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 “He is very backward in speech and somewhat slow in comprehension, but you will find him as far as he understands men and things both solid and profound…” said Allan Melvill, Herman’s father when the youngster was 7 years old in 1826.

Herman was born in 1819 in New York City to Maria Gansevoort and Allan Melvill, each descended from a Revolutionary war hero, one of whom participated in Indian dress at the Boston Tea Party. Maria knew her Bible both in Dutch and English and was responsible for most of young Herman’s religious training. Characters from the Holy Book appeared throughout Melville’s literary output and both heroes and villains could often be determined in advance by thinking of their namesake’s place in some Biblical epic.

One of the few things at which Allan Melvill was adept was living beyond his means and he was often forced to beg and borrow from his family. 

Allan died in 1832 and the family finances were in such poor shape that Herman was pulled from school. His final school was Columbia Grammar on 93rd Street in New York. (When I was a child I lived on that street and my elder brother attended the school).

The evil day finally arrived when they had to leave New York City and they fled northward, first to Albany and finally to Pittsfield, Mass. where Allan’s brother Thomas had a farm. Herman was put to work as an errand boy at a bank. By the summer of 1834 he was hired as his elder brother’s assistant at a cap and fur store. Bad luck was hard on his heels and the store soon burned down.

His first publications were under a pseudonym and consisted of three letters to the editor of the Albany Microscope. He was elected president of a local literary society and disposed of the poor loser runner-up for the post with the following quote, “Your incoherent ravings may be continued if you choose; they remind me of the croakings of a vulture when disappointed of its prey.”

Finally in the Spring of 1839 he signed on as a cabin boy on a merchant ship plying between New York and Liverpool. Ten years later he wrote about this experience in a novel entitled Redfern. After returning to the states he made a trip to the west and down the Mississippi with a friend, James Fly. But the wanderlust and the sea had gotten into his blood and on January 3, 1841 he shipped out of New Bedford on the whaler Acushnet. After 6 months at sea he deserted the vessel in the Marquesa Islands. After enjoying land life for a short time he embarked on the Lucy Ann and again deserted in Tahiti. Then, on to Hawaii where he enlisted in the US Navy on the frigate United States, and finally arrived back in Boston in October 1843. 

These adventures at sea laid the groundwork for his seafaring novels, Typee, Omoo, Mardi, White Jacket, and finally Moby Dick some seven years after he had left the sea.

Typee was the first, published by Putnam in 1844. It was his most popular book. It described South Sea maidens in glowing prose that put into words what Gauguin painted. “…Her full lips when parted with a smile disclosed teeth of dazzling whiteness; and when her rosy mouth opened with a burst of merriment, they looked like the milk-white seeds of the ‘arta’, a fruit of the valley which, when cleft in twain shows them reposing in rows on either side imbedded in red and juicy pulp.”

On August 4, 1847 Melville, whose mother had added a final e to the family name, married Elizabeth Shaw, daughter of Lemuel Shaw, a rather strict and formal judge. Lizzie as she was called resembled not at all Fayaway, the girl described above from the pages of Typee. She was quite plain. The young couple settled in New York where they lived for three years before moving to the Berkshire Hills.

In the next two years he wrote Mardi, Redburn, and White Jacket and by the early weeks of 1850 the first chapters of what was to become Moby Dick. In White Jacket he described flogging on board ship so graphically that a writer for a journal called the National Era urged that a copy be placed in the hands of every member of Congress, and flogging was soon abolished by that body.

The young Melville family settled near Pittsfield in the shadow of Mt. Greylock on a farm of 160 acres, they called Arrowhead. Neighbors included Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. and Nathaniel Hawthorne with whom Melville formed a close friendship. (Incidentally I spent a summer as counselor at Camp Greylock and Gail a summer at Camp Lenore, our sister camp.)

On November 4, 1851 Herman received the first 4 copies of Moby Dick from Harper and Brothers publishers. It was less than a great success and brought in not more than $500. It is too tempting to spend the rest of this paper discussing the book but that is the privilege of Joyce Kessler and with the exception of a brief quote which I will save to the end I will leap over temptation and tell you just a bit about the rest of Melville’s life.

After Moby Dick came Pierre, a novel about the temptations of sex, perhaps homoerotic as was Billy Budd which was not published during his lifetime. It has caused some inquiry into whether he was homosexual. Life at sea for three years to be shared only with men has lent fuel to this question as, on the other hand his description of Fayaway and other brown skinned beauties made him seem obsessed with women.

Bartelby the Scrivener was serialized in Putnam’s magazine in November and December 1853, followed by The Encantadas, a series of short works, and then Israel Potter. And in 1855 he published Benito Cereno, a frightening novel about an encounter with a slave ship which had been taken over by the mutinous slaves. It is a tale of desperate men in the grip of a vengeful fury.

After these works came The Confidence Man, and then many poems, but the story-telling Melville was quiet and not heard from again until, posthumously, Billy Budd. He so far fell from public view that at his death in 1891 he was referred to in the newspapers as Henry Melville. In the week of Melville’s death The New York Times said of him, “There has died and been buried in this city a man who is so little known, even by name to the generation now in the vigor of life that only one newspaper contained an obituary account of him, and this was of but three or four lines.” Yet last month The Atlantic Monthly listed him as one of the 100 most influential Americans of all time, referring to him as the American Shakespeare.

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

And finally, as promised, I was unable to resist reading to you the last stanza of a poem written by Ray Bradbury entitled

Ahab At The Helm
Oh somewhere on the Seven Seas, the sun is shining bright,

The hornpipe plays yet somewhere and somewhere hearts are light

And somewhere teachers laugh and sign, and somewhere scholars shout.

But there is no joy in Melville, mighty Ahab has struck out.
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