick w i t h the words " f o l l o w your l e a d e r " 

p r i n t e d u n d e r neath i t "by Babo. B u t the w h i t e s a c t q u i t e as 

v i c i o u s l y a f t e r the m e e t i n g i s q u e l l e d . Cereno r e c o u n t s o f 

t h e i r b e h a v i o r a f t e r r e - t a k i n g t h e s l a v e - s h i p t h a t 

b e s i d e the negroes k i l l e d i n the a c t i o n , some were 
k i l l e d a f t e r the c a p t u r e and r e - a n c h o r i n g a t n i g h t , when 
ska^kled t o the r i n g - b o l t s on deck; t h a t t h e s e deaths were 
committed by the s a i l o r s , , ere t h e y c o u l d be p r e v e n t e d . That 
so soon as i n f o r m e d o f i t , C a p t a i n Amasa Delano used a l l h i s 
a u t h o r i t y , and i n p a r t i c u l a r w i t h h i s own hand, s t r u c k down 
M a r t i n e t G o l a , who, h a v i n g found a r a z o r i n t h e p o c k e t of an 
o l d j a c k e t of h i s , w h i c h one o f the negroes had on, was a i m i n g 
i t a t the Negrco' s. t h r o a t ; t h a t the n o b l e C a p t a i n Amasa Delano 
a l s o wrenched from the hand o f Bartholomew B a r l o a dagger, 
s e c r e t e d a t the time o f the massacre of the w h i t e s , w i t h w h i c h 
he was',in the a c t o f s t a b b i n g a s h a c k l e d negro, who, the same 
day, w i t h a n o t h e r n e g r o , had thrown him down and jumped upon 
him;. . . . (pp.2 3 5 - 3 6 ) 

I t i s i m p o r t a n t t o n o t i c e t h a t t h e s e a t t e m p t e d a c t s of v i o l e n c e 

by the w h i t e s a r e m o t i v a t e d by a d e s i r e t o revenge t h e o u t r a g e s 

done t o them by i n d i v i d u a l Negroes. F o r such o u t r a g e s weie the 

d a i l y l o t of Negro s l a v e s . T h i s k i n d o f anger a r i s e s from the 

same human f e e l i n g o f l o s s o f d i g n i t y w hich p r o v i d e d the im

p e t u s f o r the s l a v e s ' r e v o l t , and i s a n o t h e r i n d i c a t i o n t h a t 

w h i t e and b l a c k man b e l o n g t o the same v i o l e n t s p e c i e s . 

T h i s k i n d of p e r s o n a l antagonism f o r s u f f e r i n g i n c u r r e d 

a t the hands o f a known sou r c e p a r a l l e l s Ahab's h a t r e d o f Moby 

D i c k and P i e r r e ' s h a t r e d of G l e n . I t i s a v e r y u n d e r s t a n d a b l e 

form o f man's urge t o v i o l e n c e . B u t u n d e r l y i n g t h i s l e v e l o f 

v i o l e n c e and c o u n t e r - v i o l e n c e t h e r e i s the s o c i a l f a c t of 

s l a v e r y , and a w a r n i n g from M e l v i l l e t o h i s Am e r i c a n r e a d e r s 

:that such an inhumane s i t u a t i o n can l e a d o n l y t o the f u r t h e s t 
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extremes o f v i o l e n c e on a s o c i e t y - w i d e s c a l e . As J o h n B e r n s t e i n 

p o i n t s out j 

I f we remember t h a t " B e n i t o Cereno" appeared s e r i a l l y 
i n Putnam's M o n t h l y Magazine i n O c t o b e r , November, and December 
of 1855» a time a t w h i c h the s l a v e r y c o n t r o v e r s y was a t i t s 
z e n i t h , i t i s perhaps n o t too extreme t o suggest t h a t M e l v i l l e ' s 
t a l e i s a w a r n i n g t o A m e r i c a t o e i t h e r "Keep f a i t h w i t h , t h e 
b l a c k s " (as each o f the S p a n i a r d s aboard the San Dominick i s 
warned t o do i n f r o n t o f the s k e l e t o n on Don A r a n d a , w h i c h 
hangs from the b o w s p r i t o f the s h i p ) o r t o be p r e p a r e d t o 
f o l l o w the l e a d e r s h i p of A l e x a n d r o Aranda t o u l t i m a t e d e s t r u c 
t i o n . 2 6 

Cereno's p e r c e p t i o n s o f the meaning of enslavement t h r o u g h 

h i s s u b j e c t i o n t o Babo and the Negro m u t i n e e r s r e n d e r s him 

u n a b l e t o f u n c t i o n i n a s o c i e t y which a c c e p t s the dominance of 6 

one r a c e by a n o t h e r t h r o u g h v i o l e n c e . He has been exposed t o 

the r e a l i t y o f such s u b j e c t i o n , and any reminder o f such i n 

humanity i s a b h o r r e n t t o him. 

Delano i s l e s s moved. H i s i n s e n s i t i v i t y i s r e f l e c t e d 

n o t o n l y by h i s i g n o r a n c e o f t h e p h y s i c a l danger he i s exposed 

t o w h i l e aboard the San Dominick b u t a l s o by h i s i n a b i l i t y t o 

r e a l i z e the s u f f e r i n g w h i c h Don B e n i t o has undergone s p i r i t u a l l y . 

H a v i n g d i s c o v e r e d and d e a l t w i t h the o n l y t h r e a t he can a p p r e 

c i a t e — t h e p h y s i c a l o n e — h e i s once more a t ease; he s i m p l y 

cannot u n d e r s t a n d Cereno's c o n t i n u e d d e p r e s s i o n ? " "The p a s t i s 

p a s s e d ; why m o r a l i z e upon i t ? F o r g e t i t . See, yon b r i g h t sun 

has f o r g o t t e n i t a l l , and the b l u e s e a , and the b l u e sky; "these 

have t u r n e d o v e r new l e a v e s " (p. 2 3 8 ) . The meaning of Cereno's 

r e p l y i s l o s t upon Delano; "'Because t h e y have no memory,' he 

d e j e c t e d l y r e p l i e d , 'Because t h e y a r e n o t human.'" (p. 2 3 8 ) . 

Delano i s unable t o fathom Cereno's d a r k e r knowledge t h a t Babo 
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has made an i n d e l i b l e s c a r on the S p a n i a r d ' s s o u l , f o r c i n g 

him t o r e c o g n i z e the meaning o f s l a v e r y i n i t s p s y c h i c and 

e m o t i o n a l as w e l l as p h y s i c a l a s p e c t s ; 

"You a r e saved," c r i e d C a p t a i n Delano, more and more 
a s t o n i s h e d and p a i n e d ; "you a r e saved: what has c a s t such 
a shadow upon you?" 

"The negro." (p.2 3 8 ) 

A main c o n t r i b u t o r t o the ennui w h i c h envelopes Cereno 

toward the end@of the s t o r y i s Delano's obtuseness t o the 

v i o l e n t i n t i m i d a t i o n which s u r r o u n d s him. He r e a l i z e s t h a t 

even a good-hearted, w e l l - i n t e n t i o n e d i n d i v i d u a l may be 

sc r e e n e d from the r e a l i t y of the s i t u a t i o n i n wh i c h he i s i n 

v o l v e d , s i m p l y because he i s u n a c q u a i n t e d w i t h the s u b t l e t i e s 

o f such a s i t u a t i o n . As he says t o Delano: 

"You were w i t h me a l l day; s t o o d w i t h me, s a t w i t h me, 
t a l k e d w i t h me, l o o k e d a t me, a t e w i t h me, drank w i t h me; 
and y e t , your l a s t a c t was t o c l u t c h f o r a monster, n o t o n l y 
an i n n o c e n t man, b u t the most p i t i a b l e o f a l l men. To such 
degree may m a l i g n m a c h i n a t i o n s and d e c e p t i o n s impose, So f a r 
may even the b e s t man e r r , i n j u d g i n g the conduct of one w i t h 
t h e r e c e s s e s o f whose c o n d i t i o n he i s n o t a c q u a i n t e d . B u t you 
were f o r c e d t o i t ; and you were i n time u n d e c e i v e d . Would 
t h a t , i n b o t h r e s p e c t s , i t was so e v e r , and w i t h a l l men." 
(P.2 3 8 ) 

T h i s l a s t s entence i s i n d i c a t i v e o f Cereno*s b e l a t e d under

s t a n d i n g of man's c a p a c i t y t o s c r e e n from h i m s e l f the r e p r e h e n 

s i b l e a s p e c t s of s l a v e r y , o r o t h e r s o c i a l e v i l s . A l s o im

p r e s s e d on him i s the knowledge t h a t man can l i v e u n k n owingly 

i n a w o r l d of s u r f a c e s and d e c e p t i o n , as Delano has done, and 

ta k e i t . f o r r e a l i t y . I n . t h i s p e r c e p t i v i t y Cereno i s t o be 

compared w i t h I s h m a e l , P i e r r e , Ahab, and C a p t a i n V e r e , who a l s o 
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m e d i t a t e on the i l l u s o r y n a t u r e of e x p e r i e n c e , and a r e f i n a l l y 

u n a b l e t o r e c o n c i l e t h e i r b e l i e f s i n a r a t i o n a l g u i d i n g s p i r i t 

o f the u n i v e r s e w i t h t h e i r p e r c e p t i o n o f i n j u s t i c e and i r r a 

t i o n a l v i o l e n c e i n the w o r l d . 

Cereno i s an a r i s t o c r a t who has no r e a s o n t o q u e s t i o n 

the s o c i e t y of w h i c h he i s a p a r t u n t i l he i s f o r c e d t h r o u g h 

p e r s o n a l s u b j u g a t i o n t o v i o l e n c e t o the r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t i t 

i s e s t a b l i s h e d and can onlybeomai'ntained t h r o u g h pure p h y s i c a l 

f o r c e ; i f t h e r e i s any l e n i e n c y shown t o s l a v e s t h e y w i l l 

" t h a n k l e s s l y " r e v o l t , as Don Aranda's have done. Only because 

the r e p r e s s i o n o f s l a v e s has h i t h e r t o been so complete as t o 

appear n o r m a t i v e has a s e n s i t i v e i n d i v i d u a l l i k e Cereno been 

s c r e e n e d from t h i s t r u t h . W i t h the coming of t h i s new p e r 

c e p t i o n Cereno i s stunned t o f i n d t h a t he has always u n q u e s t i o n -

i n g l y a c c e p t e d such a s i t u a t i o n as j u s t . 

Whereas Moby-Dick and P i e r r e d e a l p r i m a r i l y w i t h e p i s -

t o m o l o g i c a l problems, " B e n i t o Cereno" conveys an i n d i v i d u a l ' s 

i n s i g h t i n t o the d a r k r e c e s s e s of s o c i a l o r g a n i z a t i o n . As we 

have seen, Cereno's i n d o c t r i n a t i o n i n t o the r e a l i t i e s of 

s o c i a l and i n d i v i d u a l v i o l e n c e o ver a p e r i o d o f t h r e e months 

has i m p r e s s e d upon him the f a c t t h a t " c i v i l i z e d " l i f e i s main

t a i n e d o n l y t h r o u g h b a r b a r i c v i o l e n c e . Yet he has a l s o come 

t o know something of the power which l o v e f o r a f e l l o w human 

b e i n g can g i v e t o a man i n danger of h i s l i f e , f o r as he t e l l s 

Delano i t was c o n c e r n f o r the American's l i f e t h a t e n a b l e d him 

t o make h i s f i n a l jump t o . f r e e d o m t "As God l i v e s , Don Amasa, I 

know no t whether d e s i r e f o r my own s a f e t y a l o n e c o u l d have 
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n e r v e d me t o t h a t l e a p i n t o y o u r b o a t " (p.2 3 7 ) . But M e l v i l l e 

r e j e c t s the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t such an i n s i g h t can prove s o c i a l l y 

r e d e m p t i v e , f o r Cereno d i e s as a r e s u l t o f h i s o r d e a l , w h i l e 

Babo i s e x e c u t e d i n the most c r u e l way i m a g i n a b l e and the r e s t 

of the b l a c k s a r e r e - e n s l a v e d . And C a p t a i n Amasa Delano, the 

o n l y r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f w h i t e s o c i e t y l e f t a l i v e , i s s a t i s f i e d 

t o r e - e s t a b l i s h the s t a t u s quo and t o c a r r y on a s . i f n o t h i n g 

had changed. Not u n t i l he wrote B i 1 1 y Budd, some t h i r t y - f i v e 

y e a r s l a t e r , d i d M e l v i l l e allow i n h i s f i c t i o n f o r the p o s s i 

b i l i t y t h a t out o f human s u f f e r i n g might emerge some hope f o r 

human rede m p t i o n . 
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CHAPTER V 

As I s t a t e d i n my " I n t r o d u c t i o n " I b e l i e v e t h a t M e l 

v i l l e ' s use of v i o l e n c e i n B i l l y Budd d i f f e r s s u b s t a n t i a l l y 

from h i s t r e a t m e n t o f the theme i n h i s e a r l i e r works. C r i t i c s 

have n o t e d the a p p a r e n t i n c o n s i s t e n c y i n development between 

the c y n i c i s m of The Confidence-Man (1857) and the u n d e n i a b l e 

a u r a o f s a i n t l i n e s s w hich surrounds B i l l y Budd and have ex

p l o r e d a l m o s t e v e r y r e a s o n f o r t h i s i n t r i g u i n g p r o g r e s s . 2 ? 

W i t h a few i m p o r t a n t e x c e p t i o n s , 2 ^ t h e y have d i v i d e d them

s e l v e s i n t o two camps: those who l o o k on the work as i r o n i c , 

and those who l o o k on i t as an i n d i c a t i o n t h a t M e l v i l l e has, 

i n one c r i t i c ' s words, "come t o r e s p e c t n e c e s s i t y , " 2 9 o f 

those who v i e w the n o v e l as i r o n i c , Phl ',1 Withim d i s c u s s e s i t 

as a "testame n t o f r e s i s t a n c e . " 3 ° M u r r a y K r e i g e r d i f f e r s 

from Withim's s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h the f o r m a l s t r u c t u r e o f the 

n o v e l , a l t h o u g h he too b e l i e v e s i t t o be somewhat i r o n i c , and 

has f o r c e f u l l y argued t h a t the n o v e l s h o u l d be judged as an 

a r t i s t i c f a i l u r e , i n t h a t by h i s " e v i l " a c t o f v i o l e n c e B i l l y * , 

has r e n d e r e d h i s d e s c r i p t i o n as the second Adam, J e s u s C h r i s t , 

• a e s t h e t i c a l l y " u n b e l i e v a b l e . 3 1 Among the c r i t i c s of the 

second camp, W.E. Sedgwick has a s s e r t e d t h a t M e l v i l l e ' s l a s t 

n o v e l d i s p l a y s an enchantment w i t h l i f e which i s a mature 

development o f t h a t found o r i g i n a l l y i n Typee, bu t which i s 

m i s s i n g from the n o v e l s o f h i s m i d d l e p e r i o d , and c o n c l u d e s 

t h a t " i n B i l l y ' s l i f e t h e r e i s more promise o f s a l v a t i o n f o r 

the w o r l d t h a n t h e r e i s o f damnation i n h i s d e a t h . " 3 2 And 

R.W.B. Lewis c o n c u r s i n t h i s v i e w , i n t e r p r e t i n g the n o v e l as 
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d e m o n s t r a t i v e o f M e l v i l l e ' s new c o n v i c t i o n o f " t h e s a v i n g 

s t r e n g t h o f the Adamic p e r s o n a l i t y " i n i t s c l a s h w i t h e v i l . 3 3 

My f e e l i n g about B i l l y Budd c o i n c i d e s w i t h n e i t h e r o f 

t h e s e two camps as c l o s e l y as i t does w i t h a t h i r d p o s i t i o n , 

r e p r e s e n t e d by Warner Berthoff» t h a t i n h i s l a s t n o v e l M e l 

v i l l e ' s p r i m a r y i n t e r e s t i s n o t i n i d e o l o g i e s b u t i n " t h e 

phenomenal q u a l i t y o f c h a r a c t e r i n h i s two h e r o e s . " F o r 

B e r t h o f f , M e l v i l l e ' s i n t e n t i o n i s l e s s t o p o r t r a y the con

f l i c t o f goodness w i t h e v i l t h a n " t o show Vere and B i l l y as 

bound t o one a n o t h e r i n complementary g r e a t n e s s o f s o u l " i n 

the m i d s t of a man-of-war w o r l d . 3 ^ On t h i s v i e w B i l l y ' s 

v i o l e n t e x e c u t i o n i s n o t t o be thought of as the d e f e a t o f 

goodness b u t r a t h e r as r e c e i v i n g i t s r a t i f i c a t i q n from a 

p a c t c o n f i r m e d between two "magnanimous" h e a r t s . I n t h i s 

c h a p t e r I d i s c u s s the r o l e o f v i o l e n c e i n e l u c i d a t i n g the 

n a t u r e o f t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p between Vere and B i l l y , and be

tween B i l l y and the r e s t o f s o c i e t y , i n o r d e r t o show the 

e x t e n t t o which M e l v i l l e ' s t h e m a t i c use of v i o l e n c e has de

v e l o p e d from Moby-Dick. 

The v i o l e n c e i n B i l l y Budd i s of two s o r t s j B i l l y ' s 

murder of C l a g g a r t i s f u l l y as p a s s i o n a t e an a c t i o n as Ahab's 

a t t a c k on Moby D i c k , o r P i e r r e ' s murder of G l e n , o r , i n an

o t h e r sense, Delano's b a t t l e w i t h the Negro s l a v e s ; w h i l e 

B i l l y ' s e x e c u t i o n i s o r d e r e d as d i s p a s s i o n a t e l y as the d e a t h 

o f B a r t l e b y . What i s o d d l y m i s s i n g from B i l l y Budd i s the 

g r a t u i t o u s v i o l e n c e t h a t marks the b e h a v i o r . o f Ahab, P i e r r e , 

and the w h i t e s and b l a c k s i n " B e n i t o Cereno." B o t h the 

p a s s i o n a t e murder committed by B i l l y and V e r e ' s d i s p a s s i o n a t e 



e x e c u t i o n o f him a r e u n t a i n t e d by the e x c e s s e s of Ahab's 

an g e r , P i e r r e ' s f r u s t r a t i o n , the l a w y e r ' s h y p o c r i s y , o r 

Delano's s t u p i d i t y ; B i l l y and V e r e a r e m o t i v a t e d l e s s by p e r 

s o n a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s t h a n d i v i n e o r s o c i a l ones, B i l l y says 

of h i s murder of C l a g g a r t : " I am s o r r y t h a t he i s dead. I 

d i d n ot mean t o k i l l him", w h i l e Vere i n s i s t s t o the c o u r t 

t h a t he a c t s a g a i n s t h i s own d e s i r e i n demanding the d e a t h 

p e n a l t y f o r B i l l y s "The e x c e p t i o n a l i n the m a t t e r moves the 

h e a r t s w i t h i n you. Even so too i s mine moved. But l e t n o t 

warm h e a r t s b e t r a y heads t h a t s h o u l d be c o o l . " B i l l y i s 

made t o k i l l C l a g g a r t by a w i l l g r e a t e r t h a n h i s own which 

c o n t r o l s him; Vere i s moved t o execute B i l l y by h i s sense of 

a l l e g i a n c e t o the l e t t e r of the law, and by h i s sense of the 

p r e s s u r e s o f c i r c u m s t a n c e . 

When a merchant s h i p , the R i g h t s o f Man, i s boarded by 

a l i e u t e n a n t o f H.M.S. B e l l i p o t e n t , i n s e a r c h o f men t o im

p r e s s i n t o the navy, B i l l y Budd i s the o n l y man t a k e n . The 

l i e u t e n a n t ' s c h o i c e u p s e t s the merchant c a p t a i n c o n s i d e r a b l y . 

He c o m p l a i n s t h a t i n B i l l y he i s l o s i n g a s a i l o r who b r o u g h t 

peace t o h i s s h i p by c a l m i n g the crew: "Not t h a t he preached 

t o them o r s a i d o r d i d a n y t h i n g i n p a r t i c u l a r , b u t a v i r t u e 

went out of him, s u g a r i n g the s o u r ones. " 3 5 The i n t e r e s t i n g 

t h i n g about C a p t a i n G r a v e l l i n g ' s comments on B i l l y i s h i s modi

f i c a t i o n o f t h i s a b i l i t y o f B i l l y ' s t o b r i n g peace. He says 

t h a t "the b u f f e r of the gang" was i n s e n s i b l e t o B i l l y ' s v i r 

t u e , u n l i k e the r e s t of t h e crew, and i n s u l t e d B i l l y i n a 

and v i o l e n t : "Quick as l i g h t n i n g B i l l y l e t f l y h i s arm" ( p . l 6 ) . 
way t h a t c o u l d not be m i s t a k e n . 
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Red W h i s k e r s i s c o n v e r t e d by the d r u b b i n g he r e c e i v e s t o 

l o v e B i l l y . T h i s s u g g e s t s t h a t B i l l y ' s a b i l i t y t o r e a c t t o 

u n warranted a g g r e s s i o n v i o l e n t l y i s a p o t e n t i a l l y r e d e m p t i v e 

q u a l i t y , f o r i t r e s u l t s i n the r e - i n t e g r a t i o n of Red 

W h i s k e r s i n t o a s o c i e t y based on l o v e . When B i l l y ' s murder 

of C l a g g a r t under s i m i l a r c o n d i t i o n s i s c o n s i d e r e d t h i s p o s i 

t i v e c o n n o t a t i o n of B i l l y ' s c a p a c i t y f o r v i o l e n c e s h o u l d be 

k e p t i n mind. I t i s an e a r l y and u n m i s t a k a b l e i n d i c a t i o n 

t h a t the v i o l e n c e e x p r e s s e d by B i l l y i s n o t meant by M e l v i l l e 

t o be c o n s i d e r e d i n a n e u t r a l l i g h t : i t i s p r e s e n t e d as a 

s o c i a l l y r e d e m p t i v e f o r c e . 

B i l l y ' s f i r s t i n t r o d u c t i o n t o the d i s p a s s i o n a t e v i o 

l e n c e by which the man-of-war's men a r e t r a i n e d t o obey o r d e r s 

o c c u r s when a n o v i c e a f t e r g u a r d s m a n i s f l o g g e d s h o r t l y a f t e r 

B i l l y has come aboard: 

When B i l l y saw the c u l p r i t ' s naked back un3er#B s c o u r g e , g r i d -
i r o n e d w i t h r e d w e l t s and worse . . , [ h e ] was h o r r i f i e d . 
He r e s o l v e d t h a t n e v e r t h r o u g h remissness would he make him
s e l f l i a b l e t o such a v i s i t a t i o n o r do o r omit aught t h a t 
m i ght m e r i t even v e r b a l r e p r o o f , ( p p . 3 0 - 3 D 

B i l l y ' s a t t i t u d e toward the v i o l e n c e o c c u r r i n g here i s an im
p o r t a n t c l u e t o h i s c h a r a c t e r . He does n o t renounce the i n 
s t i t u t i o n of f l o g g i n g i n t h e manner of W h i t e - J a c k e t o r the 
young M e l v i l l e . He does n o t i n t e r f e r e w i t h the punishment 
w h i c h i s t a k i n g p l a c e ; he does n o t even q u e s t i o n whether o r 
n o t such a h a r s h punishment i s d e s e r v e d by the young s a i l o r . 
He a c c e p t s d i s c i p l i n e a b s o l u t e l y as a c o n d i t i o n o f the s o c i e t y 
i n w h i c h he f i n d s . h i m s e l f , and r e s o l v e s t o a v o i d such p u n i s h 
ment a t a l l c o s t s . T h i s a c c e p t a n c e of forms must be t a k e n 
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i n t o a c c o u n t when B i l l y ' s a c c e p t a n c e of h i s own d e a t h sentence 

i s under c o n s i d e r a t i o n . 

B i l l y ' s n a t u r a l l y a m i a b l e n a t u r e and h i s d e s i r e t o 

p l e a s e have the same e f f e c t on the crew o f the B e l l i p o t e n t 

as t h e y d i d on the crew of the R i g h t s . A l m o s t everyone l o v e s 

him. However, the s h i p ' s master-at-arms t a k e s an i n s t a n t 

d i s l i k e t o B i l l y . W h i l e h i d i n g h i s a n t i p a t h y b e h i n d i r o n i c 

j e s t s a t B i l l y ' s expense, J o h n C l a g g a r t m a r s h a l s a l l the t o o l s 

a t h i s command a g a i n s t the young s a i l o r . W i t h c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

t horoughness he arranges f o r a henchman t o d i s a r r a n g e B i l l y ' s 

g e a r i n o r d e r t o g i v e him an undeserved r e p u t a t i o n f o r d i s -

o r d e r l i n e s s , and t h e n has an a f iter guardsman a t t e m p t t o b r i b e 

B i l l y i n t o t a k i n g p a r t i n a n o n - e x i s t e n t m u t i n y . B i l l y i s 

now i n a more c o s m o p o l i t a n s o c i e t y t h a n t h a t aboard the R i g h t s , 

one w h i c h i n c l u d e s men who a r e i r r e m e d i a b l y e v i l by n a t u r e , 

and c o n s e q u e n t l y one which more t r u l y r e p r e s e n t s the n a t u r e 

of t h i s w o r l d . M e l v i l l e says t h a t C l a g g a r t ' s m y s t e r i o u s an

t i p a t h y f o r B i l l y i s i n e x p l i c a b l e ; i t i s "not engendered by 

v i c i o u s t r a i n i n g o r c o r r u p t i n g books o r l i c e n t i o u s l i v i n g , 

b u t b o r n w i t h him and i n n a t e , i n s h o r t 'a d e p r a v i t y a c c o r d i n g 

t o n a t u r e ' " (p.36) And C l a g g a r t i s i n t e l l e c t u a l l y c l e v e r i n 

a way t h a t B i l l y i s n o t ; he u n d e r s t a n d s t h a t h i s n a t u r a l de

p r a v i t y cannot conquer B i l l y ' s n a t u r a l goodness w i t h o u t the 

a s s i s t a n c e o f man-made forms. 

The s o u r c e o f C l a g g a r t ' s a n t i p a t h y i s m e r e l y B i l l y ' s 

p r i s t i n e i n n o c e n c e and goodness, j u s t as t h e . l a w y e r ' s anger 

i s a r o u s e d by B a r t l e b y ' s unassuming m i l d n e s s . C l a g g a r t i s 

e n v i o u s because B i l l y ' s good l o o k s went w i t h a n a t u r e t h a t , 
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"as C l a g g a r t m a g n e t i c a l l y f e l t , had i n i t s s i m p l i c i t y n e v e r 

w i l l e d m a l i c e o r e x p e r i e n c e d the r e a c t i o n a r y b i t e " o f the 

s e r p e n t (p.3 7 ) . U n l i k e the l a w y e r , however, C l a g g a r t a l l o w s 

h i s h a t e t o overcome h i s normal prudence, and w i l l i n g l y r i s k s 

h i s own l i f e t o a c h i e v e B i l l y ' s d e s t r u c t i o n . A l t h o u g h he i s 

u n a b l e t o o b t a i n any f a c t u a l p r o o f w i t h which t o i n c r i m i n a t e 

B i l l y , one day C l a g g a r t appears b e f o r e C a p t a i n V e r e and 

a c c u s e s the young s a i l o r o f s p r e a d i n g s e d i t i o n among members 

o f the crew.. He c l e v e r l y p l a y s upon V e r e ' s f e a r o f a r e c u r 

r e nce of the l a t e l y s u p p r e s s e d G r e a t M u t i n y a t the Nore t o 

l e n d c r e d i b i l i t y t o h i s o t h e r w i s e u n t h i n k a b l e c h a r g e , and does 

no t show any t r a c e o f f e a r a t V e r e ' s w a r n i n g t h a t " J u s t now, 

and i n a case l i k e t h i s , t h e r e i s t h a t yardarm-end f o r the 

f a l s e w i t n e s s . " A l e s s i m p a t i e n t man t h a n C a p t a i n Vere might 

i n s i s t on s a t i s f y i n g h i m s e l f o f the v a l i d i t y o f C l a g g a r t ' s 

" s u b s t a n t i a t i n g p r o o f " b e f o r e summoning B i l l y t o answer th e 

c h arges l a i d a g a i n s t him; a l e s s p r u d e n t man might heed h i s 

i n t u i t i v e d i s b e l i e f o f C l a g g a r t and d i s m i s s h i s a l l e g a t i o n s 

out o f hand. B u t V e r e s t r o n g l y f e e l s the n e c e s s i t y of s e t t l 

i n g t h e charge \'in a q u i e t u n d e m o n s t r a t i v e way" (p.5 0 ) , be

f o r e i t can become an i s s u e among the crew. He c a l l s B i l l y 

t o h i s c a b i n t o answer the charges a g a i n s t him. 

U n l i k e Ahab, who when a t l a s t c o n f r o n t e d w i t h the em

bodiment of u n i v e r s a l m a l i g n i t y i s f u l l y p r e p a r e d f o r the 

c o n f l i c t , B i l l y i s n o t . He goesjtotihecabin i n t h e hope t h a t 

he i s about t o be promoted: "Wonder i f he i s g o i n g t o make me 

c o x s w a i n . I s h o u l d l l i k e t h a t . " B i l l y i s . r o c k e d t o h i s founda

t i o n s when C l a g g a r t a c c u s e s him t o h i s f a c e o f f o m e n t i n g 
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mutinys "He s t o o d l i k e one i m p a l e d and gagged," w h i l e 

C l a g g a r t i s f u l l y a b s o r bed i n B i l l y ' s c o n f u s i o n ! "The f i r s t 

m e s m e r i s t i c g l a n c e was one o f s e r p e n t f a s c i n a t i o n ; the l a s t 

was as the p a r a l y z i n g l u r c h o f the t o r p e d o f i s h " ( p . 5 1 ) . 

The q u i c k n e s s o f B i l l y ' s exposure t o e v i l i s u n l i k e the 

s l o w e r i n d o c t r i n a t i o n of P i e r r e i n t o the r e a l i t i e s o f l i f e , 

and a d m i t s of no escape. He must answer the a c c u s a t i o n , b u t 

he i s f i l l e d w i t h a r i g h t e o u s i n d i g n a t i o n t h a t p a r a l y z e s him 

and r e n d e r s him f o r the moment i n c a p a b l e o f speech. As a 

r e s u l t , he r e l i e s on h i s n a t u r a l defense a g a i n s t enemies, as 

he d i d i n h i s t h r a s h i n g o f Red W h i s k e r s , and h i t s C l a g g a r t 

w i t h s t u n n i n g f o r c e f u l l on the f o r e h e a d . 

The immediate cause of the blow i s V e r e ' s k i n d n e s s 

upon p e r c e i v i n g B i l l y ' s s t r u g g l e t o overcome h i s speech i m p e d i 

ment. T h i s k i n d n e s s i r o n i c a l l y causes B i l l y t o s t r i k e out 

w i t h more v i o l e n c e than o t h e r w i s e he may have done, f o r B i l l y 

i s t ouched by V e r e ' s c o n c e r n f o r him'! 

G o i n g c l o s e up t o the young s a i l o r , and l a y i n g a s o o t h i n g ' 
hand on h i s s h o u l d e r , he s a i d , "There i s no h u r r y , my boy. 
Take your t i m e , t a k e your t i m e , " C o n t r a r y t o the e f f e c t i n 
tended, t h e s e words so f a t h e r l y i n t o n e , d o u b t l e s s t o u c h i n g 
B i l l y ' s heart" t o the q u i c k , prompted y e t more v i o l e n t e f f o r t s 
a t u t t e r a n c e — e f f o r t s soon e n d i n g f o r the time i n c o n f i r m i n g 
the p a r a l y s i s , and b r i n g i n g t o h i s f a c e an e x p r e s s i o n w h i c h 
was as a c r u c i f i x i o n t o b e h o l d . The n e x t i n s t a n t , q u i c k as 
t h e flame of a d i s c h a r g e d cannon a t n i g h t , h i s r i g h t arm s h o t 
o u t , and C l a g g a r t dropped t o the deck. (pp.51-52) 

A l o n e among M e l v i l l e ' s g r e a t p r o t a g o n i s t s , B i l l y i s not t h i n k 

i n g of h i m s e l f a t the h e i g h t o f h i s v i o l e n t a c t i o n . Ahab's 

l a s t words a r e by c o n t r a s t m a g n i f i c e n t l y e g o t i s t i c a l ! "'Thus, 

I g i v e up the s p e a r ; ' " ; P i e r r e ' s e x p r e s s t e r r i b l e s a t i s f a c t i o n : 
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" * T i s s p e e c h l e s s sweet t o murder t h e e ! ' " ; and T a j i ' s a r e 

j o y f u l l y s e l f - a s s e r t i v e s "'Now, I am my own s o u l f s emperor; 

and my f i r s t a c t i s a b d i c a t i o n * • " B i l l y o n l y t h i n k s how much 

l i k e a son V e r e i s t r e a t i n g him, and how r e p r e h e n s i b l e C l a g g 

a r t ' s a c c u s a t i o n must make him appear t o h i s c a p t a i n . 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y f o r B i l l y , however, t h i s s e l f l e s s n e s s i s 

out o f j j p l a c e i n a man-of-war w o r l d . To compare the w a r l i k e 

metaphor d e s c r i b i n g the speed of B i l l y ' s blow a t C l a g g a r t — 

" q u i c k as t h e flame of a d i s c h a r g e d cannon a t n i g h t " — w i t h 

the n a t u r a l i s t i c one w h i c h d e s c r i b e s the speed of h i s t h r a s h 

i n g o f Red W h i s k e r s — " q , u i c k as l i g h t n i n g " — i s t o become aware 

of the t r a g i c change i n c o n t e x t o f B i l l y ' s a c t i o n . B i l l y has 

f a l l e n unawares from the w o r l d o f n a t u r a l v i o l e n c e i n t o the 

w o r l d . o f l e g a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . As Hannah A r e n d t shows, B i l l y 

h i m s e l f i s not r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h i s change; i t o c c u r s as a 

s o c i a l r e a c t i o n t o h i s v i o l e n t a c t q u i t e i n d e p e n d e n t l y of him: 

The s t o r y u n f o l d s a f t e r " n a t u r e " has r u n i t s c o u r s e , w i t h t h e 
r e s u l t t h a t the w i c k e d man i s dead and the good man has p r e 
v a i l e d . The t r o u b l e now i s t h a t the good man, because he en
c o u n t e r e d e v i l , has become a wrong-doer t o o , and t h i s even i f 
we assume t h a t B i l l y Budd d i d n o t l o s e h i s i n n o c e n c e , t h a t he 
remained "an a n g e l o f God."36' ;;,, 

S o c i e t y i s f o r c e d t o d e f i n e B i l l y ' s a c t i o n as a " c r i m e " because 

of t h e c o n t e x t i n which i t o c c u r s ; B i l l y i s s e r v i n g aboard a 

man-of-war i n dangerous t i m e s , and has murdered a s u p e r i o r 

o f f i c e r . As a r e s u l t B i l l y i s j s u b j e c t t o a m i l i t a r y punishment 

w h i c h i s l e s s concerned w i t h a b s o l u t e j u s t i c e t h a n m a i n t a i n i n g 

a measure of s t a b i l i t y i n s o c i e t y , w h i c h aim can be a c h i e v e d 

o n l y t h r o u g h an i m p a r t i a l l y " j u s t " adherence t o appearances and 
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measured forms. 

The c h i e f i n t e r p r e t e r of s o c i e t y ' s w i l l i n t h i s r e g a r d 

i s C a p t a i n V e r e . As Hannah A r e n d t p o i n t s o u t , he embodies 

the t r a g i c r o l e o f v i r t u e i n the c o n f l i c t between good and 

e v i l : 

V i r t u e — w h i c h perhaps i s l e s s t h a n goodness b u t . s t i l l a l o n e 
i s c a p a b l e " o f embodiment i n l a s t i n g i n s t i t u t i o n s " — m u s t p r e 
v a i l a t the expense o f the good man as w e l l ; a b s o l u t e , n a t u r a l 
i n n o c e n c e , because i t can o n l y a c t v i o l e n t l y , i s " a t war w i t h 
the peace of t h e w o r l d and the t r u e w e l f a r e o f mankind," so 
t h a t v i r t u e f i n a l l y i n t e r f e r e s n o t t o p r e v e n t the cr i m e o f 
e v i l b u t t o p u n i s h t h e v i o l e n c e o f a b s o l u t e i n n o c e n c e . . . . 
The t r a g e d y i s t h a t the law i s made f o r men, and n e i t h e r f o r 
a n g e l s n o r f o r d e v i l s . 3 7 

V e r e says o f the murder': " ' I t i s the d i v i n e judgement on 

Anasias'. . . , S t r u c k dead by an a n g e l o f God! Y e t t h e a n g e l 

must hang!'" (p.5 3 ) . T h i s r e f e r e n c e i s t o the f i f t h c h a p t e r 

o f "The A c t s o f the A p o s t l e s , " w h i c h r e l a t e s the dea t h o f a 

man s t r u c k down by God's a n g e l of vengeance f o r l y i n g t o 

P e t e r . B u t t h a t a n g e l , u n l i k e B i l l y , was i n v i s i b l e and thus 

n o t s u b j e c t t o human punishment. V e r e ' s a n a l o g y p o i n t s up the 

d i s c r e p a n c y between the d i v i n e j u s t i c e a t t e n d i n g A n a n i a s ' 

d e a t h and B i l l y ' s a c t o f murder, w h i c h a l o n e i s s u b j e c t t o 

the r e t r i b u t o r y punishment s a n c t i o n e d by a f a l l e n s o c i e t y . 

T h i s d e g r a d a t i o n o f t r u e m o r a l j u s t i c e i s h e i g h t e n e d 

by t h e f a c t t h a t B i l l y ' s v i o l e n t blow i s not c a l c u l a t e d ; i t 

i s the i n s t i n c t i v e e x p r e s s i o n of h i s e m o t i o n a l i n d i g n a t i o n , 

and t h e r e f o r e cannot j u s t l y be termed m a l i c i o u s , As he t e l l s 

t he c o u r t : "'No, t h e r e was no m a l i c e between us, I n e v e r 

b o r e m a l i c e a g a i n s t the master-at-arms . , ...But he f o u l l y 

l i e d t o my f a c e and i n pre s e n c e o f my captain-, and I had t o 
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say something, and I c o u l d o n l y say i t w i t h a blow, God h e l p 

me'.'" (p.56) Yet i n s p i t e o f the f a c t t h a t he i s m o r a l l y 

i n n o c e n t , B i l l y i s s e n t e n c e d t o d e a t h by the c o u r t because 

V e r e f e e l s the p r e s s u r e s of c i r c u m s t a n c e l e a v e him no 

a l t e r n a t i v e . 

V e r e ' s d e c i s i o n i n t h i s r e g a r d does n o t .derive from 

an i g n o r a n t l o y a l t y t o the e s t a b l i s h e d s o c i a l o r d e r . On the 

c o n t r a r y , i t i s based on a d i s i n t e r e s t e d c o n v i c t i o n , r a t i f i e d 

by an e x t e n s i v e e x a m i n a t i o n of h i s t o r i c a l pre©feiidents, t h a t 

none b e t t e r i s humanly p o s s i b l e , o r a t the l e a s t t h a t the 

B r i t i s h s o c i a l system, a l t h o u g h c e r t a i n l y n o t p e r f e c t , i s 

b e t t e r t h a n the s o c i a l chaos fomented by the i d e a l s of the 

F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n . I t i s f o r t h i s r e a s o n , we remember, t h a t 

V e r e opposed the p o l i c i e s o f e q u a l i t y among men s p r e a d by t h e 

R e v o l u t i o n . 

W h i l e o t h e r members of t h a t a r i s t o c r a c y t o w h i c h by 
b i r t h he b e l o n g e d were i n c e n s e d a t the i n n o v a t o r s m a i n l y be
cause t h e i r t h e o r i e s were i n i m i c a l t o the p r i v i l e g e d c l a s s e s , 
C a p t a i n V e r e d i s i n t e r e s t e d l y opposed them n o t a l o n g because 
t h e y seemed t o him i n s u s c e p t i b l e o f embodiment i n l a s t i n g 
i n s t i t u t i o n s , b u t a t war w i t h the peace of the w o r l d and 
t h e t r u e w e l f a r e of mankind. (p.27) 

Such an e x a l t e d d i s i n t e r e s t e d n e s s does not s u i t V e r e ' s 

c o n c e p t i o n o f h i s r o l e as a n a v a l c a p t a i n , however, and i s . . 

even l e s s e v i d e n t i n the s p e c i o u s l o g i c by w h i c h he a t t e m p t s 

t o c o n v i n c e the c o u r t members t h a t i t i s n e c e s s a r y t o o b t a i n 

B i l l y ' s c o n v i c t i o n , As c r i t i c s have r i g h t l y n o t e d , V e r e ' s 

arguments f a l l on u n r e c e p t i v e e a r s when he a t t e m p t s t o p e r 

suade the c o u r t t o d i s r e g a r d the n a t u r a l promptings of t h e i r 

h e a r t s and t h e i r c o n s c i e n c e s : " ' T e l l me whether o r n o t , 
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o c c u p y i n g the p o s i t i o n we do, p r i v a t e c o n s c i e n c e s h o u l d n o t 

y i e l d t o t h a t i m p e r i a l one f o r m u l a t e d i n the code under w h i c h 

a l o n e we o f f i c i a l l y p r o c e e d ? * " (p . 6 0 ) I t i s o n l y when he 

s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e y themselves may become t a r g e t s f o r the 

crew's i n s u b o r d i n a t i o n i f t h e y a c t w i t h clemency towards B i l l y 

t h a t t h e y pu t a s i d e t h e i r m o r a l s c r u p l e s : ;"'Your clement sen

t e n c e t h e y would a c c o u n t p u s i l l a n i m o u s " ( p . 6 l ) . Vere f i n a l l y 

o b t a i n s the c o n v i c t i o n he wants by p l a y i n g on the f e a r s of 

the members of the c o u r t , and n o t by r e a s o n i n g w i t h them. Be

cause of h i s u n s c r u p u l o u s methods, t h e n , he l a y s h i m s e l f open 

t o t h e charge of h a n g i n g B i l l y u n f a i r l y , even by l e g a l i s t i c 

s t a n d a r d s . And i n the d e s c r i p t i o n of V e r e ' s d e a t h t h e r e i s a 

h i n t t h a t perhaps he was i n t e r e s t e d i n o b t a i n i n g a summary 

c o n v i c t i o n i n o r d e r t o c o n v i n c e h i s s u p e r i o r s i n the navy t h a t 

he s h o u l d be promoted: "'The s p i r i t t h a t ' s p i t e i t s p h i l o s o 

p h i c a u s t e r i t y may y e t have i n d u l g e d i n the most s e c r e t o f a l l 

p a s s i o n s , a m b i t i o n , n e v e r a t t a i n e d t o t h e f u l l n e s s o f fame." 

(p.72) 

B u t even though V e r e may have been p a r t i a l l y i n f l u e n c e d 

t o hang B i l l y by h i s p e r s o n a l a m b i t i o n , h i s c o l d - h e a r t e d n e s s 

o n l y emphasizes the r e d e m p t i v e f o r g i v e n e s s embodied i n B i l l y . 

V e r e conveys the d e a t h s e n t e n c e w h i c h he has o b t a i n e d t o 

B i l l y i n p e r s o n , and v i s i t s him w h i l e he i s w a i t i n g t o be hung. 

He i s aware of B i l l y ' s l o v e f o r him, w h i c h was i n t e n s i f i e d by 

h i s k i n d words t o B i l l y w h i l e he t r i e d t o answer C l a g g a r t , and 

i n a p r i v a t e i n t e r v i e w presumably e x p l a i n s h i s p o s i t i o n t o 

B i l l y ' s s a t i s f a c t i o n . The f o l l o w i n g morning B i l l y i s hung: 
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A t the p e n u l t i m a t e moment, h i s words, h i s o n l y ones, 
words w h o l l y u n o b s t r u c t e d i n the u t t e r a n c e , were t h e s e : "God 
b l e s s C a p t a i n V e r e ! " S y l l a b l e s so u n a n t i c i p a t e d coming from 
one w i t h the i g n o m i n i o u s hemp about h i s n e c k — a c o n v e n t i o n a l 
f e l o n ' s . b e n e d i c t i o n d i r e c t e d , a f t towards the q u a r t e r s o f honor; 
s y l l a b l e s t oo d e l i v e r e d i n . t h e c l e a r melody o f a s i n g i n g b i r d 
on the p o i n t o f l a u n c h i n g from the t w i g — h a d a phenomenal 
e f f e c t , n o t unenhanced by the r a r e p e r s o n a l b e a u t y of the 
young s a i l o r , s p i r i t u a l i z e d now t h r o u g h l a t e e x p e r i e n c e s so 
p o i g n a n t l y p r o f o u n d , 

W i t h o u t v o l i t i o n , as i t were, as i f i n d e e d the s h i p ' s 
p o p u l a c e were b u t the v e h i c l e s o f some v o c a l c u r r e n t e l e c t r i c , 
w i t h one v o i c e from alow and a l o f t came a r e s o n a n t s y m p a t h e t i c 
echo: "God b l e s s C a p t a i n V e r e ! " And y e t a t t h a t i n s t a n t B i l l y 
a l o n e must have been i n t h e i r h e a r t s , even as i n t h e i r eyes. 
(P.6 8 ) 

T a k i n g i n t o a c c o u n t the w h o l l y a p p r o p r i a t e metaphor o f a s i n g 

i n g b i r d , i t i s h a r d t o agree w i t h c r i t i c s l i k e Marcus C u n l i f f e , 

who sees t h i s scene as m o u r n f u l o r ironic . - , .3®(p. 119). The l o v e 

e v i n c e d by B i l l y a t the moment o f d e a t h i s u n l i k e the emotions 

o f Ahab, P i e r r e , B a r t l e b y , B e n i t o C e r e n o — i n d e e d any o t h e r o f 

M e l v i l l e ' s c h a r a c t e r s . He does n ot s t u t t e r , as he d i d b e f o r e 

C l a g g a r t ; n o r i s he unaware o f the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f h i s d e a t h . 

He d i e s s e c u r e i n h i s l o v e f o r V e r e , a l t h o u g h the r e a d e r may 

f e e l t h a t the c a p t a i n i s e n t i r e l y u n d e s e r v i n g o f i t . 

Indeed the crew r e a l i z e t h a t Vere i s l e s s d e s e r v i n g o f 

t h e i r l o v e t h a n i s B i l l y , f o r " a t t h a t moment B i l l y a l o n e must 

have been i n t h e i r h e a r t s , as i n t h e i r eyes" ( p . 6 8 ) , w h i l e V e r e 

d i e s a l o n e and f o r g o t t e n , " c u t o f f from the N i l e and T r a f a l g a r . " 

(p.7 2 ) Even h i s l a s t words a r e " ' B i l l y Budd, B i l l y Budd."' We 

a r e t o l d t h a t t h e s e words were n o t spoken i n " t h e a c c e n t s o f 

remorse;" i t seems c l e a r t h a t B i l l y ' s name i s spoken contem

p l a t i v e l y by V e r e , as.though.he has. r e c e i v e d an. i n s i g h t i n t o 

the n a t u r e o f goodness and come t o a p p r e c i a t e the meaning of 

B i l l y ' s a b i l i t y t o f o r g i v e him. 
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The o f f i c i a l n a v a l c h r o n i c l e mentions B i l l y as a 

" r i n g l e a d e r " o f an a t t e m p t e d m u t i n y who t r e a c h e r o u s l y s t a b s 

C l a g g a r t w i t h h i s s h e a t h k n i f e when a r r a i g n e d b e f o r e the 

c a p t a i n o f the B e l l i p o t e n t , and who i s consequently e x e c u t e d . 

"The pr:bmptitude of the punishment has proved s a l u t a r y . No-

t h i n g amiss i s now apprehended aboard H.M.S. B e l l i p o t e n t . " 

T h i s c h r o n i c l e , we a r e t o l d , appeared " i n a p u b l i c a t i o n now 

l o n g ago superannuated and f o r g o t t e n ' ! (p.73) . 

The o n l y l i v i n g memory of B i l l y Budd i s l i n the h e a r t s 

of t h e common s a i l o r s . They v a l u e a c h i p o f the s p a r from 

which he was hung "as a p i e c e o f the C r o s s . " And a l t h o u g h 

t h e y a r e i g n o r a n t of the s e c r e t f a c t s of the t r a g e d y , 

: ; t h e y i n s t i n c t i v e l y f e l t t h a t B i l l y was a s o r t of man as i n 
c a p a b l e of m u t i n y as o f w i l f u l murder. They r e c a l l e d the 
f r e s h young image of the Handsome S a i l o r , t h a t f a c e n e v e r 
deformed by a s n e e r o r s u b t l e r v i l e f r e a k o f the h e a r t w i t h 
in''1 (p.74) . 

A l t h o u g h some c r i t i c s have f e l t t h a t the emphasis of B i l l y  

Budd i s on the u s e l e s s n e s s o f h i s d e a t h , t h e s e memories of 

the crew members do n o t seem e n t i r e l y w i t h o u t a p o s i t i v e con

n o t a t i o n . I t i s good as w e l l t o remember V e r e ' s comparison 

of C l a g g a r t ' s d e a t h t o the j u s t f a t e of A n a n i a s , f o r i n "Acts" 

V: 14 we a r e t o l d t h a t the example of A n a n i a s ' d e a t h l e d t o 

a r e i n v i g o r a t e d s o c i e t y : " B e l i e v e r s were the more added t o 

t h e L o r d , m u l t i t u d e s b o t h o f men and woman." T h i s a n a l o g y 

seems t o I n d i c a t e t h a t B i l l y ' s murder has t e m p o r a r i l y purged 

t h e s u r v i v i n g s o c i e t y of the e v i l r e p r e s e n t e d by Claggart. 3 9 

A f i n a l i n d i c a t i o n v - o f the r e d e m p t i v e e f f e c t o f B i l l y ' s 
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d e a t h i s the poem w r i t t e n about him by " a n o t h e r foretopman, 

one o f h i s own watch, g i f t e d , as some s a i l o r s a r e , w i t h an 

a r t l e s s p o e t i c temperament" (p. 74). T h i s J a c k Chase43ike 

f i g u r e w r i t e s o f B i l l y as w i s t f u l l y a w a i t i n g e x e c u t i o n ! 

Fathoms down, fathoms down, how I ' l l dream f a s t a s l e e p . 
I f e e l i t s t e a l i n g now. S e n t r y , a r e ' y o u t h e r e . 
J u s t ease t h e s e d a r b i e s a t the w r i s t v 
And r o l l me o v e r f a i r * . 
I am s l e e p y and the weeds about me t w i s t , (p.75) 

The t r a n s l a t i o n of B i l l y ' s l i f e and de a t h i n t o aamyth i s an 

i n d i c a t i o n t h a t he has shown h i m s e l f t o be a l i v i n g f o r c e i n 

the h e a r t o f the members o f s o c i e t y who s u r v i v e him. As H. 

B r u c e F r a n k l i n n o t e s o f the forms which decree B i l l y ' s deaths 

"These forms and the myth wh i c h a c c e p t s them m i r r o r a s o c i e t y 

dependent b o t h on forms and on t h e i r m y t h o l o g i c a l s t a t e m e n t . 

Myth, d e s t r u c t i v e i n t h e w o r l d s o f M a r d i , Moby-Dick, and P i e r r e , 

p r e s e r v e s the w o r l d of B i l l y B u d d . A n d , as o t h e r c r i t i c s 

have v a r i o u s l y a f f i r m e d , t h e f i n a l , s o c i a l l y r e d e m p t i v e l e s s o n 

of the n o v e l , i s what C a p t a i n Vere can n e v e r see, " t h a t good 

has the power t o i t m a i n t a i n i t s e l f , i f n e v e r w h o l l y t o p r e v a i l , 

i n a w o r l d where i t seems always a t the p o i n t of e x t i n c t i o n . " ^ ! 

The Adamic p e r s o n a l i t y of B i l l y Budd has demonstrated i t s e l f t o 

be f r e e of any s o r d i d n e s s o r compromise i n i t s t e s t wi.tkee;lem.entel 

e v i l , and t h e common s a i l o r s have responded t o t h i s i n d i c a t i o n 

of t he n a t u r a l s t r e n g t h o f m o r a l b e a u t y by j o i n i n g t o g e t h e r i n 

a d m i r a t i o n and l o v e f o r the Handsome S a i l o r . 

B i l l y Budd, ...as we . have . seen, c o n t a i n s two main t y p e s o f 
v i o l e n c e : t h a t . o f goodness a r o u s e d by e v i l t o r i g h t e o u s i n d i g 
n a t i o n , and i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d v i o l e n c e . The r o l e of i n s t i t u 4 " 
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t i o n a l i z e d v i o l e n c e i s t o p r o t e c t s o c i e t y a g a i n s t the b r e a k 

i n g o f i t s l a w s , and thus s e r v e s i n some sense t o m a i n t a i n 

human s o c i e t y . B u t the v i o l e n c e o f n a t u r a l goodness i s seen 

as a s o c i a l l y r e d e m p t i v e f o r c e , w h i c h p r e c i s e l y because i t 

t a k e s no account.?of the l e g a l consequences t o i t s e l f i n i t s 

c o n f l i c t w i t h e v i l , i s a b l e t o purge t h a t e v i l from s o c i e t y . 

As we have seen, t h e n , B i l l y Budd appears t o be a new 

development i n M e l v i l l e ' s f i c t i o n . F o r t h e f i r s t time an 

i n d i v i d u a l t r a n s c e n d s the l i m i t s o f h i s m o r t a l i t y and speaks 

t o s o c i e t y t h r o u g h the v e h i c l e o f myth. B i l l y Budd has the 

e f f e c t on s o c i e t y w h i c h Ahab, P i e r r e , B a r t l e b y , and B e n i t o 

Cereno d i d n o t . And we n o t i c e t h a t the l e v e l on wh i c h t h i s 

communication t a k e s p l a c e i s n o t an i n t e l l e c t u a l one, b u t 

t h a t p-of t h e emotions, p a r t i c u l a r l y the emotion o f magnanimity. 

The v i o l e n c e which i n Moby-Dick i s an e x p r e s s i o n o f i n t e l l e c 

t u a l f r u s t r a t i o n i s i n B i l l y Budd a t i t s most p r o f o u n d a 

t r a n s c e d e n t i n d i c a t i o n of the e m o t i o n a l s t r e n g t h o f goodness 

i n i t s c o n f l i c t w i t h e v i l f o r a dominant p l a c e i n the h e a r t s 

of men. 



CONCLUSION 

T h i s s t u d y o f M e l v i l l e ' s use o f v i o l e n c e i n h i s f i c t i o n 

has i n d i c a t e d , I hope, how d i f f e r e n t h i s use o f the theme i s 

from t h a t o f o t h e r w r i t e r s , b o t h contemporary and modern. Un

l i k e Poe, f o r example, M e l v i l l e r a r e l y emphasizes the a s p e c t 

o f t e r r o r i n h i s f i c t i o n . " B e n i t o Cereno" i s p r o b a b l y h i s 

most P o e - l i k e l o n g e r f i c t i o n , and y e t t h e tone of i t s n a r r a 

t i o n i s r e m a r k a b l y tame compared t o t h a t o f "The T e l l - T a l e 

H e a r t " or "The P i t and the Pendulum," f o r example. Nor i s 

M e l v i l l e ' s use o f v i o l e n c e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y v e r y s i m i l a r t o 

t h a t o f Hawthorne, who i n t a l e s such as "Roger M a l v i n ' s B u r i a l " 

and "Young Goodman Brown" r e n d e r s n i g h t m a r i s h e f f e c t s w h i c h a r e 

f a r d i f f e r e n t from those a c h i e v e d by M e l v i l l e ' s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

c a l l y r e a l i s t i c t e c h n i q u e . N e v e r t h e l e s s , t h e s e t h r e e men can 

be n a t u r a l l y grouped t o g e t h e r among t h e i r more o p t i m i s t i c 

c o n t e m p o r a r i e s because o f t h e i r common r e c o g n i t i o n o f "the 

power of b l a c k n e s s , " as H a r r y L e v i n has shown.42 

T h i s b a s i c r e c o g n i t i o n o f the e v i l i n humanity more 

th a n a n y , o t h e r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c h e l p s t o s e t M e l v i l l e a p a r t from 

h i s t i m e . U n l i k e Emerson and the p o p u l a r i z e r s o f h i s c u l t , 

M e l v i l l e c o u l d n o t i g n o r e the v i o l e n c e and i n j u s t i c e w h i c h he 

saw around him. As I n o t e d i n my " I n t r o d u c t i o n , " M e l v i l l e was 

p a s s i o n a t e l y i n t e r e s t e d i n the C i v i l War as an a t t e m p t t o end 

p o l i t i c a l i n j u s t i c e s ; and as we have seen i n h i s f i c t i o n , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n " B e n i t o Cereno," h i s a r t was i n e v i t a b l y 

a f f e c t e d by h i s p e r s o n b e l i e f s . He a t t e m p t e d always t o g i v e 

the v i o l e n t and e v i l a s p e c t s of l i f e f u l l r e c o g n i t i o n , and t h e n 
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t r i e d t o c o n s t r u c t a f i c t i o n a l c o n t e x t i n wh i c h t h e i r e f f e c t 

c o u l d be, i f n o t n e u t r a l i z e d , ay l e a s t b a l a n c e d , as i s the 

case i n B i l l y Budd. 

Two o t h e r i m p o r t a n t w r i t e r s who a t t i m e s t r e a t v i o l e n c e 

i n a way s i m i l a r t o M e l v i l l e a r e D i c k e n s and Conrad. V i o l e n c e 

i n Dickens'; n o v e l s , j u s t as i n M e l v i l l e ' s , i s o f t e n used t o 

s y m b o l i z e the p u r g a t i o n o f e v i l from s o c i e t y . C a r k e r ' s death 

under the t r a i n i n Dombey and Son i s a c l e a r example of t h i s , 

f o r w i t h h i s de a t h a l l o b s t a c l e s t o Dombey*s repent a n c e and 

the r e - e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f a s o c i e t y based on f a m i l y l o y a l t y and 

m u t u a l l o v e a r e removed. The deaths of R i d e r h o o d and B r a d l e y 

Headstone i n Our M u t u a l F r i e n d p e r f o r m the s i m i l a r f u n c t i o n of 

c l e a r i n g the way f o r an improved s o c i e t y . B u t i n t h i s l a s t 

n o v e l one i m p o r t a n t way i n which D i c k e n s d i f f e r s from M e l v i l e 

i n h i s t r e a t m e n t o f v i o l e n c e may be d i s c e r n e d . F o r B r a d l e y 

and R i d e r h o o d a r e b o t h e v f c l , and c o n s e q u e n t l y n e i t h e r o f t h e i r 

d e a ths i s seen, l i k e B i l l y ' s , as a l o s s t o s o c i e t y . Nor a r e 

t h e y k i l l e d , as i s C l a g g a r t , by a man d e p i c t e d as a s a i n t . T h i s 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f murder i n t o a v i r t u e i s the unique a s p e c t of 

M e l v i l l e ' s t r e a t m e n t o f v i o l e n c e , Conrad comes c l o s e r t h a n 

D i c k e n s t o M e l v i l l e ' s d e p i c t i o n o f the v i o l e n c e e x e r c i s e d on 

an i n n o c e n t man as s o c i a l l y r e d e m p t i v e . The death o f t h e 

p r o t a g o n i s t i n L o r d J.im i s d e s c r i b e d , l i k e B i l l y ' s e x e c u t i o n , 

i n terms o f a b l o o d - t a x 5 J i m ' s v o l u n t a r y a c c e p t a n c e o f h i s exe

c u t i o n by h i s f r i e n d Doramin i s s e e n — l i k e B i l l y ' s — a s a f i n a l 

i n d i c a t i o n of h i s p e r s o n a l s a l v a t i o n , as a n . a f f i r m a t i o n o f h i s 

b e l i e f i n the v a l u e s o f h i s adopted s o c i e t y . But Conrad's 

a t t i t u d e t o e v i l i s u s u a l l y l e s s calm than t h a t o f the M e l v i l l e 
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o f B i l l y Budd. I n H e a r t o f D a r k n e s s , p a r t i c u l a r l y , t h i s 

a t t i t u d e I s r e f l e c t e d by K u r t z ' s f i n a l h o r r i f i c i n s i g h t i n t o 

"The h o r r o r , the h o r r o r . " The agony i n f o r m i n g t h e s e words as 

K u r t z r e f l e c t s on the d e s t r u c t i o n he has caused d i f f e r s immense

l y from V e r e ' s c o n t e m p l a t i v e a c c e p t a n c e o f h i s g u i l t i n hang

i n g " B i l l y Budd, B i l l y Budd." 

M e l v i l l e ' s s p i r i t u a l i z e d t r e a t m e n t of B i l l y Budd's exe

c u t i o n a l s o s e t s him f a r a p a r t from such modern w r i t e r s as 

Hemingway and H e l l e r . The n a r r a t o r o f A F a r e w e l l t o Arms does-

n o t w i l l i n g l y s a c r i f i c e h i s l i f e i n t h e way B i l l y does when 

c a l l e d upon t o do so by the m i l i t a r y a u t h o r i t i e s . When t h e y 

a r r e s t him and a r e about t o execute him on the charge o f 

abandoning h i s t r o o p s he d i v e s i n t o the n e a r e s t r i v e r i n o r d e r 

t o escape, a l t h o u g h he i s i n n o c e n t of the charge. F o r Heming

way t h e i n d i v i d u a l who p u t s h i s t r u s t i n thei; j u s t i c e o f i n s t i 

t u t i o n s , p a r t i c u l a r l y m i l i t a r y i n s t i t u t i o n s , i s n o t h i n g more 

o r l e s s t h a n a f o o l , e s p e c i a l l y i f h i s l i f e i s a t s t a k e . And 

H e l l e r ' s Catch-22 i s a parody of B i l l y Budd, as the number of 

m i s s i o n s Y o s s a r i a n i s r e q u i r e d t o f l y i s c o n s t a n t l y r a i s e d a t 

the whim of h i s g l o r y - h u n g r y commander, and Y o s s a r i a n f i n d s 

h i m s e l f s a c r i f i c e d a g a i n and a g a i n f o r the sake of a n o t h e r man's 

r e l e n t l e s s s e a r c h f o r g l o r y . 

P erhaps the f a i t h i n humanity's a b i l i t y t o c o n t i n u e to 

e x i s t e v i d e n c e d by M e l v i l l e ' s t r e a t m e n t o f v i o l e n c e i n B i l l y  

Budd has been f o r e v e r d e s t r o y e d by the r e c e n t h i s t o r y f i c t i o n 

a l i z e d i n the works of w r i t e r s l i k e Hemingway and H e l l e r . I n 

any e v e n t , however, as t h i s t h e s i s has shown, we have r e a s s u r 

i n g e v i d e n c e i n the n a t u r e o f M e l v i l l e ' s development of the 
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theme of v i o l e n c e t h a t t o a t l e a s t one p r o f o u n d and t i m e l e s s 

mind the problem of making man's d e s t r u c t i v e p o t e n t i a l work 

f o r the s o c i a l good d i d not seem t o t a l l y i n s o l u b l e . 
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2 4 B e r n s t e i n , p . 1 0 6 . 
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most marked t r a i t . See Bowen, The Long E n c o u n t e r , p.67. 

2 6 B e r n s t e i n , pp.173-74. 
2 ? F o r a good u p - t o - d a t e s u r v e y of c r i t i c i s m on B i l l y Budd 

see The M e r r i l l S t u d i e s i n B i l l y Budd, comp. H a s k e i l S. S p r i n g e r 
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p a r t i c u l a r l y p e r c e p t i v e and i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c i n t h e i r approach. 

2 9 M a t t h i e s s e n , A m e r i c a n R e n a i s s a n c e , p.510. 

3°"Biily Budd:. Testament o f R e s i s t a n c e , " i n M e l v i l l e ' s 
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