
                Excerpts from Moby Dick, by Herman Melville

I can assure you Ernest Hemingway was wrong when he said modern American 
literature began with Huckleberry Finn. It begins with Moby-Dick, the book that 
swallowed European civilization whole.   E. L. Doctorow

 

The narrator is actually a minor character—a single guy who has the desire to go whaling, 
basically because he’s feeling restless. 

Call me Ishmael. Some years ago — never mind how long precisely — having little or no
money in my purse, and nothing particular to interest me on shore, I thought I would 
sail about a little and see the watery part of the world. It is a way I have of driving off 
the spleen and regulating the circulation. Whenever I find myself growing grim about 
the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find myself 
involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every 
funeral I meet; and especially whenever my hypos get such an upper hand of me, that it 
requires a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately stepping into the 
street, and methodically knocking people’s hats off—then, I account it high time to get 
to sea as soon as I can. This is my substitute for pistol and ball. 

On the grandeur of the ocean, and the epic scope of the novel:

Yes, as every one knows, meditation and water are wedded forever.  Why did the old 
Persians hold the sea holy? Why did the Greeks give it a separate deity, and own 
brother of Jove? Surely all this is not without meaning. And still deeper the meaning of 
that story of Narcissus, who because he could not grasp the tormenting, mild image he 
saw in the fountain, plunged into it and was drowned. But that same image, we ourselves
see in all rivers and oceans. It is the image of the ungraspable phantom of life; and this is
the key to it all.

The second mate, Stubb, has a feisty, devil-may-care approach to life.

Stubb: “Ha!  ha!  ha!  ha!  hem!  clear my throat! --I've been thinking over it ever since, 
and that ha, ha's the final consequence.  Why so?  Because a laugh's the wisest, easiest 
answer to all that's queer; and come what will, one comfort's always left -- that unfailing
comfort is, it's all predestinated….  Well, Stubb, wise Stubb --that's my title --well, 
Stubb, what of it, Stubb?  Here's a carcase.  I know not all that may be coming, but be it 
what it will, I'll go to it laughing….  Oh-- We'll drink to-night with hearts as light, To 
love, as gay and fleeting As bubbles that swim, on the beaker's brim, And break on the
lips while meeting….Think not, is my eleventh commandment; and sleep when you can, 
is my twelfth.” 
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Captain Ahab eventually addresses the crew, and tells them of his sole purpose—to hunt down
Moby Dick, the whale that took off his leg.  

Ahab: "Aye, aye! It was that accursed white whale that razed me; made a poor pegging 
lubber of me for ever and a day!" Then tossing both arms, with measureless 
imprecations he shouted out: "Aye, aye! and I'll chase him round Good Hope, and 
round the Horn, and round the Norway Maelstrom, and round perdition's flames before
I give him up. And this is what ye have shipped for, men! to chase that white whale on 
both sides of land, and over all sides of earth, till he spouts black blood and rolls fin 
out." 

Starbuck, the first mate, keeps reminding Ahab of the job they were hired for—to kill as many 
whales as possible, boil the fat into whale oil, and bring this valuable product back home.

Ahab: "But what's this long face about, Mr. Starbuck; wilt thou not chase the white 
whale! art not game for Moby Dick?"

Starbuck: "I am game for his crooked jaw, and for the jaws of Death too, Captain Ahab,
if it fairly comes in the way of the business we follow; but I came here to hunt whales, 
not my commander's vengeance. How many barrels will thy vengeance yield thee even if 
thou gettest it, Captain Ahab? it will not fetch thee much in our Nantucket market."

Ahab: "Nantucket market! Hoot! But come closer, Starbuck; thou requirest a little 
lower layer. If money's to be the measurer, man, and the accountants have computed 
their great counting-house the globe, by girdling it with guineas, one to every three parts
of an inch; then, let me tell thee, that my vengeance will fetch a great premium here!"

Ahab shares deeper thoughts; it’s not just about a whale.

Ahab: “All visible objects, man, are but as pasteboard masks. But in each event — in the
living act, the undoubted deed — there, some unknown but still reasoning thing puts 
forth the moldings of its features from behind the unreasoning mask. If man will strike, 
strike through the mask! How can the prisoner reach outside except by thrusting 
through the wall? To me, the white whale is that wall, shoved near to me. Sometimes I 
think there's naught beyond. But 'tis enough. He tasks me; he heaps me; I see in him 
outrageous strength, with an inscrutable malice sinewing it. That inscrutable thing is 
chiefly what I hate; and be the white whale agent, or be the white whale principle, I will 
wreak that hate upon him. Talk not to me of blasphemy, man; I'd strike the sun if it 
insulted me. For could the sun do that, then could I do the other; since there is ever a 
sort of fair play herein, jealousy presiding over all creations. But not my master, man, is 
even that fair play. Who's over me? Truth hath no confines.”



And the author speaks directly about Ahab’s state of mind.

All that most maddens and torments; all that stirs up the lees of things; all truth with 
malice in it; all that cracks the sinews and cakes the brain; all the subtle demonisms of 
life and thought; all evil, to crazy Ahab, were visibly personified, and made practically 
assailable in Moby-Dick. He piled upon the whale's white hump the sum of all the 
general rage and hate felt by his whole race from Adam down; and then, as if his chest 
had been a mortar, he burst his hot heart's shell upon it.

In this novel, whiteness does no evoke feelings of goodness or purity.

Or is it, that as in essence whiteness is not so much a color as the visible absence of color;
and at the same time the concrete of all colors; is it for these reasons that there is such a 
dumb blankness, full of meaning, in a wide landscape of snows- a colorless, all-color of 
atheism from which we shrink? And when we consider that other theory of the natural 
philosophers, that all other earthly hues — every stately or lovely emblazoning — the 
sweet tinges of sunset skies and woods; yea, and the gilded velvets of butterflies, and the 
butterfly cheeks of young girls; all these are but subtile deceits, not actually inherent in 
substances, but only laid on from without; so that all deified Nature absolutely paints 
like the harlot, whose allurements cover nothing but the charnel-house within; and when
we proceed further, and consider that the mystical cosmetic which produces every one of
her hues, the great principle of light, for ever remains white or colorless in itself, and if 
operating without medium upon matter, would touch all objects, even tulips and roses, 
with its own blank tinge — pondering all this, the palsied universe lies before us a 
leper…. And of all these things the Albino whale was the symbol. Wonder ye then at the 
fiery hunt?

Ahab, frustrated because the whale has seen all, yet says nothing.

Ahab: "Speak, thou vast and venerable head,” muttered Ahab, “which, though 
ungarnished with a beard, yet here and there lookest hoary with mosses; speak, mighty 
head, and tell us the secret thing that is in thee. Of all divers, thou hast dived the 
deepest. That head upon which the upper sun now gleams, has moved amid this world’s 
foundations. Where unrecorded names and navies rust, and untold hopes and anchors 
rot; where in her murderous hold this frigate earth is ballasted with bones of millions of 
the drowned; there, in that awful water-land, there was thy most familiar home. Thou 
hast been where bell or diver never went; hast slept by many a sailor’s side, where 
sleepless mothers would give their lives to lay them down. Thou saw’st the locked lovers 
when leaping from their flaming ship; heart to heart they sank beneath the exulting 
wave; true to each other, when heaven seemed false to them. Thou saw’st the murdered 
mate when tossed by pirates from the midnight deck; for hours he fell into the deeper 
midnight of the insatiate maw; and his murderers still sailed on unharmed — while swift
lightnings shivered the neighboring ship that would have borne a righteous husband to 
outstretched, longing arms. O head! thou hast seen enough to split the planets and make 
an infidel of Abraham, and not one syllable is thine!”



Despite his obsession, Ahab is confused, floundering for meaning.

Ahab: “What is it, what nameless, inscrutable, unearthly thing is it; what cozening, 
hidden lord and master, and cruel, remorseless emperor commands me; that against all 
natural lovings and longings, I so keep pushing, and crowding, and jamming myself on 
all the time; recklessly making me ready to do what in my own proper, natural heart, I 
durst not so much as dare? Is Ahab, Ahab? Is it I, God, or who, that lifts this arm? But 
if the great sun move not of himself; but is as an errand-boy in heaven; nor one single 
star can revolve, but by some invisible power; how then can this one small heart beat; 
this one small brain think thoughts; unless God does that beating, does that thinking, 
does that living, and not I. By heaven, man, we are turned round and round in this 
world, like yonder windlass, and Fate is the handspike. And all the time, lo! that smiling 
sky, and this unsounded sea!”


