Moby-Dick; or, The Whale

by Herman Melville

Chapter 1 - Loomings
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QUELQUES AND I8 I8RO,

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

philosophical flourish Cato throws himself upon his sword; I quietly take to the ship. There is



nothing surprising in this. If they but knew it, almost all men in their degree, some time or other,

cherish very nearly the same feelings towards the ocean with me.

There now is your insular city of the Manhattoes, belted round by wharves as Indian isles by
coral reefs- commerce surrounds it with her surf. Right and left, the streets take you waterward.
Its extreme downtown is the battery, where that noble mole is washed by waves, and cooled by
breezes, which a few hours previous were out of sight of land. Look at the crowds of water-

gazers there.

Circumambulate the city of a dreamy Sabbath afternoon. Go from Corlears Hook to Coenties
Slip, and from thence, by Whitehall, northward. What do you see?- Posted like silent sentinels all
around the town, stand thousands upon thousands of mortal men fixed in ocean reveries. Some
leaning against the spiles; some seated upon the pier-heads; some looking over the bulwarks of
ships from China; some high aloft in the rigging, as if striving to get a still better seaward peep.
But these are all landsmen; of week days pent up in lath and plaster- tied to counters, nailed to

benches, clinched to desks. How then is this? Are the green fields gone? What do they here?

But look! here come more crowds, pacing straight for the water, and seemingly bound for a dive.
Strange! Nothing will content them but the extremest limit of the land; loitering under the shady
lee of yonder warehouses will not suffice. No. They must get just as nigh the water as they
possibly can without falling And there they stand- miles of them- leagues. Inlanders all, they
come from lanes and alleys, streets avenues- north, east, south, and west. Yet here they all unite.
Tell me, does the magnetic virtue of the needles of the compasses of all those ships attract them

thither?

Once more. Say you are in the country; in some high land of lakes. Take almost any path you
please, and ten to one it carries you down in a dale, and leaves you there by a pool in the stream.
There is magic in it. Let the most absent-minded of men be plunged in his deepest reveries- stand
that man on his legs, set his feet a-going, and he will infallibly lead you to water, if water there

be in all that region. Should you ever be athirst in the great American desert, try this experiment,



if your caravan happen to be supplied with a metaphysical professor. Yes, as every one knows,

meditation and water are wedded for ever.

But here is an artist. He desires to paint you the dreamiest, shadiest, quietest, most enchanting bit
of romantic landscape in all the valley of the Saco. What is the chief element he employs? There
stand his trees, each with a hollow trunk, as if a hermit and a crucifix were within; and here
sleeps his meadow, and there sleep his cattle; and up from yonder cottage goes a sleepy smoke.
Deep into distant woodlands winds a mazy way, reaching to overlapping spurs of mountains
bathed in their hill-side blue. But though the picture lies thus tranced, and though this pine-tree
shakes down its sighs like leaves upon this shepherd's head, yet all were vain, unless the
shepherd's eye were fixed upon the magic stream before him. Go visit the Prairies in June, when
for scores on scores of miles you wade knee-deep among Tiger-lilies- what is the one charm
wanting?- Water- there is not a drop of water there! Were Niagara but a cataract of sand, would
you travel your thousand miles to see it? Why did the poor poet of Tennessee, upon suddenly
receiving two handfuls of silver, deliberate whether to buy him a coat, which he sadly needed, or
invest his money in a pedestrian trip to Rockaway Beach? Why is almost every robust healthy
boy with a robust healthy soul in him, at some time or other crazy to go to sea? Why upon your
first voyage as a passenger, did you yourself feel such a mystical vibration, when first told that
you and your ship were now out of sight of land? Why did the old Persians hold the sea holy?
Why did the Greeks give it a separate deity, and own brother of Jove? Surely all this is not
without meaning. And still deeper the meaning of that story of Narcissus, who because he could
not grasp the tormenting, mild image he saw in the fountain, plunged into it and was drowned.
But that same image, we ourselves see in all rivers and oceans. It is the image of the ungraspable

phantom of life; and this is the key to it all.

Now, when I say that I am in the habit of going to sea whenever I begin to grow hazy about the
eyes, and begin to be over conscious of my lungs, I do not mean to have it inferred that I ever go
to sea as a passenger. For to go as a passenger you must needs have a purse, and a purse is but a

rag unless you have something in it. Besides, passengers get sea-sick- grow quarrelsome- don't



sleep of nights- do not enjoy themselves much, as a general thing;- no, I never go as a passenger;
nor, though I am something of a salt, do I ever go to sea as a Commodore, or a Captain, or a
Cook. I abandon the glory and distinction of such offices to those who like them. For my part, I
abominate all honorable respectable toils, trials, and tribulations of every kind whatsoever. It is
quite as much as I can do to take care of myself, without taking care of ships, barques, brigs,
schooners, and what not. And as for going as cook,- though I confess there is considerable glory
in that, a cook being a sort of officer on ship-board- yet, somehow, I never fancied broiling
fowls;- though once broiled, judiciously buttered, and judgmatically salted and peppered, there is
no one who will speak more respectfully, not to say reverentially, of a broiled fowl than I will. It
is out of the idolatrous dotings of the old Egyptians upon broiled ibis and roasted river horse, that

you see the mummies of those creatures in their huge bakehouses the pyramids.

No, when I go to sea, I go as a simple sailor, right before the mast, plumb down into the fore-
castle, aloft there to the royal mast-head. True, they rather order me about some, and make me
jump from spar to spar, like a grasshopper in a May meadow. And at first, this sort of thing is
unpleasant enough. It touches one's sense of honor, particularly if you come of an old established
family in the land, the Van Rensselaers, or Randolphs, or Hardicanutes. And more than all, if just
previous to putting your hand into the tar-pot, you have been lording it as a country
schoolmaster, making the tallest boys stand in awe of you. The transition is a keen one, I assure
you, from a schoolmaster to a sailor, and requires a strong decoction of Seneca and the Stoics to

enable you to grin and bear it. But even this wears off in time.

What of it, if some old hunks of a sea-captain orders me to get a broom and sweep down the
decks? What does that indignity amount to, weighed, I mean, in the scales of the New
Testament? Do you think the archangel Gabriel thinks anything the less of me, because I
promptly and respectfully obey that old hunks in that particular instance? Who ain't a slave? Tell
me that. Well, then, however the old sea-captains may order me about- however they may thump
and punch me about, I have the satisfaction of knowing that it is all right; that everybody else is

one way or other served in much the same way- either in a physical or metaphysical point of



view, that is; and so the universal thump is passed round, and all hands should rub each other's

shoulder-blades, and be content.

Again, I always go to sea as a sailor, because they make a point of paying me for my trouble,
whereas they never pay passengers a single penny that I ever heard of. On the contrary,
passengers themselves must pay. And there is all the difference in the world between paying and
being paid. The act of paying is perhaps the most uncomfortable infliction that the two orchard
thieves entailed upon us. But being paid,- what will compare with it? The urbane activity with
which a man receives money is really marvellous, considering that we so earnestly believe
money to be the root of all earthly ills, and that on no account can a monied man enter heaven.

Ah! how cheerfully we consign ourselves to perdition!

Finally, I always go to sea as a sailor, because of the wholesome exercise and pure air of the
fore-castle deck. For as in this world, head winds are far more prevalent than winds from astern
(that is, if you never violate the Pythagorean maxim), so for the most part the Commodore on the
quarter-deck gets his atmosphere at second hand from the sailors on the forecastle. He thinks he
breathes it first; but not so. In much the same way do the commonalty lead their leaders in many
other things, at the same time that the leaders little suspect it. But wherefore it was that after
having repeatedly smelt the sea as a merchant sailor, I should now take it into my head to go on a
whaling voyage; this the invisible police officer of the Fates, who has the constant surveillance
of me, and secretly dogs me, and influences me in some unaccountable way- he can better
answer than any one else. And, doubtless, my going on this whaling voyage, formed part of the
grand programme of Providence that was drawn up a long time ago. It came in as a sort of brief
interlude and solo between more extensive performances. I take it that this part of the bill must

have run something like this:

"Grand Contested Election for the Presidency of the United States. "WHALING VOYAGE BY
ONE ISHMAEL." "BLOODY BATTLE IN AFFGHANISTAN."



Though I cannot tell why it was exactly that those stage managers, the Fates, put me down for
this shabby part of a whaling voyage, when others were set down for magnificent parts in high
tragedies, and short and easy parts in genteel comedies, and jolly parts in farces- though I cannot
tell why this was exactly; yet, now that I recall all the circumstances, I think I can see a little into
the springs and motives which being cunningly presented to me under various disguises, induced
me to set about performing the part I did, besides cajoling me into the delusion that it was a

choice resulting from my own unbiased freewill and discriminating judgment.

Chief among these motives was the overwhelming idea of the great whale himself. Such a
portentous and mysterious monster roused all my curiosity. Then the wild and distant seas where
he rolled his island bulk; the undeliverable, nameless perils of the whale; these, with all the
attending marvels of a thousand Patagonian sights and sounds, helped to sway me to my wish.
With other men, perhaps, such things would not have been inducements; but as for me, I am
tormented with an everlasting itch for things remote. I love to sail forbidden seas, and land on
barbarous coasts. Not ignoring what is good, I am quick to perceive a horror, and could still be
social with it- would they let me- since it is but well to be on friendly terms with all the inmates

of the place one lodges in.

By reason of these things, then, the whaling voyage was welcome; the great flood-gates of the
wonder-world swung open, and in the wild conceits that swayed me to my purpose, two and two
there floated into my inmost soul, endless processions of the whale, and, mid most of them all,

one grand hooded phantom, like a snow hill in the air.




Chapter 135 - The Chase - Third Day

The morning of the third day dawned fair and fresh, and once more the solitary night-man at the
fore-mast-head was relieved by crowds of the daylight look-outs, who dotted every mast and

almost every spar.
"D'ye see him?" cried Ahab; but the whale was not yet in sight.

"In his infallible wake, though; but follow that wake, that's all. Helm there; steady, as thou goest,
and hast been going. What a lovely day again! were it a new-made world, and made for a
summer-house to the angels, and this morning the first of its throwing open to them, a fairer day
could not dawn upon that world. Here's food for thought, had Ahab time to think; but Ahab never
thinks; he only feels, feels, feels; that's tingling enough for mortal man! to think's audacity. God
only has that right and privilege. Thinking is, or ought to be, a coolness and a calmness; and our
poor hearts throb, and our poor brains beat too much for that. And yet, I've sometimes thought
my brain was very calm- frozen calm, this old skull cracks so, like a glass in which the contents
turned to ice, and shiver it. And still this hair is growing now; this moment growing, and heat
must breed it; but no, it's like that sort of common grass that will grow anywhere, between the
earthy clefts of Greenland ice or in Vesuvius lava. How the wild winds blow it; they whip it

about me as the torn shreds of split sails lash the tossed ship they cling to. A vile wind that has



no doubt blown ere this through prison corridors and cells, and wards of hospitals, and ventilated
them, and now comes blowing hither as innocent as fleeces. Out upon it!- it's tainted. Were I the
wind, I'd blow no more on such a wicked, miserable world. I'd crawl somewhere to a cave, and
slink there. And yet, 'tis a noble and heroic thing, the wind! who ever conquered it? In every
fight it has the last and bitterest blow. Run tilting at it, and you but run through it. Ha! a coward
wind that strikes stark naked men, but will not stand to receive a single blow. Even Ahab is a
braver thing- a nobler thing than that. Would now the wind but had a body; but all the things that
most exasperate and outrage mortal man, all these things are bodiless, but only bodiless as
objects, not as agents. There's a most special, a most cunning, oh, a most malicious difference!
And yet, I say again, and swear it now, that there's something all glorious and gracious in the
wind. These warm Trade Winds, at least, that in the clear heavens blow straight on, in strong and
steadfast, vigorous mildness; and veer not from their mark, however the baser currents of the sea
may turn and tack, and mightiest Mississippies of the land swift and swerve about, uncertain
where to go at last. And by the eternal Poles! these same Trades that so directly blow my good
ship on; these Trades, or something like them- something so unchangeable, and full as strong,

blow my keeled soul along! To it! Aloft there! What d'ye see?"
"Nothing, sir."

"Nothing! and noon at hand! The doubloon goes a-begging! See the sun! Aye, aye, it must be so.
I've over-sailed him. How, got the start? Aye, he's chasing me now; not I, him- that's bad; I might
have known it, too. Fool! the lines- the harpoons he's towing. Aye, aye, I have run him by last

night. About! about! Come down, all of ye, but the regular look outs! Man the braces!"

Steering as she had done, the wind had been somewhat on the Pequod's quarter, so that now
being pointed in the reverse direction, the braced ship sailed hard upon the breeze as she
rechurned the cream in her own white wake. "Against the wind he now steers for the open jaw,"
murmured Starbuck to himself, as he coiled the new-hauled main-brace upon the rail. "God keep
us, but already my bones feel damp within me, and from the inside wet my flesh. I misdoubt me

that I disobey my God in obeying him!"



"Stand by to sway me up!" cried Ahab, advancing to the hempen basket. "We should meet him

soon."

"Aye, aye, sir," and straightway Starbuck did Ahab's bidding, and once more Ahab swung on
high.

A whole hour now passed; gold-beaten out to ages. Time itself now held long breaths with keen
suspense. But at last, some three points off the weather bow, Ahab descried the spout again, and

instantly from the three mast-heads three shrieks went up as if the tongues of fire had voiced it.

"Forehead to forehead I meet thee, this third time, Moby Dick! On deck there!- brace sharper up;
crowd her into the wind's eye. He's too far off to lower yet, Mr. Starbuck. The sails shake! Stand
over that helmsman with a top-maul! So, so; he travels fast, and I must down. But let me have
one more good round look aloft here at the sea; there's time for that. An old, old sight, and yet
somehow so young; aye, and not changed a wink since I first saw it, a boy, from the sand-hills of
Nantucket! The same- the same!- the same to Noah as to me. There's a soft shower to leeward.
Such lovely leewardings! They must lead somewhere- to something else than common land,
more palmy than the palms. Leeward! the white whale goes that way; look to windward, then;
the better if the bitterer quarter. But good bye, good bye, old mast-head! What's this?- green?
aye, tiny mosses in these warped cracks. No such green weather stains on Ahab's head! There's
the difference now between man's old age and matter's. But aye, old mast, we both grow old
together; sound in our hulls, though are we not, my ship? Aye, minus a leg, that's all. By heaven
this dead wood has the better of my live flesh every way. I can't compare with it; and I've known
some ships made of dead trees outlast the lives of men made of the most vital stuff of vital
fathers. What's that he said? he should still go before me, my pilot; and yet to be seen again? But
where? Will I have eyes at the bottom of the sea, supposing I descend those endless stairs? and
all night I've been sailing from him, wherever he did sink to. Aye, aye, like many more thou
toldist direful truth as touching thyself, O Parsee; but, Ahab, there thy shot fell short. Good bye,
mast-head- keep a good eye upon the whale, the while I'm gone. We'll talk to-morrow, nay, to-

night, when the white whale lies down there, tied by head and tail."



He gave the word; and still gazing round him, was steadily lowered through the cloven blue air

to the deck.

In due time the boats were lowered; but as standing in his shallop's stern, Ahab just hovered
upon the point of the descent, he waved to the mate,- who held one of the tackle- ropes on deck-

and bade him pause.

"Starbuck!"

"Sir?"

"For the third time my soul's ship starts upon this voyage, Starbuck."

"Aye, sir, thou wilt have it so."

"Some ships sail from their ports, and ever afterwards are missing, Starbuck!"
"Truth, sir: saddest truth."

"Some men die at ebb tide; some at low water; some at the full of the flood;- and I feel now like

a billow that's all one crested comb, Starbuck. I am old;- shake hands with me, man."
Their hands met; their eyes fastened; Starbuck's tears the glue.

"Oh, my captain, my captain!- noble heart- go not- go not!- see, it's a brave man that weeps; how

great the agony of the persuasion then!"
"Lower away!"-cried Ahab, tossing the mate's arm from him. "Stand by for the crew!"
In an instant the boat was pulling round close under the stern.

"The sharks! the sharks!" cried a voice from the low cabin-window there; "O master, my master,

come back!"

But Ahab heard nothing; for his own voice was high-lifted then; and the boat leaped on.



Yet the voice spake true; for scarce had he pushed from the ship, when numbers of sharks,
seemingly rising from out the dark waters beneath the hull, maliciously snapped at the blades of
the oars, every time they dipped in the water; and in this way accompanied the boat with their
bites. It is a thing not uncommonly happening to the whale-boats in those swarming seas; the
sharks at times apparently following them in the same prescient way that vultures hover over the
banners of marching regiments in the east. But these were the first sharks that had been observed
by the Pequod since the White Whale had been first descried; and whether it was that Ahab's
crew were all such tiger-yellow barbarians, and therefore their flesh more musky to the senses of
the sharks- a matter sometimes well known to affect them,- however it was, they seemed to

follow that one boat without molesting the others.

"Heart of wrought steel!" murmured Starbuck gazing over the side, and following with his eyes
the receding boat- "canst thou yet ring boldly to that sight?- lowering thy keel among ravening
sharks, and followed by them, open-mouthed to the chase; and this the critical third day?- For
when three days flow together in one continuous intense pursuit; be sure the first is the morning,
the second the noon, and the third the evening and the end of that thing- be that end what it may.
Oh! my God! what is this that shoots through me, and leaves me so deadly calm, yet expectant,-
fixed at the top of a shudder! Future things swim before me, as in empty outlines and skeletons;
all the past is somehow grown dim. Mary, girl; thou fadest in pale glories behind me; boy! I
seem to see but thy eyes grown wondrous blue. Strangest problems of life seem clearing; but
clouds sweep between- Is my journey's end coming? My legs feel faint; like his who has footed it
all day. Feel thy heart,- beat it yet? Stir thyself, Starbuck!- stave it off- move, move! speak
aloud!- Mast-head there! See ye my boy's hand on the hill?- Crazed;- aloft there!- keep thy
keenest eye upon the boats:- mark well the whale!- Ho! again!- drive off that hawk! see! he
pecks- he tears the vane"- pointing to the red flag flying at the main-truck- "Ha, he soars away

with it!- Where's the old man now? see'st thou that sight, oh Ahab!- shudder, shudder!"

The boats had not gone very far, when by a signal from the mast-heads- a downward pointed

arm, Ahab knew that the whale had sounded; but intending to be near him at the next rising, he



held on his way a little sideways from the vessel; the becharmed crew maintaining the

profoundest silence, as the head-bent waves hammered and hammered against the opposing bow.

"Drive, drive in your nails, oh ye waves! to their uttermost heads drive them in! ye but strike a
thing without a lid; and no coffin and no hearse can be mine:- and hemp only can kill me! Ha!

ha!"

Suddenly the waters around them slowly swelled in broad circles; then quickly upheaved, as if
sideways sliding from a submerged berg of ice, swiftly rising to the surface. A low rumbling
sound was heard; a subterraneous hum; and then all held their breaths; as bedraggled with
trailing ropes, and harpoons, and lances, a vast form shot lengthwise, but obliquely from the sea.
Shrouded in a thin drooping veil of mist, it hovered for a moment in the rainbowed air; and then
fell swamping back into the deep. Crushed thirty feet upwards, the waters flashed for an instant
like heaps of fountains, then brokenly sank in a shower of flakes, leaving the circling surface

creamed like new milk round the marble trunk of the whale.

"Give way!" cried Ahab to the oarsmen, and the boats darted forward to the attack; but
maddened by yesterday's fresh irons that corroded in him, Moby Dick seemed combinedly
possessed by all the angels that fell from heaven. The wide tiers of welded tendons
overspreading his broad white forehead, beneath the transparent skin, looked knitted together; as
head on, he came churning his tail among the boats; and once more flailed them apart; spilling
out the irons and lances from the two mates' boats, and dashing in one side of the upper part of

their bows, but leaving Ahab's almost without a scar.

While Daggoo and Queequeg were stopping the strained planks; and as the whale swimming out
from them, turned, and showed one entire flank as he shot by them again; at that moment a quick
cry went up. Lashed round and round to the fish's back; pinioned in the turns upon turns in
which, during the past night, the whale had reeled the involutions of the lines around him, the
half torn body of the Parsee was seen; his sable raiment frayed to shreds; his distended eyes

turned full upon old Ahab.



The harpoon dropped from his hand.

"Befooled, befooled!"- drawing in a long lean breath- "Aye, Parsee! I see thee again.- Aye, and
thou goest before; and this, this then is the hearse that thou didst promise. But I hold thee to the
last letter of thy word. Where is the second hearse? Away, mates, to the ship! those boats are
useless now; repair them if ye can in time, and return to me; if not, Ahab is enough to die- Down,
men! the first thing that but offers to jump from this boat I stand in, that thing I harpoon. Ye are
not other men, but my arms and my legs; and so obey me.- Where's the whale? gone down

again?"

But he looked too nigh the boat; for as if bent upon escaping with the corpse he bore, and as if
the particular place of the last encounter had been but a stage in his leeward voyage, Moby Dick
was now again steadily swimming forward; and had almost passed the ship,- which thus far had
been sailing in the contrary direction to him, though for the present her headway had been
stopped. He seemed swimming with his utmost velocity, and now only intent upon pursuing his

own straight path in the sea.

"Oh! Ahab," cried Starbuck, "not too late is it, even now, the third day, to desist. See! Moby

Dick seeks thee not. It is thou, thou, that madly seekest him!"

Setting sail to the rising wind, the lonely boat was swiftly impelled to leeward, by both oars and
canvas. And at last when Ahab was sliding by the vessel, so near as plainly to distinguish
Starbuck's face as he leaned over the rail, he hailed him to turn the vessel about, and follow him,
not too swiftly, at a judicious interval. Glancing upwards he saw Tashtego, Queequeg, and
Daggoo, eagerly mounting to the three mast-heads; while the oarsmen were rocking in the two
staved boats which had just been hoisted to the side, and were busily at work in repairing them.
One after the other, through the port-holes, as he sped, he also caught flying glimpses of Stubb
and Flask, busying themselves on deck among bundles of new irons and lances. As he saw all
this; as he heard the hammers in the broken boats; far other hammers seemed driving a nail into

his heart. But he rallied. And now marking that the vane or flag was gone from the main-mast-



head, he shouted to Tashtego, who had just gained that perch, to descend again for another flag,

and a hammer and nails, and so nail it to the mast.

Whether fagged by the three days' running chase, and the resistance to his swimming in the
knotted hamper he bore; or whether it was some latent deceitfulness and malice in him:
whichever was true, the White Whale's way now began to abate, as it seemed, from the boat so
rapidly nearing him once more; though indeed the whale's last start had not been so long a one as
before. And still as Ahab glided over the waves the unpitying sharks accompanied him; and so
pertinaciously stuck to the boat; and so continually bit at the plying oars, that the blades became

jagged and crunched, and left small splinters in the sea, at almost every dip.

"Heed them not! those teeth but give new rowlocks to your oars. Pull on! 'tis the better rest, the

sharks' jaw than the yielding water."
"But at every bite, sir, the thin blades grow smaller and smaller!"

"They will last long enough! pull on!- But who can tell"- he muttered- "whether these sharks
swim to feast on the whale or on Ahab?- But pull on! Aye, all alive, now- we near him. The
helm! take the helm! let me pass,"- and so saying two of the oarsmen helped him forward to the

bows of the still flying boat.

At length as the craft was cast to one side, and ran ranging along with the White Whale's flank,
he seemed strangely oblivious of its advance- as the whale sometimes will- and Ahab was fairly
within the smoky mountain mist, which, thrown off from the whale's spout, curled round his
great Monadnock hump; he was even thus close to him; when, with body arched back, and both
arms lengthwise high-lifted to the poise, he darted his fierce iron, and his far fiercer curse into
the hated whale. As both steel and curse sank to the socket, as if sucked into a morass, Moby
Dick sidewise writhed; spasmodically rolled his nigh flank against the bow, and, without staving
a hole in it, so suddenly canted the boat over, that had it not been for the elevated part of the
gunwale to which he then clung, Ahab would once more have been tossed into the sea. As it was,

three of the oarsmen- who foreknew not the precise instant of the dart, and were therefore



unprepared for its effects- these were flung out; but so fell, that, in an instant two of them
clutched the gunwale again, and rising to its level on a combing wave, hurled themselves bodily

inboard again; the third man helplessly dropping astern, but still afloat and swimming.

Almost simultaneously, with a mighty volition of ungraduated, instantaneous swiftness, the
White Whale darted through the weltering sea. But when Ahab cried out to the steersman to take
new turns with the line, and hold it so; and commanded the crew to turn round on their seats, and
tow the boat up to the mark; the moment the treacherous line felt that double strain and tug, it

snapped in the empty air!
"What breaks in me? Some sinew cracks!- 'tis whole again; oars! oars! Burst in upon him!"

Hearing the tremendous rush of the sea-crashing boat, the whale wheeled round to present his
blank forehead at bay; but in that evolution, catching sight of the nearing black hull of the ship;
seemingly seeing in it the source of all his persecutions; bethinking it- it may be- a larger and
nobler foe; of a sudden, he bore down upon its advancing prow, smiting his jaws amid fiery

showers of foam.

Ahab staggered; his hand smote his forehead. "I grow blind; hands! stretch out before me that I

may yet grope my way. Is't night?"
"The whale! The ship!" cried the cringing oarsmen.

"Oars! oars! Slope downwards to thy depths, O sea that ere it be for ever too late, Ahab may
slide this last, last time upon his mark! I see: the ship! the ship! Dash on, my men! will ye not

save my ship?"

But as the oarsmen violently forced their boat through the sledge-hammering seas, the before
whale-smitten bow-ends of two planks burst through, and in an instant almost, the temporarily
disabled boat lay nearly level with the waves; its half-wading, splashing crew, trying hard to stop

the gap and bale out the pouring water.



Meantime, for that one beholding instant, Tashtego's mast-head hammer remained suspended in
his hand; and the red flag, half-wrapping him as with a plaid, then streamed itself straight out
from him, as his own forward-flowing heart; while Starbuck and Stubb, standing upon the

bowsprit beneath, caught sight of the down-coming monster just as soon as he.

"The whale, the whale! Up helm, up helm! Oh, all ye sweet powers of air, now hug me close! Let
not Starbuck die, if die he must, in a woman's fainting fit. Up helm, I say- ye fools, the jaw! the
jaw! Is this the end of all my bursting prayers? all my life-long fidelities? Oh, Ahab, Ahab, lo,
thy work. Steady! helmsman, steady. Nay, nay! Up helm again! He turns to meet us! Oh, his
unappeasable brow drives on towards one, whose duty tells him he cannot depart. My God, stand

by me now!"

"Stand not by me, but stand under me, whoever you are that will now help Stubb; for Stubb, too,
sticks here. I grin at thee, thou grinning whale! Who ever helped Stubb, or kept Stubb awake, but
Stubb's own unwinking eye? And now poor Stubb goes to bed upon a mattrass that is all too soft;
would it were stuffed with brushwood! I grin at thee, thou grinning whale! Look ye, sun, moon,
and stars! I call ye assassins of as good a fellow as ever spouted up his ghost. For all that, I
would yet ring glasses with thee, would ye but hand the cup! Oh, oh! oh, oh! thou grinning
whale, but there'll be plenty of gulping soon! Why fly ye not, O Ahab! For me, off shoes and
jacket to it; let Stubb die in his drawers! A most mouldy and over salted death, though;- cherries!

cherries! cherries! Oh, Flask, for one red cherry ere we die!"

"Cherries? I only wish that we were where they grow. Oh, Stubb, I hope my poor mother's drawn

my part-pay ere this; if not, few coppers will now come to her, for the voyage is up."

From the ship's bows, nearly all the seamen now hung inactive; hammers, bits of plank, lances,
and harpoons, mechanically retained in their hands, just as they had darted from their various

employments; all their enchanted eyes intent upon the whale, which from side to side strangely
vibrating his predestinating head, sent a broad band of overspreading semicircular foam before

him as he rushed. Retribution, swift vengeance, eternal malice were in his whole aspect, and



spite of all that mortal man could do, the solid white buttress of his forehead smote the ship's
starboard bow, till men and timbers reeled. Some fell flat upon their faces. Like dislodged trucks,
the heads of the harpooneers aloft shook on their bull-like necks. Through the breach, they heard

the waters pour, as mountain torrents down a flume.

"The ship! The hearse!- the second hearse!" cried Ahab from the boat; "its wood could only be

American!"

Diving beneath the settling ship, the whale ran quivering along its keel; but turning under water,
swiftly shot to the surface again, far off the other bow, but within a few yards of Ahab's boat,

where, for a time, he lay quiescent.

"I turn my body from the sun. What ho, Tashtego! let me hear thy hammer. Oh! ye three
unsurrendered spires of mine; thou uncracked keel; and only god-bullied hull; thou firm deck,
and haughty helm, and Pole-pointed prow,- death- glorious ship! must ye then perish, and
without me? Am I cut off from the last fond pride of meanest shipwrecked captains? Oh, lonely
death on lonely life! Oh, now I feel my topmost greatness lies in my topmost grief. Ho, ho! from
all your furthest bounds, pour ye now in, ye bold billows of my whole foregone life, and top this
one piled comber of my death! Towards thee I roll, thou all-destroying but unconquering whale;
to the last I grapple with thee; from hell's heart I stab at thee; for hate's sake I spit my last breath
at thee. Sink all coffins and all hearses to one common pool! and since neither can be mine, let
me then tow to pieces, while still chasing thee, though tied to thee, thou damned whale! Thus, I

give up the spear!"

The harpoon was darted; the stricken whale flew forward; with igniting velocity the line ran
through the grooves;- ran foul. Ahab stooped to clear it; he did clear it; but the flying turn caught
him round the neck, and voicelessly as Turkish mutes bowstring their victim, he was shot out of
the boat, ere the crew knew he was gone. Next instant, the heavy eye-splice in the rope's final
end flew out of the stark-empty tub, knocked down an oarsman, and smiting the sea, disappeared

in its depths.



For an instant, the tranced boat's crew stood still; then turned. "The ship? Great God, where is the
ship?" Soon they through dim, bewildering mediums saw her sidelong fading phantom, as in the
gaseous Fata Morgana; only the uppermost masts out of water; while fixed by infatuation, or
fidelity, or fate, to their once lofty perches, the pagan harpooneers still maintained their sinking
look-outs on the sea. And now, concentric circles seized the lone boat itself, and all its crew, and
each floating oar, and every lancepole, and spinning, animate and inanimate, all round and round

in one vortex, carried the smallest chip of the Pequod out of sight.

But as the last whelmings intermixingly poured themselves over the sunken head of the Indian at
the mainmast, leaving a few inches of the erect spar yet visible, together with long streaming
yards of the flag, which calmly undulated, with ironical coincidings, over the destroying billows
they almost touched;- at that instant, a red arm and a hammer hovered backwardly uplifted in the
open air, in the act of nailing the flag faster and yet faster to the subsiding spar. A sky-hawk that
tauntingly had followed the main-truck downwards from its natural home among the stars,
pecking at the flag, and incommoding Tashtego there; this bird now chanced to intercept its
broad fluttering wing between the hammer and the wood; and simultaneously feeling that
etherial thrill, the submerged savage beneath, in his death-gasp, kept his hammer frozen there;
and so the bird of heaven, with archangelic shrieks, and his imperial beak thrust upwards, and his
whole captive form folded in the flag of Ahab, went down with his ship, which, like Satan,
would not sink to hell till she had dragged a living part of heaven along with her, and helmeted

herself with it.

Now small fowls flew screaming over the yet yawning gulf; a sullen white surf beat against its
steep sides; then all collapsed, and the great shroud of the sea rolled on as it rolled five thousand

years ago.
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Etymology

Moby-Dick begins with the etymological derivation of the word “whale.” Before
presenting this etymology, the narrator presents the person who prepared the
etymology, “a late consumptive usher to a grammar school,” a sort of failed
schoolmaster who occupies himself with dusting off his old books. The etymology itself
offers a quotation from the sixteenth-century explorer Hackluyt that emphasizes the
importance of the unpronounced “h” in “whale.” One dictionary claims that the word
derives from hval, the Swedish and Danish word for roundness, another that it derives
from Wallen, the Dutch and German word verb meaning “to roll.” These etymologies

are followed by the word for whale in thirteen other languages.
Extracts

The “extracts” are quotations from various sources in which whales are mentioned.
Again the narrator presents an obscure functionary as the compiler of the section, a
“sub-sub-librarian.” The extracts range from biblical passages to lines from
Shakespeare and Dryden to descriptions from scientific treatises, explorers’ accounts,
and popular literature. They are numerous and suggest the wide range of things that the

whale has represented at different times.

Analysis: Etymology & Extracts

By commencing with scholarly materials—an etymology and extracts from other texts—
Melville indicates that Moby-Dick will be more than a mere adventure novel. The
introductory materials suggest not only that the novel is based on a thorough study of
humankind’s attempts to understand the whale but that it will even attempt to make a
serious contribution to this body of knowledge. Moreover, the range and variety of
extracts and the canonical status of some of them suggest that whales are much more
important to Western culture than people generally recognize.

The extracts are bewildering because of their variety as well as their sheer number.
Novels are often prefaced with a single epigraph suggesting the central theme of the

text to come and providing the reader with a point of departure. Moby-Dick’s extracts



range from the highbrow to the lowbrow, the literary to the nonliterary, making it difficult
to isolate any particular theme as central. One thing that the extracts clearly do is
display the novel’'s commitment to intertextuality (the referencing of other literary works),
which might be seen as Melville’s strategy for establishing the literary worthiness

of Moby-Dick in particular and American literature in general. The extracts imply

that Moby-Dick is grand enough to encompass and build upon all of the works quoted
here, from literary masterpieces such as Shakespeare’s plays and Paradise Lost to
works of natural science. Moreover, the collection of extracts underscores the novel's
ambition to deal with a variety of human experiences, from those as profound and
fundamental as the fall of man to those as mundane as schoolbooks and
sensationalized magazine articles.

The consumptive usher and the “poor devil of a Sub-Sub” to whom Melville gives credit
for the etymology and the excerpts add an air of pathetic comedy to the proceedings.
They are stand-ins for all men, constantly struggling and seeking greatness but just as
constantly overwhelmed and doomed to mediocrity. As caricatures of failed scholars,
these figures lend an ironic tone to the novel’'s academic pretensions, possibly
suggesting the essential futility of attempts to capture the meaning of the whale in
words. The valor, however, is in the effort, and it is in this spirit of self-deprecation that

Melville begins his novel.



Summary
Ishmael, the narrator, announces his intent to ship aboard a whaling vessel. He has
made several voyages as a sailor but none as a whaler. He travels to New Bedford,
Massachusetts, where he stays in a whalers’ inn. Since the inn is rather full, he has to
share a bed with a harpooner from the South Pacific named Queequeg. At first repulsed
by Queequeg’s strange habits and shocking appearance (Queequeg is covered with
tattoos), Ishmael eventually comes to appreciate the man’s generosity and kind spirit,
and the two decide to seek work on a whaling vessel together. They take a ferry to
Nantucket, the traditional capital of the whaling industry. There they secure berths on
the Pequod, a savage-looking ship adorned with the bones and teeth of sperm whales.
Peleg and Bildad, the Pequod'’s Quaker owners, drive a hard bargain in terms of salary.
They also mention the ship’s mysterious captain, Ahab, who is still recovering from
losing his leg in an encounter with a sperm whale on his last voyage.
The Pequod leaves Nantucket on a cold Christmas Day with a crew made up of men
from many different countries and races. Soon the ship is in warmer waters, and Ahab
makes his first appearance on deck, balancing gingerly on his false leg, which is made
from a sperm whale’s jaw. He announces his desire to pursue and kill Moby Dick, the
legendary great white whale who took his leg, because he sees this whale as the
embodiment of evil. Ahab nails a gold doubloon to the mast and declares that it will be
the prize for the first man to sight the whale. As the Pequod sails toward the southern
tip of Africa, whales are sighted and unsuccessfully hunted. During the hunt, a group of
men, none of whom anyone on the ship’s crew has seen before on the voyage,
emerges from the hold. The men’s leader is an exotic-looking man named Fedallah.
These men constitute Ahab’s private harpoon crew, smuggled aboard in defiance of
Bildad and Peleg. Ahab hopes that their skills and Fedallah’s prophetic abilities will help
him in his hunt for Moby Dick.
The Pequod rounds Africa and enters the Indian Ocean. A few whales are successfully

caught and processed for their oil. From time to time, the ship encounters other whaling



vessels. Ahab always demands information about Moby Dick from their captains. One of
the ships, the Jeroboam, carries Gabriel, a crazed prophet who predicts doom for
anyone who threatens Moby Dick. His predictions seem to carry some weight, as those
aboard his ship who have hunted the whale have met disaster. While trying to drain the
oil from the head of a captured sperm whale, Tashtego, one of the Pequod's
harpooners, falls into the whale’s voluminous head, which then rips free of the ship and
begins to sink. Queequeg saves Tashtego by diving into the ocean and cutting into the
slowly sinking head.

During another whale hunt, Pip, the Pequod’s black cabin boy, jumps from a whaleboat
and is left behind in the middle of the ocean. He goes insane as the result of the
experience and becomes a crazy but prophetic jester for the ship. Soon after,

the Pequod meets the Samuel Enderby, a whaling ship whose skipper, Captain
Boomer, has lost an arm in an encounter with Moby Dick. The two captains discuss the
whale; Boomer, happy simply to have survived his encounter, cannot understand
Ahab’s lust for vengeance. Not long after, Queequeg falls ill and has the ship’s
carpenter make him a coffin in anticipation of his death. He recovers, however, and the
coffin eventually becomes the Pequod’s replacement life buoy.

Ahab orders a harpoon forged in the expectation that he will soon encounter Moby Dick.
He baptizes the harpoon with the blood of the Pequod’s three harpooners.

The Pequod kills several more whales. Issuing a prophecy about Ahab’s death,
Fedallah declares that Ahab will first see two hearses, the second of which will be made
only from American wood, and that he will be killed by hemp rope. Ahab interprets these
words to mean that he will not die at sea, where there are no hearses and no hangings.
A typhoon hits the Pequod, illuminating it with electrical fire. Ahab takes this occurrence
as a sign of imminent confrontation and success, but Starbuck, the ship’s first mate,
takes it as a bad omen and considers killing Ahab to end the mad quest. After the storm
ends, one of the sailors falls from the ship’s masthead and drowns—a grim

foreshadowing of what lies ahead.



Ahab’s fervent desire to find and destroy Moby Dick continues to intensify, and the mad
Pip is now his constant companion. The Pequod approaches the equator, where Ahab
expects to find the great whale. The ship encounters two more whaling ships,

the Rachel and the Delight, both of which have recently had fatal encounters with the
whale. Ahab finally sights Moby Dick. The harpoon boats are launched, and Moby Dick
attacks Ahab’s harpoon boat, destroying it. The next day, Moby Dick is sighted again,
and the boats are lowered once more. The whale is harpooned, but Moby Dick again
attacks Ahab’s boat. Fedallah, trapped in the harpoon line, is dragged overboard to his
death. Starbuck must maneuver the Pequod between Ahab and the angry whale.

On the third day, the boats are once again sent after Moby Dick, who once again
attacks them. The men can see Fedallah’s corpse lashed to the whale by the harpoon
line. Moby Dick rams the Pequod and sinks it. Ahab is then caught in a harpoon line
and hurled out of his harpoon boat to his death. All of the remaining whaleboats and
men are caught in the vortex created by the sinking Pequod and pulled under to their
deaths. Ishmael, who was thrown from a boat at the beginning of the chase, was far
enough away to escape the whirlpool, and he alone survives. He floats atop
Queequeg’s coffin, which popped back up from the wreck, until he is picked up by

the Rachel, which is still searching for the crewmen lost in her earlier encounter with

Moby Dick.
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