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CEAPTER I
INTRODUCTIOR

It 1is common practice to interpret new and nevel ex~
garianéé in terms of past experience, It ig not ﬁnﬁﬁﬂ&l,"
therefore, that literary critics have always attempted to
explain new mmimz-y works in terms of the past. Critics
approaching a mﬁ work for the first time cautiously sesk
to &is&@v&r in 1% similarities to the masterpieces of the
past, Often this is a safe practice that results iﬁ,m
fuller explanation of the author's purpese in the work
under study. But, also quite eften,'this procedure has a
éaﬁagingraffeat,'as far as the critics are aaﬁsarnaé;‘an the
naw'waﬁk§ |

Bea@datta Croce laments the fact that teo frequently
eritics, before a&k&ng‘af a work of art "if it be exyrassiva;
and what it expresses, whether it speak or stammer, or he
silent altogether, " ask instead "if 1t be obedient to the
lawg of the epic peem or Lo those of tragedy, to those of |
historical portraiture or to those of landscape painﬁimg;“l
Too often the crities fall te realize that any masterplece

1
Benedetto Crece, fgsthetlc
Geperal Linguistic, p. 36.




worthy of the name is gul generls
canon of literary criticism, scmetimes overleoked, that each

It is a commonplace

vork of art must be judged on itz own terms, for too often
a great masterplece 1s not merely a culmination of all that
has gone before. o
- Every true work of art has vielated some estabe
lished class and upset the ideas of the critics, whe
have thus been obliged {o enlarge the number @f classes,
until finally even this enlargement hasz proved too nare
row, owing to the appearance of new works ef art, which
are nutnra11y fellowed by new scandals, aﬁw upaa%tings,
- and~enew enlargements., 2
- ‘Herman Melville's masterplece Moby-Dick, since its pube
l3eation 4n 1851, has been a controversial book. gagaffiaiﬁ
ally the book is a novel., But the definition of the novel
as a fletitious prose narrative of considerable length fits
every long prose werk from lLady Murasaki's The Tale ef the
Genii te John Steinbeck's Capnery Row. Meby-Dick is cer-
tainly not the outgrowth of the novels that were being write

ten during this peried, at least not ef the social novels,
the novel of manners, of English and European suthers.

Many critics, therefore, not satisfied with explaining
Moby~Digk in terms of the novel, have sought analogies in
other literary genres. Most often parallels have been drawn
from eplc and dramatic literature. Critics have called Mobyw
Lick either an epic or a tragedy. After examining the

2
mﬁ“i Pe 37.
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evidence presented by beth schoels éf thought, after ese
tablishing a workable definition ag the epic and listing
the most common eplc devices, and after examining ﬂgﬁxﬁ
Pigk in terms of this definition and discovering many eof
the eplc devices in 1%, I propose the thesls that Helville
has written an epic, not unlike the great eplcs of the past.
~this thesis is the result of that examination. Chapter
I 13 devoted te a historical survey of the eriticism treat-
ing Mebv-Dick as an epic. Chapter III 4s a consideration of
the dramatic quallities found in the book which have Zed
eritiecs to think of Mobv-Dick as a tragedy. Chapter IV con-
tains a definiticon of the epic az a literary type, and a
summary of characteristic eple devices., Chapter V, the main
bedy of the thesis, 1s the applicatlion ef the material found
in Chapter IV to Hoby~Dick. Chapter VI states the coneclusien.



CHAPTER II
CRITICAL APPROACHES IC MOBI~-DICK

From the beginning, eritlcs found it hard to classify
Hphy~-Digk successfully. One contemporary reviewer spoke of
it as "an odd book, professing to be & ﬁﬁ?ﬁlﬁﬁl The reviewer
for Harper's Magazipe, probably George Ripley, thought that

the author had constructed "a romance, a tragedy, and a

natural history, not witheut numerecus gratulious suggestions
on peychology, ethics, and thealﬁgy*“z Later in the same rem~
view the author said, “The plot becomes mere inftense and
traglc, as it appreaches the dangn$mﬂmt,“3 suggesting af=-
finities with the drama,

Melville's friend, Evert Duyeckinck, in hig review for
Ihe Literary Werld found the beok "a natural-historical,

philesophical, romantic sccount of the person, habits, man~

ners, ldeas of the great sperm whalﬁq“k In & second review
for the follewing issue of JThe ILiterary Horld, Duyckinck
expressed the feellng that Mpby-Dick centains elements

Y Gazette, XXXV (December 6, 1851), 841,

ASERZING 4 Iv f%ﬁﬁﬁhﬁ?g 1351)’ 137.

>Ibid.

“rhe Literary World, IX (November 15, 1851), 381,
Y
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reniniscent of German drama, and he called Ahab "the Faust
of the quarterwéwkﬁg

Reone of the reviewers writing irmmediately after the
publication of Meby~Dick in 1851 spoke of the book direetly
as an sepic; on the conirary, analegles with the drama scenm
to have been favored. However, as early as 1899 Archibald
HMacMechan defined Hohy~Dick as "at once ’t‘liﬁ epic and ency~
clopedia of whaling. . « a momament to the honor of an ei~
tinet race of daring sﬁmm“é

Appearing two years after the centennial of Melvillets
birth In 1921, Raymond Weaver's bleography did much to pro-
mote a revival of interest in the author and his work. Al-
though Weaver 41d not devote much space te the criticism and
interpretation of Helville's individual works, he praised
Moby-Dick as "indisputably the greatest whaling novel, and
‘g hideous and intolerable allca‘gﬂry.‘”? After calling loby~
Dick a novel, Weaver compared passages in the beock o
passages from such dramatists as Dekker, Webster, Massinger,
and Fletcher.

In 1923 in his Studles in Clesgie American L1t ¥on-
D+ H. lLawrence confidenily called Moby~Dick %an eplc of the

5&2&;, (Wovember 22, 1951), p. 403.

6Areh:1h&ld HacMechan, "The Best Sea Story Ever Written,®
The fueen's Quarterly, VII (October, 1899), 130.

?Aa.mmm Weaver, Herman Melyllle, pe« 27.
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&
sen such as no man has egualled,® But in 1926 John Freee

man, feeling that Moby-Dick could not be classified,

sald, "Moby~Dick is a novel, if it can be termed a novel,

to consider in isalati&n*”? Later he spoke of "the drana

of Ahad and E@bymﬁiak,ﬁlg and, finally, he referred to the

bock as a “parahlé of an eternal strife.® One year later,

firmer in his convictlons, Van Wyck Broeks called Moby-Pick

®our sole American epic . . « It vevives in & gense the theme

of the most ancient epic of the anglishwsp@aking~peaplas.”lg
In his blography of Melville, published in 1929, lewis

Mumford said that "the comventional critie has dismissed

Moby-Digk because it is ‘'not & novel' or if it is &:ﬁﬁ?ﬁlg

its story is marred by all sorts of extraneccus material,

history, natural histery, philesophy, mythelegical excursions,

what n®t¢“13 For his part Mumford stated that "Moby-DPick

& poetie ﬁﬁiﬁ,“lh yet "the epic and mythic quality has been

misunderstood because these who examined the beok theught of

823‘ H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American
pPs 237,
%‘am F?&&m, Lerman
_&@z Bid.
12yan wyck Brooks, Eme;

lBLawia Mumford, Herman Melv]

1
ibid., p. 181,
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the eple in terms of Homer, and the myth itself in relation
to some obvious herve of antiquity,“ls 8an3@quaﬁﬁmg,‘ﬁﬁm£@ré
wrote that Meby-Dick carmot be interpreted in terms,ﬁffﬁha
paﬁi, for it is o

one of the first great mytholegles to be ereated

in the modern world, created, that is, eut of the
stuff of that world, its science, iis exploration,
its terrestrial daring, 1ts concentration upon \
never and dominion over nature, and not out of ane
clent symbols, Promectheuns, Endymlon, Ovrestes, or
medimeval folk legends, like Dr. Fgustus. 16 ;

Mumford cencluded, therefore, that "the best handbock éﬁ
whaling is also«-I say this acrupulauslymuthg_bagt‘t?agié‘ 

eple of modern times and one of the fine poetlec works of

all tine. ”1?

In 1932 Padriac Colum recognized Hoby-Digk as a modernw
day eplc also.

On the surface Melville's beook is a novelj 1t is

a prose narrative of g ceriain length dealing with
posslible men and possible events. But below the

surface it is different. The men are possible, but
they are also fabulous., The prose loosens into exe
traordinary rhythms, The event is pessible, but it
is also unique-~i%t i3 nothing less than the pursult
of the "mightiest animated mass that has survived
the floed.”" YWhat Herman Melville proposes toc hinme
self is a theme not for a novel but for an eple. 18

15 16

Ibig., p. 190. Inid., p. 193.
17

Lbdgde
18

Padriac Colum, A Half-Dav's Ride, p. 175.
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Coluwm alzo said that Melville's characters are generalized
like the characters of anigpic and spoke of Captain Ahab as
“an ichilles of the sea."

hags always defled
clasgification because 1t combines simllaritles of structure

Yvor ¥Winters poinied out that Mpoby-Dicgk

from various literary types to produce a new giructure.
Winters said, however, that 1t is less a novel or a drama
than an epic poem. “The bogk, then,partakes in some measure
of the gqualities of a novel and of a tragic dramaj but es-
sentlally it is an epic p@&m,“zo He added that “the bock 1s
not only a great eple; it is profoundly an American apie.“g

In 1941 in Ame ance F, 0, Matthiessen noted

epic. But Matthiessen preferred to compare the bock to the
drama, for he sald that "if we are te establish the genre fto
which this book belongs, 1%t 1s equally clear @hat~ﬁslvilla
theought of Ahab's actions in dramatic tarms;“aa

Writing in 1944, William Sedgwick said that Moby-Disk

fits no set definition.

19

QQYer,wintarg, in Defense

21
ibid.

22 ‘
F., 0. Hatthlessen, American fenaissance
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Fer there are ne established definitions to apply

to Moby-Diek, UWhere one eritic has held out his

eritical yardstick, just there a succeeding critiec

should be mest on his guard and not follew blindly.

Is ~pPigk & novel? It i3 no more a novel than

it is an eplc and no more an epic than a tragedy—-

in the sense that Shakespeare, for instance, con-

celved tragedy. Hoby-Digk is not to be compre

hended unless, like the dead whale in the distance,

it is seen in infinite perspectives. 23

Richard Chase in 19%9 was more certain of his defi-
nition, for he called Moby~-Dick “&ghﬁmariaan epic, 8¢ far
it seems to be the American epic.” Chase believed that
an epic is the poet's response to the myth which his cule
ture gives him. In this case Chase thought that the myth
given to Melville is one of capitelism, and "Ahab is the
epic transmutaticn of the American free enterpriger, and
the White Whale is the transmutation of the Implicit mean=

2

ing of free enterprise.”

in his blegraphy of Melville, Geoffrey Stone recogniszed
the strong nationalistic feeling in Moby~Dick that is so
very definitely a characteristic of the epic. "4z he
(Melville) pursues this inguiry, or relates his story, one

term of his free-tumbling metaphors is again and again an

23
Willlam %&Me’&{, verman Melwill gy Ds gBi
24 | '
Riehard Chase, Hermap Melville, p. 100.
25

Ibid., p. 101.
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American phﬁmmﬁ&m”% But Stone obviously favored the
drama as a possible definition for Meohy-Dick, for he felt
that "there 1s no doubt that the qualities of the tragedy
and drama in Moby~-Pick recall 3‘2:&1:@3?&&1'@*“2?

Perhaps the most conclusive statement that Yoby-Dick
1s an eple comes from Newton Arvin in his biography of Mele
ville, published in 1950. ©"If one must lock for analogles
that will do a little to cxpresa the effect Moby~Dick has
ont us in fm%mané they can do no more than that at the very
mogte-1%t is na'%:v to trggedy that one should turn but to herole
poetry, to the epic." Arvin belleved that what the reader
of Moby-Digk "feels in its gpaclous narrative movement is
not unlike what he feels in the narrative movement of the
1liad, eof the Qdyssey, and even of the more "literary' poenms
that derive from them, the Aeneid, the M&w‘*w

It has been shown, then, thaf critics are not prepared
to accept Moby~Dlek as a novel, but as te just exactly what
Hoby-Dlck is,there is much disagreement. Reviewers

26
Geoffrey Stone, Melville, p. 176.
27
Ibidey p. 90,
28
Newton Arvin, Herman Melvlille, p. 156.
29

ibidey Po 157+
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contemporary with the publication of the book recognized the
difficulty of classifying Moby-Dlck. For the most part they
locked upon the bock as a novel with dramstic characteristies.
As early as 1899 the book was called an epic. Since then
many reviewers have felt that the subjeot matter, structure,
and characters make the book an epic comparable to the

Iliad, the Qdvsgey, and the fepeld. Other eritics feel that
the book is an epic but not comparable to any in the past.
They believe that it is a modern epic arising out of

Anerican mythology. On the other hand, reviewers recog-
nizing the undeniable dramatic similarities of the book have
called Moby-Dick a tragedy.



CHAPIER II1I
MOBY -DICK AS TRAGEDY

in the preceding ehapter attention was called teo the

fact that many critics have ealled Moby~Dick a tragedy. Bee
fore discussing the epic characteristics of the book, it
would prebably be wise to consider the evidence advanced
by these who faver a dramatic interpretation. &h&& chapter,
then, will be devoted to a consideration of the dramatic
characteristics found in Moby-Dick.

¥ In 1920 E. L. Grant Watson published an article en
doby-Dick in Ihe leondop Mercury in which he expressed his
belief that the book 1s essentially dramatics especially
toward the end is it "of the inevitable structure of the
tragaﬁy,”l

¥ George Homans, stressing the autobiegraphical nature of
Mpby~Dick as well as Mardi and }
lost 1f 1 de not hammer home that Mardl, Ypby~-Dick, and
Blerre are dramatizations of Melville's spiritual 1ife.®

‘Arguing that Moby-Dick is a drama, F. O, Matthiessen
reminded the reader that Melville "made Ishmael step forth

prre, sald, "My argument is

2

L |
E+. L. Grant Yatsen “Hoby Dick,"Ihe Londop Mercury
I1I (December, 1920), 185,

2
George C. Eﬁmans, "Ihe Dark Angel: The Tragedy of Herw
man Melville," New England Susrterly, V (October, 1932), 71l.
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in an *‘Epilegue’ to say, 'The drama’s done'; and from the
moment of introducing his drematis personase, he had reckoned
with his problem as that of a 'tragic dramatist' who was try-

ing to endow *a poor old whale<hunter' with the dignity of

alﬁhakaspaarean,haraw“g

Y Henry A. Meyers considered Moby-Dick a drama well
sulted to be the tragedy of an age.

With 1ts heightened and impassioned language,
its substitutlion of imaginative for homely detail,
its hardness relieved only by the pathos of little
Pip, its revelation of the only great tragic herc of
nineteenth~century Ameriecan literature, its sense of
necegsity and finality, g%er&iﬁ& is llke no eother
novel. It must be understood as drama, for in it Mel-
ville had arrived at the tragic view of life., And one
understands its tragic import by understanding the
itag{, %ytgraﬁging the relation of the hero's character
o hig fate.

That Melville conceived Moby-Dick more specifically in
terms of Shakespearean drama was brought out by Montgomery
Belgiony, who sald, "The most mighty sign under which Moby~
Plgk was written is, then, the sign of Shakespearean &rama.”g
Charles Olson also thought that Shakespeare was the inspira=-
tion for MNoby~Pigk, but he said that of ghs plays "1t was

Lear that had the deep creative impact."

3Hatthiassaa,,ggg ¢lt., p. W15,

hﬁﬁnry A. Myers, "Captain Ahab‘'s Discovery," Hev Ensland

XV (March, 19%42), 20,

5
Montgomery Belgion, “Heterodoxy on Moby-Dick," Sewanee
Beview, IV (vWinter, 195?3; 12, ’

6ﬁharles Olson, Call Me Ishmael, p. 47.
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YThere are two aspects of Moby-Dick which critics point
to most often as proef of the fact that the book 1s ©g~
sentially a tragedy. They are the frequent use of dranmatic
devices and the character of ghab.

*It is known that Melville was a student of Elizabethan
drama and that in 1849 he had begun to read all of Shakew
speare in a handsone new-edit&an; This copy of Shakespeare's
plays with the underscorings and notes that Melville made An
it still exists. It is nelther strange, then, that Shake~
speare influenced him greatly at this time nor that MHoby-
Dick should contain evidences of Shakespearean drama.

YAmong the obvieus stylistlc devices borrowed from the
drams are the stage directions that accompany some of the
chapters. The subheading to Chapter XXIX i1s "Enter Ahabj
To Him, Stubb.” There are many other chapters to which
Melville has added stage directlons. The main ones are
Chapter XXXVI, "Enter Ahabs Then, all"j Chapter XXXVII,
"The cabini by the stern windowsj Ahab siiting alone, and
gazing out"; Chapter XXXVIII, "By the mainmast; Starbuck
leaning sgainst 1t"; Chapter XXXIX, "Stubb solus, and mending
a brace™; and Chapter XL, "Foresail rises and discovers the
watch standing, lounging, leaning, and lying in various at~
titudes, all singing in chorus."

Chapters XXXVII, XXXVIII, XXXIX all present one figure
speaking alone, a device certainly reminiscent of the
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soliloquies employed by Shakespeare. Another soliloguy
similar to Shakespeare and other Eligaheﬁﬁan dramatists
oceurs in the chapter entitled "The Sphinx," in which Melw
ville has Ahab lean over the side of the ship and address
the head of a whale suspended there in & manner nod m&ike
that 1n which Hamlet addresses the skull of Yorick. N. B.
Fagin assoglated this dramatie device with a g:mm}.iariy.
modern kind of soliloquy which he termed the 'interier
monologue?. o
The structurs of Chapter XL is exactly like that in the

scene of a play. The chapter opens with the sallers siﬁgiﬁg;
éi.{al@gm follous among various members of the crew. ’fhex’g“.és
not ene line of expesition in this chapter, which is ‘camﬁié
of being presented unaltéred on the stage, There are many
incidents in Mgby~Digk that have a definite dramatic quality
but which are not strictly speaking "scenes." Examples are
the nailing of the gold doubloon on the masthead, the toas%
of the three harpooners from their harpoons, and the meetings
Peguod with other ships, such as the Hgchel and the

shoam, and the appearance of the corposants. F. U, Mat-
thiessen thought that the peried of the final chase, vwhich
constitutes the longest suséained episode in the book, is

7
E“’. I%u F&gin "Hermen Melville and the Interior Monow-
logue," American literature, VI (Jamuary, 1935), 433-h.
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"the finest plece of dramatic writing in American litera-
ture, though shaped with no reference to the stage.”
Melville also makesg use of stage properties to achleve
a theatrical effect, Txamples of this are many, but a few
of the more Important ones deserve mention, Early in the
ook Melvills has Ahab throw his pipe overboard in a syme
bolic gesture, and later in a scene of great dramatic sige
nificance Ahab nails a Spanish doubloon to the masthead,
the reward for the one who first aslghts Moby-Dick. In a
scene that recalls Rchard's throwing down the mirror in
Shakespeare's Hichard II, Ahab smeshoes his quadrant,

Y As the climax of the book appreoaches, Melville skille
fully enmploys dramatic omens and foreshadowings. The night
of the typhoon 1s preluded by the cerpeosanits, wvhich arouse
a feeling of awe in the sailera. %The compasses are ruined
by the storm, the log~line breaks, the life buoy sinks, and
a sailor is drowned.

{Aside from the dramatic devices used in Moby-Dick the

eritics have pointed to the character of Ahab as convineing ~

proof that Moby-Ddck is a tragedy. They see in Ahab Aris-
totle's ideal tragle hero and in Mghy-Dick a drama of

revengae.

8ﬁat£hiessen, 2D« ¢itey po W21,

9

LDllisy Po 420,
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} The central meaning of Moby-Dick, like that of
every tragedy, lles in the relation a character to
aveﬂti Ahab, a man with a Catskill eagle in his seul,
pogsesgses the unyielding will which leads to the iren
way of heroes, a eayacity for feeling far heyand the
ordinary, and a lavge share of infellectual curiositye.
\Convinced hy a striking misfortune that the evil in
his life is in some way identified wiih Moby Dick, he
determines to pursue the wvhite whale to the ends @f the
earth.! Tiis monomania ig close enough to the natuve
of the ordinary pursuit of men to draw the whalers
into the chase. In the course of the pursulit Ahab
can find no c@ntentment in the purpese from which he
cannot swerve; feels therefore that there 19 a
meaning in 11%& which s2ludes him. 7The meeting between
man and whale results in the loss of Abab's ahipr and of
his life. Yet his s ir;t ie unbroken, and at the end
ne has his flash of ight, the dxseavery that his
topmost greatness ks in his topmost grief, that his
uaconquerable spirit and his unyleldine will are meane
ingless without the suffering which brings them out and
gives then significance. Only Ahab, he discovers, 1s
equal to Ahab. His own nature is the gsecret of both the
keights of his fortune and the depiths of his alazfortune,
For enly he can feel the flerce exultation of a purpose
grcoved in iron whe can alse feel the utmost agony of
defeat., 10

A Henry Myers also points out that Reversal of Situation
and Eaeegnitian, twe aspects sf’the plot of the tragedy, are
present in Moby-Dick. Reversal of Situation occurs when
dhab in his attempt to destroy the source of evil in his
life, symbelized by the whale, 1s himself destroyed. Recog-
nitien comes when Ahab realizes that he himself has brought
on the tragedy. "'Ch, ncw I feel my topmost greatmess lies

in my topmost grief. . . Towards thee I roll, thou all- { .

destroying but unconquerable whale., « o' S0 at last comes
the answer to Ahab'g quest. The moment of insight in which

10
Myers, gop. ¢it., p. 2%,
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he sees that hia grief and his grealness are but the two
sides of his nature, one impossible without the other, ils
fhabls great discovery and the key to the tragle meaning of
Hoby-Dlck."

Two crities, F. 0., Matthiessen and ¥W. H. Auden, have
peinted out that Ishmael serves the same funciion in Y

SR Sty

Dick, i+ g+, an observer of the action, but not a particiw
pant, as the chorus does in the Greek drama, "But," Auden
says, "Igshmael is not like the Greek chorus, the eternal
average man, for he isn't a character at all. To be a chape
acter one must will and asct, and Ishmeel has no will, only
@an&éiausnass.“lz

}1t has been shown that there are definite reasons for
calling Mohv-Dick a drama; but, for the most part, ckitles
have pointed to the stylistic deviees, which Melville borw
rowed from the many plays he had read, fer proof of their
argument. Some erities have called attention te the simi-
larities of Melvillet's conception of Captain Ahab to Arise-
totlets definition of the ideal traglc hero in support of
the theory of Moby-Dick as a plece of dramatic 1atsvatn§§,f
I think that the eritics who have used this argument come
nearer convincing us than do those who merely point to the

11
ipid»

12
We He Auden, "The Christian Iraglc Hero," Naew Jork
Iimes Book Review, December 16, 1945, p. 21.
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external devices. 'he facltsg are obviously against trying
to prove that structurally Mghy~Lick is a drasma, How can
the episodic nature of the plet, the long expesitory page-
sages, the innumerable pages devoted te cetology be re-
coneiled to the laws of the drama? Drama depends for its
effect on the concentration and compactness of ils action.
The action of Moby-Digk is lovse and unfocused.

‘gﬁ.mﬁr@ rewarding approasch to undegét&nﬁing Moby-Dick
as & tragic drama lies in a consideration of the philosophy
in which Melville econceived his book. The story of the fall
of Captain Ahab is a subject ldeally suited for tragic treate
ment. How ideally sulited it is for a tragedy can be seen
in the definition of a fragedy.

/ Since the meaning of tragedy has undergone many changes
Irom time to time, it ig difficuill te formulate a definition
that is all inclusive. Hewever, since there have always been
certain aspects of tragedy that have never changed, & worke
able definiticn can Me made. Aristotle defined tregedy as
fan indiation of an action that is serious, complete, and of
& certain magnitméaw”lB Aristotle went on to peint out the
kind of character he thought ?rﬁpar for tragedy. He 15 a
“man whe 13 not eminently good and just, yet vhose misfortuns

is brought about net by vice or depravity, but by some error

13
8. H, Buteher, Aristotle’s Theory of Poelry and Flne
Arg, p. 23.
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or frailty. He must be one who is highly rencwned anﬁ’k
W , - o

pyagp@reuai Ashley Thorndlike derived this definition of

tragedy from the Poetic E

NMragedy 18 a form of drama exciting the ﬁmwtimhs
of pity and fear. Its action should be single and com-
plete, presenting a reversal of fortune, involving perw
sons renpwned and of supexior attaiﬁmﬁn§$ cand 1% should
be writien in poeiry and embellished with ev&ry kiﬁﬁ ﬁf

f,&rﬁigﬁie expression. 15

“But Thorndike said that this definition falls shord @w ﬁaur
geribing Greek tragedy completely and that 1t is in&ﬁaqm&te
for modern tragedy because it puls the emphasis on gﬁiian and
not on characterization. After a§a1$aing later trageéy,
especially Shakespearean, ihorndike formulated nhls mwﬂ;ﬁ%ﬁ#
initione . fﬁ |

| }ihﬂ action of a tragedy should represent a cOn~

fliet of wills, or of wills with circumstance, or will ,

with itself 3&& should therefcre be based on tha charw 1

acters involved. A typical tragedy is concerned with
a great personality engaged in & struggle that @m@a ‘

© digastrouslys 16

¥ Aristotle began his definition of tragedy by sayiﬁg,
that the tragic action must be "serious, complete, ané ﬁ§
a cartsin magﬁitﬂﬂa;“ By "serious! iristoile meant @&aﬁ ﬁﬁé
action of the tragedy must deal with problems that a?e af
serious significance to humanity. In Moby~Digk Melville -
tre&ts éf the ﬁ&tur@ of Ovil in the worid and of the 5&%36?@

15
Ashley Thorndike, Iragedy, p. 8.
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of revenge and pride. <Certainly these themes are hasic‘#nﬁ
vast enough in scope to embrace all humanity.

KAristotle next required that the action of the drama .
should be complete. He discussed this aspect of trégaéy
later in the Poetics under his requirements for a sﬁ#a&asﬁ
ful plot. He thought that the dramatic action should have
a beginning, middle, and an end. In other words, her%eii@VQﬁ ),
that the action should have a beginning, an orderly pxégéeaw
sion from thls beginning, and an end that is the l@gi#ﬁi’&ﬁﬁ |
inevitable outcome of that which has gone before. Infgaggé i

'ﬁ;u the traglc action is started with Ahab's gatﬁihg‘aux in
search of #he whale, the action becomes more complex as Ahab |
isiinextricably invelved In his fate, and finally is hreug&%//
to a close with the sinking of the Pegued. Like the action
of the drama, then, Meby-Dick has a beginning, a middle, and
end. But Moby-Digk has move, and this is where the book dif=
fers from the drama. The action of ggkzﬁgzgx,is impeded time
and again by the introduction of things extraneous to the fore
ward movement of the action. The plot of Mpby-Dick is epi~
sodic and not dramatic. Aristotle perhaps alse meant more
broadly by "completeness®™ that the drama must have artistic
unity. Im other words, the drama must be, organically, a
complete unit, It mmst leave the reader with a sense of
vholeness and finality. MNoby-Dick certainly meets this re=

quirement,
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By “magnitude® Aristotle meant that the action must
have consequences that transcend the affairs of one man. It
has been mentioned that Aristotle ss3id that the ideal tragic
here must be a persen who iz “"highly renowned and prosperous®
se that the fall from his former prominence will increase the
magnitude of his personal tragedy as well as of those whose
fate depends on him. Renalssance and neo~classlieal eritics
limited their traglc heroes to kings and persons of the highe
est rank so that their fall would involve whole nations.

¥ The {ragedy of Ahad has the magnitude which Aristotle
required. Superficlally the punishment for Ahab's sin ine
108, Thelr fate 1s tied
up with the fate of their captein. Melville goes into great
detall to explain, however, that the crew of the Psgued rep-

volves all the peeple aboard the Pgg

resents all of humanitiy. HMelville has collected representa-
tives of ages, nations, races, and occupations, obviously
to symbolize humanity as a whole. The fall of Captain thab,
then, has universal significance and is of the greatest mage-
nitude,

Xaristotle defined the purpeose of tragedy as a purgation
of the emotions of pity and fear, Pity is aroused in the
spectator at the sight eof the guffering of the tragic hereo.
If the character of the hero is not one to exclte pity in
the spectators, then the tragedy is a failure. For this rea-
son Aristotle went to some length in his Poetics to explain
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the type of hero guited for the tragedy. He said that the
protagonist should be a man intermediate between exireme
goodness and extreme wickedness. He nust be a man who is
brought low through some shertcoming. This shertcoming in
the character of the protagonist has been called the tragle
flav.

‘Early in the book Melville stresses the exceptional
character of Captain Ahab, He callg him

a man of greatly superier natural force, with a globe
ular brain and a ponderous heart; who has alsoc by the
stillness and seclusion of many long night-watches in
the remotest waters, and beneath constellations never
seen here at the north, been led to think uniraditione
ally and independently; receiving all nature's sweet
or savage Iimpressions fresh from hér own virgin volw
untary and confiding breast, and thereby chiefly, but
with some help from accidental advantages, to learn

-a bold and nervous lofty language--that man makes one
in a whole nation's census~-a mighty pageant creature,
formed for noble tragedies. 17 ,

?Malvilla‘aiaéuyaints out the tragie side of Ahab's natures

FBor will it at all detract from him, dramatically re-
garded, if either by birith or other circumstances, he
have what seemg a half wilful over-ruling morbldness at
the bottom ef his nature. For all men tragically great
are made so through a certain morbldness. Be sure of
this, O young ambition, all mortal greatness is but
disease, 18

After Ishmael signs te ship on the Pequod, Captain
Paleg glves this description of the ship's captain:

17

Yohy~Dick, p» 73.
18

ibid.
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He's a queer man, Caplain Ababw-so some {hink-~but a
good one. Gh, ontlt like him well enoughj; ne faar,
ne fear. He's a grand, ungodly, god-like man, Caplain
Ahab; doesn't speak mncn, but, ahan he does spwak then
you may well listen. Mark ya, be forewarned; Ahab's
above the commonj Ahab's been in celleges, as well as
tmong the cannibalsy been used to decper wonders than
the wavesy fixed his fiery lanﬁa in mightier, stranger
foes than whales. His lance! aye, the keenest and the
surest that out of all our isle! Oh! he ain't Captain
Bildads and he aln't Captain Pelegy Ahab, boy;
and ahab aé old, thou knowest, was a crowned king. « « »
I know Captain Inab wells I*ve salled with hinm as male
years agoj I know what he is--a good man--not & plous,
good man ¢ Blldad, but a swearing good man~-somgw
thing 1ike me~-only %hﬁre’a & great deal more of him,
« ¢ s Ahab has his humanities. 19

"\ Perhaps it 1s no coincidence that Melville's own con-
ception of the character of Abab is similar to Aristetle'-
definition of the ldeal tragiec here. Whether or not the
aimilarity was delibarafe or not is unimportant, feor it is
obvious that Melville has created a character ldeally sulted
for tragedy.

{ The reader learns before he ever sees Ahab that he 1s
a good and noble man. Unfortunately, on a previous whaling
voyage his leg was bitten off by a sperm whale. Ahab thinks
that the whale's action was sheer malevolence and becomes |
moody and reflective over the loss of ids leg. Continuous |
brooding over it warps &hab*svminﬁ, but we do not see to
what extent his mind has been affected until his announcenment
that he wishes to turn the whaling voyage into a pursulff of

i

19
ivid., pp. 79-80.
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Moby-Dick. Vengeance on the white whale has become the obe-
segsion of his mind., He thinks of nothing else but the day
when he will meet Moby-Dick in mortal combat. This uﬁswarviag
detsrmination 1s the tragic flaw in the character of Ahab.
True, it is the aauweakéf mich of owr adumiration for the

old man, but 1% 1s alsoc the source of his desiruction. For
the most part, Ahad confines himself to his cabin where he
plots hls revenge. The thought never leaves himi at night he
is haunted by nightmares. HMelvilie sees in him a kinship
with Aeschylus'! tragic hero Prometheus: "Geod help thee, 0ld
man, thy thoughts have c¢reated a ereature in theej and he
whose intense thinking thus makes him a Prometheusy a vulture
feeds upon that heart for every that vulture the very
ereature he creates.”

We see to what extent Ahab's pride in his own self-dee
termination has led him when, after he has announced to thﬁ
erev his intentions of pursulng Moby~Dick, he says,

Talk not %o me of blasphenmy 3 I'd strike the sun

17 1t insulted me. For could the sun do that, then

eould I the other; since there is ever a sort af fair

play, hereln, Jealousy prasiding over all crestions.

Who'ls over me? i ’

Such hybris cries ocut for instant pemesiz. Abab in
defying the Divine Order incurs the wrath of thé Gods, Just
ag Promethevs did when he defied the rule of Zeus, and he

20 21
M#, Pe 200, m‘? Ps 162,
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must be punished. Any hero of CGreek tragedy vwho utiered
words similar to those of Captain Ahsbh could expect the Cods
to smite him. In the tragedy of Captein Ahab, Melville
shows that the determined expression of an individual will
that is in conflict with the natural order of things is
doomed. Man and God can live in harmony only so long as
Man keeps his place. It iz the duty of Fate to see thet

he doesg.

vIn conceiving Mobu~Digk in & spirit such as this, Mel=
ville shows an affinity as much with Greek tragedy as with
Shakespearean. It is interesting to noie that Melville
wrote "Eschylus' Tpsgedies® on the inner cover of his
copy of Shakespeare.

1 The tragic inevitability of Ahab's destructlion is ap-
parent from the {irst. The old aquaw Tistig, at Gayhead,
eaid that Ahab's name would be prophetic, and Ahab was
marked by Fate with a scar rumning froem his head down his
neck. And an old Indian among the crew saild that the scar
came upon him "not in the fury of any moertal fray, but in
an elemental strife at $$a‘“22

< I% is in the charscter of Anab, however, that we see
the tragle inevitabllity of his fate. Wwhen the bhook opens,
Ahab. by his fatal flaw 1s destined for tragedy. As the

22
Xbid.s P. 121.
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book progresses, his end becomes apparent, for his mono-
mania brought on by rage and anger developns wntil 1% be~
comes a frenzied madness.

\ It has been pointed out that Aristotle thought that the
purpese of tragedy is the purgation of the emotions of pliy
and fear in the spectator, which Aristotle called catharsis,
The tragedy of Hobv-Dick has eatharsis. Pity 1s aroused in
the reador by Ahabh's suffering vhich is incommensurate with
his pullt. Plty is algse aroused by the death of the in-
nocent crev members, who also pay for 4hab's fault. The
emotion of fear in the reader is closely related to that of
pity, for while he 1s experiencing plity for the fate of Ahab
and the crew, he 15 also disturbed by the fear that a simi-~
lar fate might overtake him, He is afraid that if he becomes
obsessed with an idde fixe or 1f he allows hinmself to be
drawn in by someone else's obsession, he will perish as did
Ahab and the crbw,

Eﬁwin surmary then, it has been shown that many crities
have tried %o preve Moby-Dick a tragedy by polnting %o the
many dramatic devices which Helville used, Many critics have
felt such a strong Shakespearesn infliunence that they have are
goed that the book has the familliar five acts of an Eliza-
bethan trageﬁngs

23
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Later in this chapter it was suggested that lioby-Dick
can best be explained in terns of tragedy by calling at-
tention nct to the dramatic fevices whieh Melville used
but to the philosophy in which he conceived kds book. Then,
in order %o prove that the philosophy behind Hoby~Dick is
essentially tragic, the book was examined in the Iight of
iristotle's classic theory of tragedy. Tnough similarities
to Aristotle in pigby-Dick, suck as Melville's cenception of
character, plet, struggle, and catharsis, were pointed out
to indicate that s tragic interpretaztion of the bock s not

without foundation,



gﬁ&?ﬁﬁﬁ Iv
THEORY OF THE EPIC

The epic as a subject fer literary criticism has had
a long and illuvstrious history. when we look for a defi-~
nition of the epic as a literary form, scores of eritics
down through the centuries from Aristotle to Clayton Hamil.
ton clamor for our attention. Because Ardstotle derived
his definition from Homer, much subsequent discussion of
the epic has been necessarily a consideration of Homer,
In fact, an epic Ymight well have been defined aas'a poem
writtgn in imitation of the 1;;&&.’“1 As more eplics were
written, however, definitlons were enlarged, and we find
that critics seldom agree completely on just what constie
tutes an eplc. Requliremenis which some critics have thought
most impertant others have laid aside as unnecessary. lever-
theless there have always been bhroad, general characteris-
tics which we always associate with the epilc.

The first systematlic considerstion of the literary type
known as the epic is found in Aristotle's Poetics. Aris-
totle's treatment of the epic is not entirely satisfactory

because he discusses the eple with the drama polnting out

1
W. Macnelle Dison, English Epl¢ and Herel
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similaritices and differencas between them. In only twe of
the twenty-sixz sections s the epic treated as a literary
type by 1tself. Aristotle thought that the eplc and tragedy
/wgg§“§i§§§;§§”@anyuxgggﬁﬁﬁ%m He sald that they were both

. \‘

" “’ﬁmwﬁfmitatim,ﬂg that the eple is divided into four
types like the drama, and that it must contain "Reversals
af‘Sitnation, B@eagnitian; and Eeanﬁs‘af Sﬁffaring.“g He
belleved that the plet of the eple, as of a tragedy, ought
"to be constructed on dramatlc prineiples, It should have
for its subject a singls action, whole and complete with a
beginning, middle, and an @m“ This unity of action is
the only one of the thres "unities® that Aristotle applied
te the eple. Tragedy is supposed to confine 1tsell to a
gingle revolution of the sun, "whereas the Ipic action has
no limits of tim&.“g /

Although the eple draws 1ts subleet matter from history,
it 1z not like ristory in that it dces not try to cover all
the evenis that occur in cone particular pericd. In other
words, the poet must practice artistic selection as did
Homer in making the wrath of ichilles the theme of the

iliad.

2 3
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Ha never attenpis fo make the whols war of Troy the
subject of his p@ami though that war had a beginning

and an end. It would have been too vast a thome, and
n@t\eagilg embraced in a single view. If, again, he
had kept it within woderate Ileils, 1t must have boon
avar~aﬁmp2&eataﬁ by the varlety of th@ ineidents.
4s 1% 18, he detaches & slngle porticn, and admits
as eplsodes many svents from the ganaral story of
the war--such asg the Catalogue of the ships and
otherg~~thus diversifying the poem. 6
“Aristotle felt that epic peetry had a great advanlage
over tragedy because 1t could depict actions hayn@nihg‘aimuim
tanecusly. In other words, the narrative form of thﬁ @pia
permits the inclusion of many eplsodes whiah g ?@1&?&%%
to the subjeet, add mass and dignity to the poem," are gone
ducive to "grandeur of effect, to divirting the nind of
the hearer, and relieving the story."
Aristotle did not list the qualities of epie charactersy
he sald only that "Epic poetry agrees ﬁith Tragedy in ae”fﬁ%v
| 5 -
8 it is an irdtation of characters of a higher type.® But
Aristotle stressed the importance of langusge in the eple.
“As for the méter, the hercic measure (hexameter) has proved
jts fitness by the test of experlience. If @ narrative poen
in any other metre or in many metres were now aﬁmpm@@agiiﬁ
would be found iﬁﬂﬁﬁgrﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁﬂg
Arisiotle sald that the element of the vonderful is

required 1n tragedy but that the epiec can achlieve the

6M‘3 D 89' ?;m»; De 30
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wonderful easler than the {tragedy because it can make use
of the 4rrationals "The irraticnal on which &ha/wﬁméa@fml
depends for its chief effects, has wider scope in Epie
poetry, because there the perscn acting is not é&en«“ 
Aristotle simply meant that an event which would seem ab=
surd 4f it were acted before an audience will not appaar
abgurd in deseripiion or narration. Arisitolle cited
Feotor's running from Achilles as an exaanple of what he
moant. Aristotle, eansequantiy, said that "the poet should
prefer probable impossibilities to imprabahlﬁpasaibiliﬁiﬁs‘“ll
After Aristotle, the most important cz-iti.a of the epie
in antiqulity is Horace. Although there are néﬁp&ratiywly -
few remarks about the epic in the Ars Peetlca,
of this work lies in the faet that 1t has been reyéa%@ﬁly

s the importance

referred to by subsequent eritics. The passages iﬁ the Arg
stioca that are most significant to the study of the eple

are thoge that deal with the subjeet matter, the meter, and
the plot. To begin with, Herace warned the pﬁéﬁ to choose

& simple suﬁjéa% commensurate with his ahiliﬁYa;Q %hat‘ﬁﬁraaa
was writing in imitation of Homer is obvious from his

10 | 11

Iid. ibid.
12

Horace, Satires, Eplstles, and Ars Postica, p. 433.



remerks on verse and plot, Concerning verse, he said, "In
what mensure the exploits of kings and eaptains and the
sorrov of war may be written, Homer has sh@wn,“ls Horace
warned the poet against a teo anspicious beginning and ade
vocated beginning the story in medlss ggauly

There was nothing of Imnmediate importance in epic
theory produced in the field of literary criticism during
the Middle Ages. For ocur next consideration of the epic
we pust, thervefore, turn to Italy during the Renaissance,
Three imporiant critics writing about the eple in Italy at
this time were Trissine, Castelvetro, and Tasso. o

Trissino was the first o introduce the Aristotelisn
theory of the epic into medern literary criticism. He des
voted an entire section of his Postigg to a considaration
of the eplc. Just as Aristotle had said earlier, Trissino
pointed out that the epic 1s like tragedy in that 1% deals
with illustrious men and illusirious sctions. Again like
Aristotle, he sald that the epic was similar to trogedy hew
caunge it had a single action but that it differed from
.tragady in not having the action limited to a certain ine
terval of time. Trissine, 1like other critics of the Rew
naissance, thought that the vastness of design and large~
naess of delail were necessary to the grandiose character

13 1k
Ibid., p. 457. Inid., . 463.
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of the epic. He aiéc eriticized the romantic poets for dew
pleting the impossible since Aristotle recommended a prob-
able impossibility instead of an Improbable p&asibiliﬁy;lg

Castelvelre differed from Arvistolle in regard to the
unity of the epiec beeause he felt that poetry wag imaginae
tive history. Castelvetro felt that since history deslt
with the whole 1ife of an individual or with many actlons
of many people that there was no reason why epic poetry
could not do likewlse. Castelvetro recognized, however,
that a poet writing & suecessful enic which dealt with one
action of one person showed signs of inpgernuity and excel-
lgﬁﬁa»lﬁ

Tasse fried to reconcile the Aristotelian theory of
the eple with the romantic eples, such as the Qrlands

uriosg and Qrlando Inamorata. He felt that the perfect

and most pleasing form of the epic would deal with the
ehivalrons themes of the romantic epic and at the same
time have that unity of structure which, accerding to
Aristotle, is essential to every epic. Tasso thought that
the subject matter of the epic should be drawn from history
because history gives the action that semblance of truth
necessary to create verisimilitude. He insisted that the
nistory be of Christianity, for he felt that pagan religion
15 | |
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was mnfit fer the eple. But he cautioned against dealing
with themes connected with the articles of Christian faith
because such themes would be unchangeable and confine the
fresdom of the poet's imagination. Tasso also felt that

the best time in history would be one nsither too ancient
ner too modern. FHe mentioned the times of Charlemagne and
sarthur as bheing best snited for eplc treatment. Finally,
Tasze believed that the events themselves must have grandeur
and nah&lity‘l?

The FPrench erities of the epie picked up vhere the
I%aliass left off, but epic theory dié not reach its fullest
ée#@ia@mmnﬁ in France until the seventeenth century. The
most important of the sixteenth-century French critics is

Rongard. In the two prefaces to his Frarnglade he set down

his remarks on the eplc. He compared the poet with the
historien, saying that the eplc poet should not follow the
meithod of the historlan. The poet's greatest concern should
be that of verdsimilitude, Ronsard said that the epic poel
should have a knowledge of history, medlclne, anatomy, lew,
and all related flelds in order to make his poems convingw
ing. Ronsard feli that the poet could begin his actien in
the middle, as Horace advised, or that he could even begin
it at the end., He recommended the use of such devices as

17 =
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speeches, dreams, prophesliez, victures, auguries, fan-
tagtle visions, and appearances of gods and demons. Rone
sard, like Tasso, thought that the aetion should not be of
a period too recent. He also thought that the action in
the epie ahould be limited to one year.18

Although he wrote his own eple in decasyllables, Hon-
sard favored the Alexandrine as the proper meter far the
eple, He felt that the language should possess dignity
and be aristooratic in tone. He believed that the post
and embellish his
language. He agreed with Du Bellay that it was the funow

should take great pains to ornament

tion of the poet to emrich the language even 1f it meant
coining new words or reviving older ﬁﬁﬁ&le
In the seventeenth century the most authoritative

treatise on the epic was written by lLe Bossu. He defined
the epic as "un discours invente avec ari, pour former
les nmoeurs par des instructions deguilsecs sous les allew
gories d%une action importanie, quiiagt racontee en vers
d'une manniere vral-semblable, divertissante et merveil-
lﬂusaﬁaag Ie Bossu stressed the didactie purpose of the
eple, He felt that the subject of the eplc should be &

‘ 1%3. T. ﬁwadﬁnb@rg, &r‘

19?ernﬂnﬁﬁa11, ur,,‘ﬁﬂﬁgzaa;;g
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fable, like those of Aesop, around which the Qaet could

weave & veil of allegory in order to point up some moral

leggon.

In England Bdmund Spenser was influenced greatly in

shements of allsgory and didace

ticism. In his letter to Bir Waiter Baleigh in which he exe
plained the purpoese of hls poem he called it a “eontinued
allegory® and sald,

The generall and therefore of all the bocke is te
fashien a gentelman or noble persen in vertuous

and gentle dlselplines Which for that I conceived
shoulde be most plausible and pleasing, being coloursd
with an histordeall fiction, the which the most par%
of men delight to read, rather for variety of matter,
ithen fer profite of the ensample: I chose the historye
of king Arthure, as most fitte for the excellency of
his person, being made famous by many mens former
workes ané also furthest from the danger of envy, and
suspieion of present time. In walch I have followed
all the antique Poets historicall. 21

Spenser algsce polnied out the difference between the

historian and the poet to explain his beginning in medias

Ze8.

For the methode of a Poet historieal is not such, as
of an Historiographer. For an Historiographer dis-
courgeth of affayres orderly as they were doune
accounting as well the times as the actlonsj but a
Poet thrusteth info the middest, even vhere it most
concerneth him and there recoursing to the things
f@rep&sﬁez and divining of things fo come, maketh a

pleaging vsis of all. 22
21 ‘

Edmund ﬁpﬁtwﬁr, hhitEsie I* 16?'
22

Zblde,y DD 168-169.



38

Before writing Parzadisc Iosh, Milten debated over whieh
literary fora to uze in order to achleve the greatest hare-
mony between form and subject. In fact, he wrote the first
draft of Paradigse Lost in the form of a Greek tragedy. In
the Reagon of Chureh-Government Ure'd dgainst Prelaty,
wiritten in 1841, ve find him debating whether to follow

Aristotle or nature in writing his pﬁ@mg23 In Book IX of
Paradise lLogt he sald that although his subject dlffered
{rom the orthodox eple, he was suve that it was more worthy
of eple pootry than the more common cmes. Concerning the
language of the eple, Hilton advocated thﬁ use of blank
verse.

Sip williaﬂ ﬂavana%t s prefuce to Gondibert, pﬁhliﬁhé@
in 1656, ia a ianﬂﬁark in the history of epic thaery in
England for itwo reagons. UFirst, 1t contained much of the
theory of the epic that was to be popular in England for the
next hundred and f£ifty years; second, in it Davenant broughi
together ideas that had appeared on the Continent and in
England prier to his timﬁngkﬁn iaportant reason, too, for
congldering Davenant 1s the fact that Melville brought back

from England %ﬁmﬁﬁiﬁiﬁﬁmwaﬂaﬁﬂﬂ&ﬁﬁyggm&ﬂﬁ ve aye probably

23
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3&fe in assuming that he knew the preface %o Gondlhert.

Davenant respected the eminence accorded Homer by ” ‘
subsequent eplc peets, But he felt that slavish imitation
of Homer or any othar eple peet was undesirable because it
prevented progrsss. What he advocated was a new eplc form
based, for the most part, on Tasso., Te begin with, his
epie was to have a Christian theme because that wenld be
“mast a&aﬁ&aiva te virtua. The action of the epic should be
talten frﬂm some former time because the present would take
away the liberty of the poet and make & historian of him.
He thought that the action should, however, be eredlible,
The emotions proper te the epic are love and ambltion be~-
cause they are so often the consuming forces of great mindﬁ?
Davenant sald that nowhere were actions prosented as of~-
feotively as in the English drama. For this reason he be-
Heved that this dramatic gtructure be used for epie pur~
peses, He even divided the epic into five aatagz? Over all
this must be the author's “wit,“éghiqh he defined as a new
and wmsval revelation of truth.

The greatest critic of England in the seventeenth
century was John Dryden. He thought that Aristotle's

26
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conclusion about the relative greatness of tragedy and

eple should be reverged and that the eple should be given
the position of highest importanSe: ©"A heroick pidem, truly
guch, is undoubltedly the grggtaat work which the soul of
man i3 capable to perform.® He accepted the classical
mity of plot but rejected the unity of time. He stressed
the impertance of many eplscdes to accompany and earry on
the main theme of the epic. He thought that the poem should
be didactie and sald that the epic hero should be noble and
virtuous although he need not be a perfect example of virw
tue like Aanaaa;SQ}Fram these observations 1t is clear that
Dryden had very little that was new to add te the theory

of the epic., His impertance lies in the fact that he was
often referred to and quoted.

English eritics from Dryden to the middle of the elight-
eenth century agreed generally upon the definition of the
spiﬁwggwa unified _poem, selamn in ten@, ab@u* a great event,
f§£§:§ was ‘usually kakan,fr@mwfabla*w Thﬁ pmam, ﬁaslgnaa al-

/;gﬂggr;{..gamﬁ was. supposed to teach a moral J@ssm};. - &rt@y
1750 this definition of a highly speclalized naturé bagaa

te hreak down nntil even the romance and novel were included,

293@13& Dryden, Critical and Miscellaneous Proge
11T, 425.

301pig., pp. 25-435.

31
Swedenberg, @p. git., p. 156.
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When Henry Fielding published Joseph Andrews in 1742,
he was convinced that he was introducing a new literary

form into English literature. In hia preface to Jeogeph

Andrewsg, where he explalined hils purpese in writing the book,
he called it a comle prose epic, which he had modeled after
Homer., With reference to verse he had this to say about
his writingt
For though 1t want one particular, which the critic
emmerates in the constituent parts of an epic poenm,
namely, metre, yet, when any kind of writing contain
all the other parts, such as fable, asetlen, characters,
sentiment, and dictlon, and 1s deflcient in metre only,
it seems, I think reasonable to refer it to the ep&ai '
at least az no critic hath thought preper to range it
under any other head, or to asaign it a particular
name to itself, 32
Although this discussion of the eplc has been confined
to oenly a few of the most yrog&nanz eriticyg, 1t is evident
that the sublect of eple theory constitutes an important
agpect of literary criticism, It has been shown that ale
though the crities are seldom in compleie agreement, there
are general qualities which all the critics associate with
the eptc. It 1s from those general characteristics and from
gtudylng the great epics of the past that modern critics
derive their definition of the eple.
Writing in 1935, Clayton Hamilion gave this broad sume-
mary of the eplcs

32
Henry Fielding, Works, I, 18.
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The great epics of the world, . . have attained
thelr chlef significance from the fact that they have
summed up within themselves the entire contribution
to human progress of a certain race, a certain natlen,
a certain organized religion. « « . The great eples
have gttained this resumptive and historical signifie
cance only by exhdbiting as subject matter a vast and
communal struggle, in which an entire race, an entire
organized religion has been concerned,~-gz struggle
imagined as so vast that it has shaken hesven as well
as earth and called to conflict not only men but alse
gods« The eple has dealt always with a struggle, at
once human and divine, to establish a great communal
cause, This cause, in the Jepneld, 1z the founding of
Rome; in the Jegrusalen Idheral it is the recovery
fgi: iﬂlﬁ; E&%Y izp‘u}ﬁ ' \ erie Sueene !
triumph of the virtues over - vicess; in the Luglads
it is the discovery and conguest of the Indless in the
Bivine Copedy it is the salvation of the human soul,

+ o o A8 & result of this, the characters in the great
eples are memorable because of the part they play in
advancing or retarding the vietory of the vast and sow
clal cause which is the subject of the story. Their
virtues and their faults are cosmmunal and representa~
tive: they are net adjudged as individuals, apart from
the confllct in which they figure: and, as a consequence,
they are rarely interesting in their individunal traits, .
« « Because the eple authors have been interested always
in communal confliect rather than in individual per-
sonality, they have seldom made any use of the element
of love,~-the most intimate and personal of all
emotions. 33

Considergtion of a few more modern definitions may help
us formulate a definition of the epic which can be applied
to Moby-Dick. For Macnelle Dixen the epic iz “a narrative
poem, organic in structure, dealing with great actions and

@3 in

great characters, in a style commensurate with the lordli-
ness of its theme, which tends o idealize these

33
_Clayton Hamilton, A Manual of ihe Art of Fictien,
Pls 160*3,62.
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characters and actions, and to sustain and embellish 1is

subject by means of episode and amplifi&atianw“Sg

Ce He Gayley gave thils definitions

The epic in general, anclent and modern, may
be described ss a dispassionate 2@ﬁitalkin»algnifieé
rhythmie narrative of a nmomentous theme or action
fulfilled by heroic characters and supernatural agen-
cies under the control of a sovereign destiny. The
thems involves the political or religlous interests
of a peopls or of mankinds it commands the respect
due to popular tradition or to popular ideals. The
powm awakens the sense of the mysterious, the awful,
and the sublimej through perilous crises 1t uplifts
and calms the strife of frail humanity. 35

'HE@ﬁ epic, then, can be defined as a leng narrative

P@éé; the theme of which is so mighty in its scope that it
reaches far beyond the affairs of mere individuals to things
concerning an entire people, natlon, or even the world as a
whole. Its subjlect mattér iz taken from history, religioen,
legend, or mytholegy. ¥The supernatural element 1s usually
very pronounced, events being often under its contreol, The
action 1s always on & huge scale, and the characters are
mighty heroes, demigods, demens, or celestial beings. Events
center in a prodigious effort or struggle to carry out some
great and Just purpose against opposing forces, which are
destined teo be overthrown in the end. In the great eple

34
Bixaﬂ’ Ehe m:, P 2"1"*

35
- C. M, Gayley and B, P. Kurtz, Methods and Hate
of Literary Criticlsm, p. W2k,
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deep elemental passions are set forth, such as hate, re-
venge, Jjealousy, ambition, and love of power or glorY¥.e, s
/Vﬁfxgs”igﬁyq§fib&gﬁsﬁgkgiwﬁﬁ&@gggghvﬁ¥ﬁm&y&ﬁﬁ\gqgﬁamgyié

The writers of the classical epics develeped certain
devices which subgseguent poets adopied. Home of thess chars
acteristic devices are the beginring in medias res, the
;nvacatiwn of the muse, and the statement of the @pi@ DUl
pose. Other conventions include descriptions of warfare
and battles, distinctly formal speeches by the characters,
epic catalogues and descriptions, which are often quite
detailed, and the use of the Homeric simile. The whols
gtory iz told in dignified and majestlc language.s 36

Chapter V is an examinatlon of Hoby~Dlck in relation
to this definitiﬁn of the epic.

36
We Fu Thrall and A. ﬁibharﬁa % L DO
ture, pe 155.
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CHAPTER V
HOBY-DIGK 4S EPIC

The phrase “long narrative poem" in our definition of
the eplc would indicate that Moby~Dick has failed to meet
the first requirement of the epic because it is obviously
not a poem. It is true that Aristotle thought that an eple
not written in the heroic or hexameter measure would be ine
congruous, but in the past even verse has been rejected as
a r@quiremem,l And, too, as far as construcilon is con=-
cerned, “ne ieelmiml distinetlon is possible between the
narrative that ls written in verse and the narrative that
is written in pmsa.r”g |

But there have been attempts to prove that the language

graphically, Moby-Digk conforms o prose, and there are long
but in spirit and in actual rhythm, Moby~Dick again and again

riges to polyphonic verse . + « « It can either be conside
3
ered as broken blank verse, or as cadenced prose.® Mumford -

1

Swedenberg, op. clie, p. 156,
2

Mil’ﬁﬂﬁ, k2441 miy De }.581:
3 :

Mumford, QD. 8lley Do 181.

45

passages, whole chapters, which are wholly in the mood of proses

,
>
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thought that Melville was unconsciously following Poe's
theory that all true peeiry must be short in length because
a poetic mood cannoi be retained over long passages. Hele-
ville sustained the poetic ucod by dropping into prese dure
ing the long intervals Detwecn the emoticnal crises which
he presented in peetry. Hunford concluded, "His prose is
proses hard, sinewy, compact; and his poetry ls posiry,
vivid, surging, voleanlc, creating ilts own form in the very
pattern of the emotional state itself, scaring, towerlng,
losing all respect for the smasller conventions ofhvera@ity,
when the inner triumph itself must be anncunced.™ B
Podriac Colum also thought that the language of Hobye
Dick apm&aﬁmé peetry. He listed this passage from Chapler
IXOXXI as an example of polyphonic proses
It was & terrific, most pitiable, and maddening
sight. The whale was now going head out and sending
his gpout before him in a continual tormented Jets
while his one poer fin beat his side in an agony of -
fright, Now %¢ this hand, new to that, he yawed in his
faltering flight, and still at every h:illw that he
broke, he spasmodically sank in the sea, or sildevays
rolled toward the sky his ome besting fin.
In this passage Melville has used rhythm, repetition of
ht, fiight, out, spout), and alliteration
the gky)--all poetic devices.

b
Ibid-, pp. 181-182,
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Padriac Colun mentioned another passage where the age
gonance of pelyphonie prose sirikes the reader?s ear. It is
from Chapter LXX:

Where unvecorded names and navies rust, and untold
hopes and anchers roty where in her muzdﬁr@us held
this £rigate earth is ballasted with bones of milliens
ef the drownedy there in that awful waler-land, there
was thy moat famillar homes Thou hag Bﬁan*w%era bell
or diver never went; has slept by many a ssilor's side,
whers sleepless mothers would give their lives o lay
then down.

He pointed to the footnote in Chapter XILII as an example
of free verse. It begins

I remember the first albatross I ever saw. It
was during a prolonged gale, in waters hard upon the
Antarctic geas. From my forenocon wateh belowy, I asw
cended to the overclouded deck; and there ﬁasheé
upen the msin hatches, 1 saw & regsal, faa%h&ry thing
of unspotted whitenﬁgs, and with & hﬁ&kﬁﬁ, Roman bill
sublime., 9

Yver Winters th@u%pt that gggzﬁﬁggg is "esszentially
a poetic performance,® " for he had this to¢ say -about the
language!

The prose of Moby-Dick, though mechanically 1t 1s prose
and not verse--gxcept far those passages where it oc=
cagionally falles fragmentarily into lambic pantameicpes
iz by virtue of its elaborate vhythms and heightened
rhat@ric closer in its aesthetle result to the poelry

i Wﬁ;w » Lost than to the prose of Mrs. wharton,

as an lnvention, and even vhen we are
%hﬁ ereat prose af the seventeenth cene

familiar with
tury as its background, is essentially as original and
powerful an invention as the blank verse of ﬁiltenc?

>
{:Qlum, B mug Pha l??"“l?‘av

6 7
Wintﬁ?ﬁ, Sl &i&t, Pe 220, m*, Ps 219.
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Whether the language is prose or poetry, there 1is
about it a guality of majesty and simplicity that is epie
in character. In his eritical study of Melville, Richard

hase spoke of "Helvillet's epic stylega And, indeed, 1t
i$ such a highly distinctive and individualized expresaion
that the crities speak of it as Melvillean language in the
game exclusive sense that they speak of Virgllean or Mile
tonic language. Newton Arvin looked upon the language as
"a creation, verbally speaking; a great artifice, a part-
jcular characterizing idiom; without it the book would
not exist,." YArvin peinted out certain "signature” words
that Melville liked to use again and againt wild, wildly,
ess, mystlc, mvatical, subtle, sub~

He also mentioned certain characteristic kinds of words and
words that were either of Melville's own colnage or at least
of a great ra&ity.lg 8ince the epic deals with a vhole na~ P
tion or race of people, it 1s characteristic of thé epic

poet to dip into the natlion's past te incorporate rare and

obsolete words into his poem to giwe it a historical breadth.

8
Chase, gp. ¢li., D P,
QArvin, ©p._git., p. 162,

10
M’ﬁ 1 Pp; 162"‘163 .
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“S8ince old words add dignity to the poem, the eplc poet,
following the example of Virgil, may revive certain old
usages {or this gﬁrgasa.“ll

Many of Melville's words and usages appear strange to
the reader because they come from the vocabularies of seaw
men and life in the southern Pacific, and also some of them
are forgotten Americanisms or revivals of Elizabethan and
sevenieenth-century English terms. §&Eome examples founﬁ in

ﬁﬁE&l&ﬁﬂa ¥aifed, u@a&g,xxﬁzgx

Melville's use of the stately "thee" and "thou" adds
dignity and formality to the speech of the characters amd
gives an eple flaver to the language. And the many long

formalized speeches of the characters, such as the solllow
quies mentioned in Chapter IIl, add to the eple character
of the hook as a whole,

o One unmistakable epic quality of Helville's language
ds h&s fraqusa& aga mf tha Eaﬁ@ric simil&* Helville uses
- this elaborate kind of simile in the same manner that Homer
does, The Homeric simile is not an ornament, For Homer,

il

12
Jama& ?ﬁr@eﬂﬁ, “MElville*a Centribﬁtiﬁn taxgggliaﬁ,
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1% serves to introduce something which he desires to render
exceptionally impressive, some moment of intense acticn or
some gight or seund full of wonder, terror, or pity. Homer
wizhes %o prepare the reader by first describing something

ginmilar, only more {amiliar, which he feels he can make us
13

see clearly.
In Father Maple's sermon eccurs cne of the first of
these elaborale similes:

Like one who after a night of drunken rvevelry
hies to his bed, still reeling, but with conscience
yet pricking him, as the plungings of the Roman race-
horse but so much the more sirike his steel tags inte
him; as ons who in that miserable plight stlll turns
and turns in giddy anguish, praying God for annihi-
lation until the it be passed; and at last anmld the
whirl of woe he feels, a deep stupor steals over him
as over the man who bleseds to death, for eonsclence is
the wound, and there's naught to stauneh it; so, after
sore wrestlings in his berth, Jonah's prodigy a% pon~
derous misery drags him drowning down to sleep. 14

Melville uses a Homeric simile %o describe the movement
of a crippled whale:

As an overladen Indlaman bearing down the Hindow
stan coast with a deck of frightened horses, careens
buries, rolls, and wvallows on her wayj so ala tnis @iﬁ
whale ﬁ@&?ﬁ nds aged bulk, and now and then partly
turning over on his cumbrous ribends, expose the cause
of hiz devious waks in the wmatural stump of his ster~
board fin. 15

13
ﬁ' ’G‘t Jab%}, Wg }3§¢ %"’3?!

1k : * 15
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In a simile remindigcent of Homer, Melwville says that
the seamen rushed to thiﬁyarﬁmarms a5 in swarming-time the
boes rush to the bows.® Homer frequently employs similes
to deacribe the movement of troeps, and in one simile Melw
ville compares whales to marching armies,

As marching armies apureaching an unfriendly dew
file in the mountains, accelerate thelr march, all
sagerness to place that perilous passage In thelr rsary
and once more expand in e@mg&zative security upen the
plaing even so &id this vast flest of vhales now seem
hurrying forward through the straltsy graduslly con-
tracting the wings of thelr semiecircle, and swimming on,
in ons solid, but still crescentic centre. 17

B £nmther‘f1gnra of speech, mere basic and primitive than
the Homeric simile, that can be found in Moby-Pick is ale
- literation, a characteristic of the eple~like Forse sagas,
~ which Melville was familiar with. The repetition of syl-
lables in thls passage, which 1s also a Homerie simile, is
striking:

As morning mowers, who side by side slowly and
sesthingly advance ﬁh@ir geythes through the long
wetl grass of marshy meedss even so these monsters
gwam, making a strange, grassy cutiing sounds and
leaving behind them endless swaths of blue upon
the yellow sea.l8
The theme of the epic 1s so mighty in its scope that it /

reaches far beyond the affalrs of mere indlviduals to things

concerning an entire people, nation, or even the world as a

16 | 17 |
M‘* s DB 2?5" M‘ 5 P 380 -
i8

ibid., ps 272.
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whole. This definiifon of the eple theme conforms to the
geriousness and magnitude which Aristetle reculred of the
tragic action in his definition of iragedy. By seriousness
rpistotle meant that the tragedy must deal with problems that
are of serious significance te humanity, and by magnitude
Aristotle meant that the action must have consequences that
transcend the affairs of one man. Superfieially, Moby-Diek “
is the story of the pu“suit of the White Whale by a handful
cf men abcard the Eﬁgﬁgﬁ . But aymbulically, it hwvmm@ﬂ an
; allegory of the destiny of uhﬁ world vith an attempt tm @xr'
i plain the nature of Good and Evil and the dangers of such
’pﬂwerfnz forces as wrath and vengeanae, themes basic and vast
enough in scope to be of seriocus significance to hunanity.
The action of Moby-Digk has magniinde because Ahaeh'e fall
alse involves the fall of his crew, which Melville has dew
sigred to reprezent all mankind,
g””"“ ﬁiiefly, the theme of Heby-Diek is the wrath of Ahab

4

} Just as the thene of the Iliad is the wrath of &ehﬁlzea.

““The effect of the wrong dene te Ahab by Moby-Dick is sinde
lar to the effect of the wrong which Agamemnon does to
Ackilles. Just as Achllles' hurt pride and desire for re~-
venge lead to the death of Patroclus, s¢ Ahab's pride and
determination for revenge lead to the destruction of his
eTew.

Melville has this to say about the wrath of Ahabs
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Small reason was there to doubi, then, that ever since
that almost fatal encounter, Ahab had cherished a wild
vindietiveness against the whale, all the more fell for
that in nis frantiec morbidness ne al last came to iden-
tify with him, not only all his bodily woes, but all

his intellectual and spiritual exzasperation., The White
Whale swam before him as the monomaniamec incarnation of
all these maliciocus ageneies which some deep men feol
eating in them, t1ill they are left living on with half

a heart and half a Iung. That intangible melignity

which has been from the h@g&ﬂniﬁ%é to whose dominlon

even the modern Christians ascribe one half of the worldsy
which the ancient Ophites of the east reverenced in thelr
gtatue devilje—Ahab did net fall down and worashdp i%

1ike thems but deliricusly transferring its idea to the
abhorred White Whale, he pitted himsell, all mutilaled,
against it. i&llfthai nost maddens and iafmantﬁg all

that stirs up the lees of things; all truth with mallce
in 1t; all that cracks the sinews and cakes the braln

all the subtle demonisms of 1life and theught; all evil,

to crazy Abab, were visibly personified, and made
practically assailable in Moby Dick, He piled upon the - .
whalets white hump the sum of all the general rage and
hate felt by his whole race from Adam éawné and then,
a3 1f his chest had been a mortar, he burst his het
heart's shell upon 1t. 19

The theme of Moby-Dick might be expressed as the arch~
individualism of Ahab, his determination to assert his will
in defiance of all established order. Then we might draw
analogiea in the charscter of Ahab to another epic hero,

Milton's arch-rebel of Raradise
5 The subject matier of the spile is taken from history, p/////”'
ﬂmgg}igien, or wythology. HMelville used many segond~hand
sources for the information he used in Mpoby~Digk. He bor-
rowed rather heavily from fours the Rev. Henry T. Cheever's
The Whale and His Capters, Thomas Beale's Natural History of

19
M') pt 1819



Sl

he Spern Yhale, Willian Scoresby's Journal of a Vovase %o
Xhe Horthern Whale Fishery, and J. Roas Browne's Richinegg
of 8 Whaline Cruise. Although these books and his own exe
periences served as the actual gources for Moby-Digk, Mels
ville drov his subject matier from what might be called an
American myith. Moby-Dick is the fictive embodiment of the
myth which Melville's culture had given him, and in this
respect it is similer te the Iliad and the QOdvssey, which
constitute a sert of culmination of the culture of the
Achasans, Virgil wrote hls Agneid with an eye to preserve
inz the myth of the founding of Rome for the Romans.

Melville had read J. N. Reynold's article ™Hocha Dicks
or The wWhite Whale of the _Paciflce" in The Ko

had undoubtedly bean impressed with Reynolds'® statement about
the strong national character of whaling., In this article
Reynolds complained because se 1ittle was known about the
romantic and c¢olorful sperm whale fishing industry.

The varied records of the ecemmercizl world can furnish
no precedent, can present no comparison ic the intre-
vidity, skiii and fortitude, which geem the peculiar
prerogatives @f thls branch @f our marine, These char-
acteristies are not the growth of a forced exertiong
they are incompatible with 1t. They are the natural
result of the ardor of a free people, of a apirdt of
fearless independence generated by fra& ingtitutions,

20
Je Ha Eﬁynslds; “%aeha Dick: or-The White Whale of
t}'}:e P&tifﬁ.&, % J &80 [ 6 1 3 XI:{E {ﬁay, 183?} ¥ ?3‘
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Melville must have seen in the whaling industry a symbol of
America in the days of the frontier. The setting-ocub in
search af the whale into perilous and unknown seas offers a
striking parallel to the expleration of the American frone-
tier. The crews that manned the ships leaving Nantucket,
made up of immigrants from all over the world, helped con-
f£irm Whitman's view of America as the melting pot of nations.
The quest for the whale as a vital product was similar te
the search for buffalo on the plains of the frontler. The
life that Melville was writing about in its yeuthful and
primitive existence was a life designed for epic treaitment.
Rewton Arvin sald that the life plctured in Moby-Dick

a 1ife in some of its aspects reminiscent of that led
by the Achaean peoples in the days of their folke
wanderings or by the Germanic peoples in the days of
theirss; the whole of American life at the time, with
all ite differences, was something like that, Eu-
ropean migrants, from the sixteenth to the nineteenth
century, had reverted in the Western world to a state

of things that had much in common with an archale,

a "heroie" age. Here there had reappearsd, as in the
Bronze Age and the Age of Vikings, a populatien of birawe
lers, boasters, and bullles, as well as of proud, touchy,
gself-reliant, hercoic 1nﬂivi&ualsi and aanﬁ% them there
had reappeared a hablt of story~telling, eof recitation
and legendary reminiscence, shot thrﬁngﬁ with a love of
the grandiose and never wholly free from an undercurw
rent of superstitious fear--fear of the hostile and mys~
terious powers in savage nature, in forests and seas,

in wild animals. The life of trappers, hunters, and
frontiersmen was of that sort, and the life of whalers
equally so, 21

21
Arvin, @p. ¢it., p. 156,
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fvor Winters also stressed the nationaligtic flavor of

Hoby-Dicks

- It 18 easy to exapgerate the importance of nationale

ism in literature, but in thls particular case, the
nationalism is khe historical element, and not ta per-
celve 1t 1s to fall to understand the very subject of
the book. In its physieal events, Moby-Blck is a nar-
ration of exploration and heroic a& venturey it is thus
typical of United States of the nineteenth century,
by land as weilvas by sea, 22

These observations bring us close to the most wpiawiike
quality of Moby-Dick, the fictive embodiment of a whole age.
Melville was creating from the myth of America a work ér aﬁt
with universal application.

" In the epic the supernaturel element is usually very L

pronounced, events often belng under its conirol. Although
it 1s not as prominent as in earller eples of more primitive
sceleties, the supernatural element plays a large part in
Hoby~Dick. The forces of nature take on a primordial and
exaggerated significance. The destinles of Ahab and his
erev are constantly in the hands of such forces as the séa;
both preserver and destroyer of life, and the land, wﬁiﬁh is
both safety and peril. Melville calls the wind by its Greek .
name, Euroelydon, and speaks of the sun as "a réyél cZar and
king." Indeed these forces ave so animate and vital that they
are practlcally éaitiea;23

22
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There are many incldents in Moby-Digk that are not
naturally explained. 4hab's sear is never adequalely ex~
plained nor is the appearance of his mysterious Oriental crew,
Fedallah is hardly pictured as a natumal being. There are alse
some actions which are given a matural @xglamstia;a bn‘t% which
happen too simultaneously to be credible. Examples are the
geries of events which announce the appwaeh of mbymmmg
the agxpéamaa of the corposants on the yardarms, t&m turning
of the compasses, the breaking of 4he log and line, the sinlte
ing of the life-busy, and the drowaing of & sailor.

Ahab practices black magic when he baptizes the harpoun
in human bloocd in order to make 1t do his bdldding. The move
ing scene in which Ahab sddresses the corposanis is filled |
with the supernatural.

In the digscussion of the epic in Chapbter IV 4t was seen
that many critics felt that the supernatural element in the
eple should be reduced in faver of more reallsm. It will be
recalled that Aristetle favored for both the eplc and the
drama "probable impossibilities %o improbable possibilitles,®
Although there is about Moby-Bigk an air of the fabulous,
~“there 18 a feeling of verisimilitude. It is interesting %o
note that & few days before the publicatlion of MHoby-Dick in
the United States an accident happened that lent credence to
the story of Moby-Diek sinking the Pegued. On August 20, 1851,
in mid-Pacific a huge whale rammed and sunk the Ann Alexande;
of Hew Bedford.
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In the epic the characters are mighty herces who are '
rarely interesting in themselves. They are interesting as
symbols of the virtues and shortcomings of a whole nation
or rece. This is true of Moby-Dicgk, where little attention
iz pald ta‘inﬁivi&ual characters. The very nawnsuw&ha&,
Ishmael, and Elijah--rule out indlvidual characters. An
exception to this might be the characier of Ahab, zt has
been pointed oul that Ahab is more ldeally suited %é‘b& the
hero of a tragedy than of an eplc. It is true that Ahab is
not the perfect hero that Odysseus, Aeneas, Beowulf, or The
Red Cross night are. But Anab bears a close resemblance
to Achilles. Achilles has & tragic fault just as &hab doesy
in faet the tragie fault is the same inm both, Bui it is not
impossible to consider Ahab as = aywhal;reywesanting the re-
bellious, indomitable spirit of America. | | '

The minor c¢haracters in Moby-Digk are representative of bww”"H
gertain characteristies., It has been pointed out that the {\3
whole crew is symbolic of mankind in general. Queequeg Tep~
resents brotherly love in a primordial state, and Fedallsh
is a symbol of Evil. The three mates, Btarbuck, Stubb, and
Flask, all represent three different aspects of human perw )
sonality, Btarbuck, the most intelligent of the three, is

et g s R

presented as a prudent, e@n&cientiaﬁai and lmaginative man
of Quaker descent. He 1s wiser than the others, but he, toe,
is not free from superstition. He says that he would rather
have seen Moby-Dick %han the giant white squid, which he
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regards as an ¢vil omen. BSince Starbuek ls & man of faith,
he sees that Ahab's revenge will zesult in tracedy. He alene
of the crew pleads with Ahab to turn baclts *'0nl Ahab," creied
Starbuck, "not teo late ig it, even now, the third day to
deslat. Seel! Moby Dick sceks thee not. It 1s thou, thou,
that nmadly scekest himi'®
Stubb is a different sort of man; he represents the
mattor-of-fact, devil~rpay-care attitnde. Although Stubh is
not wholly oblivious to what is poing on arvound him, he has
adopted a thiloaephy of non~viclence and non-interierence,
Ho offers this description of himselfl:
T guess he's got what some folks ashore call a consclenceg
it's a kind of Tic-Dolly~row they say--worse nor a iocothe
ache. Well, welly I don't know what 1t is, but the lerd
keep me from catehing it . . + . Damn me, it's worth a
fellow's while to be born into the world, if only %o fall
right asleep. 4nd now that I think of 1%, that's about
the first thing bables do, and that's a sort of queer,
too. Damn me but all things are queer, come to think of
‘em., DBub that's against my principles. Think not, is
ny eleventh commandments and sleep when you can, is my
twelfth~~80 here goes again, 2%
Flask, the third mate, 1s the least sympatheilec of the
three. He is 2 happy, lgnorant, maﬁﬂrialigtéa sort who is
2
"y 1ittle waggish in the matter of whales ™
In the epic events center in a prodigiocus effort or 5trugf//”

L

gle to carry out some great and Just purpose against opposing

24
Moby-Dick, p. 561.
25 26
Map, Pe 125. m:;, Pa 116.



60

forces, which are destined te be overthrown in the end. In
Hoby«Dick the action is eentered arcund the pursult of Mobyw
Dick. To Ahab, this is 2 great and just cause, for he thinks
that in killing the whale he will rid the world of all Bvil.
Moby=-Dick is, héwgvar, not destlned to be overcome in the end.

In fact, a complete reversal of the action takes place and
Ahab and the Pegued
that Mohy-Digk is not an eplec because it ends %raglcally. It

are destroyed. Some cpriticsz have fell

is true that in most epics the struggle of the hero ends
victoriously; however, the 1ligd and Paradise Iogh are ex-

ceptions.
In the great eples dagp elemental passions are set ferth,yxf
:\auﬂh as hate, revenge, 3eaiauay, ambitisn,.amﬁ'law% of pﬁﬁar |
- or glory. Ahab's pride, his hatred for Eﬁbysﬁiék, his daaiéﬁ
for revenge, the fear inelted in the crew by Moby-Dick--all
these emotions in Moby-Dick are ‘prosented as elam@mﬁal in
nature. ‘The most personal af all emotions, love, is selﬁmm
ﬁé@tr&y&é in the epiec., Love is absent from Mpby~Dick both

aed and because love

because there 1s no woman aboard the Peg
is an emotion allen to the action of the siory. It is inteps
esting to neote that Starbueck calls upon Ahab to glve up the
chase in the name of the love Ahab besrs for his wife and
child, but the plea is lIneffectrual.

I i« (Y amﬁbara of the classical eplcs developed certain
gtyliutia deviﬁﬁﬁ which subsequent writers of eples have
made use ef. Seme of these can be found in Moby-Dick.
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Concerning the plot of the epic, lorace said that the action
should stert in medias res. Although Mobv-Dick dees not begin
as res, which is a mere formsl device 1ike the invooas

tion of tﬁﬁ muse and the statement of the epic ﬁurp@&ﬁ, ita
plot is charecteristic of the ey&cu {he line of the avtian in
vtha b@@k is straight frrward, “but th@ movement is éalﬁb@yat@ly
slow and impeded. Unlike drama, the movement is not swift
from climax to climax. Dramatic strueture is diraﬂt &ﬂﬁ
concenirated, but the structure of Moby-Dick is ramb&&ng and
leose., The passages of sheer exposition and dasafigtian of
whales and whaling, whieh retard the narﬁaﬁive,iaﬁrve a
definite purpese., They are like the moments ﬁf‘&&lﬁh@f&t& |
quietness and dullness in all very long poems that provide
for a change of key. They also add dignity and mass to thﬁ
book. A

These long passages have another purprose. iéﬁé‘ehﬁx# -~
acteristic of the eple is the detailed desoription of war- V///ﬂ/
fare and bhatile. Relville's aegaripﬁinn of w%aling iﬁ re-

e g

minisa@&t of. Homerls. alak@xate details of. kaxtlg« Melville

L s 4
,,,,,,

&alights as much in deseribing the whaler's harpoon as Homer
does in describing Achilles' shield. Newton Arvin said that

it is not Bronze Age warfare or huniting that 1s
Melville's subject, as it wae Homer's and the others?,
put it s an industry that hed seme of the aspects of
warfare and certaiply of the archaiec hunty and in the
loving manner in which Melville lingers over his imagery
of lances, harpcons, and cutting-spades, of whale-boats,
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&2

whale-~lines, and blubber-hooks, of cutiing-in and
trying-out and stowing-doun, there is a shade of
feeling that carries one far ocut of the nineteenth
century and recalls again the epic minstrel and the
wvay he lingered over his chardet and ship, and sueh
practical activitles as sailing, hunting, plowing,
and the performances of the ahlig&tﬁry ritﬁs. 27

o
e

/! Another evnic dovice io the use of eple cataleogues and \/,/”"

f lists. The classic example of this device i{s Homer's cata~

logusa of the ships In the Illad., Melville alsc mekes use
of this device in Meby~Dick, for hils clsssiflicaticon of the
whales in Chapter XXATII falls chviously inlo the category
of 2 catalogus.

It has been shown that the language of Moby-Dick, vhee
ther free verse or polyrhoale prose, is sufficlently dignie
fied to serve g3 the expression of eplc material., Alse, the
theme 13 mighty and far-reaching enough to be the theme of an
epics The subject matter, li%e that of many zreat eplcs, is
taken from the mythical aspect of a naticn's culture., The
use of the supernatural, zn epic guality, is prominent In
Moby~Digk. With the exception of Ahab the characters in Mobys
DPick, like those in the greal eplcs, are representative of
national and universal charascteristics. Many eplc devices,
such as the use of the Hemeric simile, deseripiions of ware

fare and battle, and the use of cataleoguss and lisis, ave

27
Arvin, 2. m«, 2 159
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found in the book. In summary then, the purpose of this

A *

chapter hos hecen to show In how mary particulars Mohye

Zigk exenplifies ¢zlc theory.



CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION

When Melville wrote to his English publisher, Richard
Bentley, to announce that he had almost completed & new
book on whaling, he gtressed the fact that the bocok was a
great novelty. Silnce its publication in 1851, crities,
recognizing the novelty of Meby-Dlek, have tried to clasw
gify it. Joby-Digk does not follow the development of the
English and European novel, and, as a result, critles have
looked to other genres for comparisons. HMHost often they have
turned to examples in tragic and epic literature. The purpose
of this study has been to examine both the tragle and epile
qualities of Moby~Dick. | |

Chapter II 1s a survey of critleal opinfons which refer
to Hoby~Digk as an eple. At first, eritics favored a tragic
% was called an epicj since

interpretations in 1899 Hoby~Bic
that time many critics have interpreted the bock in terms of
the eplc.

Chapter III is a consideration of eriticism which interw
prets Moby~Digk as a tragic drama. For the most part, crities
have pointed te the many devices which Melville used and to
the character of Ahab as evidence for thelr interpretation of
Hoby-~Digk as tragedy. Yet structurally Meby-Bick is not

64
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tragedy, for it violates the lawvs of drametic concentraw
tion. It is in the philosophy of the book, of which the
character of Ahab is an indication, that the gpirit of
tragedy lies,

Chapter IV is a2 brief historical survey of the theory
of thg epic. Beginning with Aristotle, epic theory is
traced through Italy, France, and England down to modern
erities. Chapter IV onds with a definition of the eplc,

Chapter V is the application to Hobyv-Dick of the epie
definition developed in the preceding chapter. After an
examination of Mohy~-Dick in terms of language, theme, sube
Ject matter, characters, national flavor, use of the supere
natural, and use of charscteristic epic devices, the thesis
is sdvanced that Melville has written an epiec not unlike the
great eples of the past, a book that may properly be called

an Amerlcan epic.
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