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CHAPTER I 

MELVILLE AND THE ALLEGORICAL PRINCIPLE 

The works of Herman Melville have received much criti

cal attention in the twentieth century. Most critics discuss 

Melville's more elusive and ambiguous books in terms of alle

gory. The purpose of this paper is to trace the development 

of Melville's allegories through critical Interpretations 

of three major works, Mardl, Moby-Dick, and Pierre. 

To trace the development of an artist's skill through 

his works is an interesting task; however, the task becomes 

more than interesting when the artist is Herman Melville. 

What makes Melville special? His first works, travelogues 

about his adventures in the South Seas (Typee and Omoo), 

delighted the nineteenth-century reading public. His next 

publication, Mardl, proved to be quite unlike its predecessors 

Vestiges of the old style and format remained, but his simple 

tale somehow got tangled up in a mammoth web of intellectual 

activity. His characters became abstractions, consumed with 

philosophical questions. Mardl, unlike his earlier books, 

was not a financial success. 

Financial necessity compelled Melville to return to 

his earlier style, and he published Redburn: His First 

Voyage and V7hite Jacket. These books were also constructed 

around Melville's experiences and displayed his naturalistic 
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impulse to portray the evils of society. In his next book, 

however, the same impulses that created Mardl were at work 

again, if in a somewhat modified or controlled manner. 

Mardl's quest and questor were reborn in the forms of Ahab 

and the whale. Like Taji, Ishmael made an initial appear

ance in the beginning of the book and then seemed to be in

serted at random. With Moby-Dick Melville abandoned the 

earlier literary style of Typee and VJhite Jacket and com

mitted himself to more abstract and symbolic considerations. 

This new commitment seemed to have thrown Melville into a 

fever of productivity because the first draft of his next 

book, Pierre, or the Ambiguities, was completed before 

Moby-Dick could be printed. In the six years between l846 

and 1852, Melville wrote seven long narratives, four of 

which appealed to the public and established his literary 

reputation. Mardi, Moby-Dick, and Pierre, however, displeased 

the public. The direction of Melville's artistic development 

seemed to baffle his contemporaries and for many critics, his 

ambiguity v/as sufficient justification for dismissal. 

It is Ironic that this same ambiguity is one of the 

primary reasons for the twentieth-century revival of inquiry 

into Melville's art. Contemporary critics seem to think that 

a key or a system of analysis is necessary to unlock the mys

teries of Melville. The most popular system of analysis ap

plied to his works is the allegorical system. 
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One of the most frequently cited Justifications for 

the application of the allegorical principle to Melville is 

Melville's allegorical Interpretation of Plawthorne's short 

stories and novels. In his comments on "Young Goodman 

Brown," he speaks of Brown's "allegorical pursuit of his 

Puritan wife." After reading "A Select Party," he applauds 

the work's allegory, saying "There is nothing in Spenser that 

surpasses it." Many of the correspondences between these 

two literary giants dwell on the allegorical principle. In 

one letter Melville says, "Why, ever since Adam, who has got 

to the meaning of this great allegory—the world? Then we 

pigmies must be content to have our paper allegories but ill 

comprehended." 

Many critics aTso feel that Melville's ambiguity de

mands allegorical interpretation. Others, however, reflect 

the timeless disagreement concerning the definitive limits 

of allegory. Statements are made for and against the liter

ary utility of the medium as an agent for the dissemination 

of valuable truths. For this reason it is necessary to dis

cuss the definition and limitations of the term. 

Edward A. Bloom suggests that the allegorical inten

tion is to present, simultaneously, tv/o meanings, the primary 

Randall Stewart, "Melville and Hawthorne," Moby-Dick 
Centennial Essays, ed. Tyrus Hillway and Luther S. Mansfield 
(Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1965)^ p. 159. 

^Raymond Weaver, Herman Melville: Mariner and Mystic 
(New York: Pageant Books, Inc., 1921), p. 327. 



or surface meaning and the secondary or abstract meaning. 

The multi-level presentation of meaning is done v/lth moralis

tic or didactic intention, and the connotations of the sec

ondary meaning depend upon the primary meaning. The chief 

value of the literal aspect lies in the key which it affords 

to the secondary aspect. The author must invite the reader's 
3 

attention to a testing of the secondary meanings. Melville 

rarely relies on invitation to lure the reader to Investigate 

secondary meanings; he usually demands attention to dualities 

in meaning. 

Bloom, pointing out that Melville was an avid reader 

of Dante, discusses the concept of insight symbolism used by 

Dante in the Divine Comedy and the medieval example of mul

tiple meanings. The statement provides insight into Mel

ville's concept of allegory: 

That Dante himself was clearly conscious of this 
multiplicity of intention is affirmed by his own 
statement about the Divine Comedy: "Be it known 
that the sense of this work is not simple, but on 
the contrary it may be called polysemous, that is 
to say, of more senses than one; for it is in one 
sense which we get through the letter, and another 
which we get through the thing the letter signifies: 
and the first is called the literal but the second 
allegorical or mystic." From this established 
premise Dante proceeded to an analysis of the "alle
gorical or mystic."4 

^Edward A. Bloom, "The Allegorical Principle," A Jour
nal of English Literary History, XVIII (September, I95I), lb4, 

^Ibid., pp. 165-166. 
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Melville seems to be expressing the same premise in "The 

Blanket" chapter of Moby-Dick, where he discusses the fore

head of the sperm whale and later in a similar discussion 

of the forehead of Moby Dick. 

In some Instances, to the quick, observant eye, 
those linear marks, as in a veritable engraving, 
but afford the ground for other delineations. 
These are hleroglyphlcal; that is, if you call 
those mysterious cyphers on the walls of pyramids 
hieroglyphics, then that ^s the proper word to use 
in the present connexion. 

Here, just as Dante suggests, there is also more than one 

sense Involved. The quick, observant eye must see the hiero

glyphics and then the mind must decipher the meaning from 

the code. 

Melville's mention of Spenser when speaking of Haw

thorne's "A Select Party" seems to suggest that Spenser, as 

well as Dante, Influenced Melville's concept of allegory. 

Although Spenser retained the medieval concern for the presen

tation of moral and didactic truths, he was also concerned 

with the esthetic demonstration of these truths. Melville, 

like Spenser, realized that he was inviting critical dis

pleasure by writing ambiguous allegory, but like Spenser, 
6 

he was not prone to sacrifice art for the sake of lucidity. 

^Herman Melville, Moby-Dick, (New York: The BobbS' 
Merrill Co., Inc., 1964), p. 400. 

^Bloom, p. 167. 



The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries brought addi

tional attempts to define and isolate the allegorical prin

ciple. Authors like Coleridge attempted to separate alle

gory from symbol. Because some critics indicate that Mel

ville wrote symbolically and not allegorically, it is neces

sary to investigate Coleridge's statement: 

Now an allegory is but a translation of abstract 
notions into a picture-language v/hich is in it
self nothing but an abstraction from objects of the 
sense. . . . On the other hand a symbol . . . is 
characterized by a translucence of the special in 
the individual, or of the general in the special, 
or of the universal in the general, above all, by 
the translucence of the eternal through and in the 
temporal.' 

In his definition Coleridge reduces allegory to technique, 

the substitution of Images for ideas. Those who label Mel

ville's works as symbolic and not allegorical appear to agree 

with Coleridge in denying a basic relationship between alle

gory and symbol. 

Most modern critics have ceased to demand that alle

gory follow a rigid formula. They view it as a system of 

relationships that may or may not be integrated with a sys

tem of symbols. Northrop Frye suggests that all literary 

criticism is a form of allegorical interpretation, an attach

ment of ideas to imagery. He adds, however, that genuine 

allegory is a structural element in literature and cannot be 

"̂ Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Complete Works, ed. 
William Thompson (New York: Harper and Brothers, lb84), I, 
437-38. 
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added by critical interpretation alone. Most critics 

agree that the structural elements of allegory are present 

in Mardl, Moby-Dick, and Pierre. Most critics, however, do 

not agree upon the purpose and effectiveness of allegory in 

these novels. The diversity of allegorical analysis of these 

three works is a reflection of the complexity of Melville's 

art. It is also a reflection of the great diversity in criti

cal philosophy. A review of the types of ideas that are at

tached to Melville's Images should clarify the scope and 

direction of his art. How have his hieroglyphics been in

terpreted? After the letters have been perceived, what mean

ings have been assigned to them? How well does Melville com

bine the didactic and the esthetic elements of the allegori

cal principle ? 

o 
Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1957)^ P- 53. 



CHAPTER II 

MARDI AS ALLEGORY 

On March 15, 18^9, Richard Bentley published one of 

the greatest literary anomalies of the nineteenth century, 

Mardi: and a Voyage Thither, by Herman Melville. Nathaniel 

Hawthorne called Mardl "a rich book, with depths here and 

there that compel a man to swim for his life." It is just 

as much an enigma today.-̂  Milton R. Stern states: 

Seizing theme in Mardi is like catching the phantom 
'great white squid; the hunter is twisted by the 
pull and suction of many tentacles, and just when 
it seems to him that this hold or that will result 
in grasping the Damned Thing's central core, the 
whole mass sinks out of sight in a sea of botched 
construction.^ 

The mystery of Mardi is largely a result of its struc

ture. The first thirty-eight chapters seem to relate a simple 

sea adventure. The protagonist or narrator appears aboard 

the whaler Arcturion. He and Jarl, his companion, leave the 

whaler in the Chamois and spend sixteen days in the open boat. 

They then encounter and board the Park! and its two inhabi

tants, Samoa and Annatoo. The remaining chapters mark an ap

parent turning point in the story. Again aboard the Chamois 

Merrell R. Davis, Melville's Mardi: A Chartless 
Voyage (Nev7 Haven: Yale University Press, 1952), p. IX. 

2 
Milton R. Stern, The Fine Hammered Steel of Herman 

Melville (Urbanna: University of Illinois Press, 1957)^ p. 
58r 

8 
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the adventurers meet an old priest and his sons transporting 

a beautiful maiden to a sacrificial ceremony. The narrator 

kills the priest; and the maiden, Ylllah, is rescued. The 

voyagers then arrive in Odo, and Ylllah mysteriously disap

pears. The narrator, accompanied by Media, king of Odo; 

Braid Beard, the historian; Babbalnaja, the philosopher; and 

Yoomy, the poet, begins his search for Ylilah. The seekers 

travel throughout Mardl, visiting Island after island. 

Soon after its publication British reviewers de

scribed Mardl as an "allegory." William Jordan in the March 

24, 1849, Literary Gazette called it "a three volume meta-

phor." Because allegory is often defined as a prolonged 

metaphor in which a series of actions are symbolic of other 

actions, while characters are often types or personifications, 

his label has some credibility. A writer in John Bull, on 

April 21, 184-9, stated that the story was evidently intended 

for an allegory. "Ylllah was the 'soul's high romance, and 

its ideal happiness. . . .' Hautia was 'a personification 
n4 

of selfishness, of gross desires, and of material enjoyment.' 

This critic also found much satire in Melville's allegorical 

representation of the world. In I851 a critic in the Morning 

Chronicle called Mardi "half raving, half babble--animated 

^Hugh W. Hetherington, Melville's Reviev/ers (Durham: 
University of North Carolina Press, 19^1)^ P- 101. 

^Ibid., p. 105. 
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only by the outlines of dull, cold allegory."^ 

Melville's American contemporaries also received 

Mardi as an allegory. Mardi Interested George Dayckinck 

as political allegory. George Ripley, in the May 10, 1849, 

New York Dally Tribune explained that "the story has no move

ment, . . . no ultimate end; and unless it is a huge allegory 

„6 
. . . no significance or point." William Alfred Jones, in 

the July, 1849, Democratic Review, shared opinions with the 

critic in John Bull that Mardi v;as an allegory that mirrored 

the world. In the September 29, 1849, Saroni's Musical Times, 

Henry Good Watson suggested that in Mardi "v/e are taken bodily, 

and Immersed in the fathomless sea of allegory from which we 

emerge . . . gasping for breath, with monstrous Types, Myths, 

Symbols, and such like fantastic weeds tangled in our hair."' 

In October, 1849, a critic in the Southern Quarterly Review 

stated that Mardi v/as an allegorical voyage around the world 
o 

in search for happiness. 

Although the reviews seemed to agree that Mardi con

tained allegory, they did not agree on the meaning or the 

scope of the allegory. Very few of Melville's contemporaries 

attempted to explain v;hat v/as metaphorically implied. Philip 

Graham suggests that the reviev/ers in Melville's day called 

the novel an allegory because they v/ere at a loss to call it 

5lbid., p. 111. ^Ibid., p. 119. 

'̂ Ibid., p. 125. ^Ibid., p. 126. 
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anything else.-̂  Milton R. Stern states that "in allegory 

the meaning is imposed upon the context. In Mardl what 

meaning should be given to what context? Is the entire novel 

allegory? If not, when does the sea narrative stop and the 

allegory begin? After the Melville revival in the 1920's, 

critics began to Investigate these questions. The results 

of these inquiries, however, are as varied as the ambiguous 

suggestions of the critics nearly a century before. 

William Braswell suggests that the entire novel is 

an allegory and that a clue to the allegorical meaning may 

be found in Burton's The Anatomy of Melancholy. Burton in

dicates that the soul is composed of three major parts. "The 

vegetal soul, the lowest, is 'a substantial act of an organi-

cal body, by which it is nourished, augmented, and begets 
11 

another like unto itself.'" The middle or sensible soul 

has judgment, breath, and motion. The highest soul or the 

rational soul consists of the understanding and the will. 

Braswell indicates that Melville has the major characters in 

Mardi symbolize various faculties of the soul and allegori

cally relate the development of Melville's life. 

^Philip Graham, "The Riddle of Melville's Mardi," 
University of Texas Studies in English, XXXVI (May, 1957), 

-•-̂ Milton R. Stern, The Fine Hammered Steel of Herman 
Melville (Urbanna: University of Illinois Press, 1957), p. 

l^William Braswell, Melville's Religious Thought 
(New York: Pageant Books, Inc., 1959), P- ̂ 7. 
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The setting in Mardi^ is appropriate for the enact
ment of such a sTory. Here land represents em
pirical truth and sailing the seas represents the 
search for truth by speculative or Introspective 
reasoning. •'•2 

Burton divides the middle or the sensible soul into 

the outward part (made of three inner senses--phantasy, 

memory, and common sense). In Mardi Melville represents the 

inward parts of the sensible soul. "King Media . . . sym

bolizes common sense; Yoomy, the young poet, symbolizes phan

tasy; and Mohl, the old historian, memory." -̂  Babbalanja, 

the.philosopher, and Taji, the narrator, represent the two 

parts of the rational soul: the understanding and the will. 

Two other Important characters in the allegory are Hautia, 

the dark woman who symbolizes the vegetal soul, and Ylllah, 

the fair, who symbolizes the spiritual soul. Jarl and 

Samoa reflect, respectively, "northern Christian heritage" 

and "South Sea Pagan" Influences that were present in Mel-

14 vine's mind. 

Braswell suggests that the relationship between Taji 

and Ylllah represents the happiness that Melville's rational 

appetite found in the spiritual soul. This relationship re

flects the doctrine "that the everlasting, the unchangeable 

truth is to be attained only through reason unhampered by 

^^Ibid., p. 87. ^^Ibid., p. 88. 

l^Ibid., p. 88. 
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the body. -̂  When Taji rescues Ylllah from Aleema, he res

cues "the seemingly divine spirit from being sacrificed to 

the base uses to which most men put it." 

While rescuing Ylllah, Taji kills Aleema. "This 

murder represents the will's violation of forces which would 

have prevented such extreme Introspective reasoning as Mel

ville indulged in."-̂ *̂  When Taji confesses that he killed 

Aleema only to gain possession of Ylllah and that he would 

kill him again if it would bring Ylllah back, Melville is 

"admitting that the desire to please himself was at the bot-

torn of his devotion to introspective reasoning." 

Babbalanja, Melville's understanding, finds life's 

answer in the right reason of Serenia. He pleads with Taji: 

Taji! for Ylllah thou wilt hunt in vain; she is a 
phantom that but mocks thee; and while for her thou 
madly huntest, the sin thou didst cries out, and 
its avengers still will follow. But here they may 
not come, nor those v/ho, tempting, track thy path. 
Wise counsel take. Within our hearts is all we 
seek: though in that many need a prompter. Him 
have I found in blessed Alma. Then rove no more. 
Gain now, in flush of youth, that last wise thought, 
too often purchased by a life of woe. Be wise: 
be wise.-̂ 9 

According to Braswell, the fact that Melville's v/ill would 

not be guided by his understanding, is indicated because 

•'•̂ Ibid., p. 89. ^^Ibid., p. 91. 

'̂̂ Ibid.., p. 92. -̂ Îbid., p. 92. 

^%erman Melville, Mardi: and a Voyage Thither 
(New York: Signet Classics, 19^4), p. b̂ o'. 
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Babaalanja's words have no effect on Taji. "Taji turns the 

prow toward the outer ocean, saying, 'Now, I am my own soul's 

emperor; and my first act is abdication.''" The allegory 

of Melville's inner life is complete. 

Like Ripley and Braswell, Philip Graham suggests 

that if Mardl is to have meaning and unity, the entire novel 

must be treated as allegory. His Interpretation, however, is 

quite different from Braswell's. Graham feels that the major 

clue in solving the riddle of Mardi is found in a letter Mel

ville wrote to his father-in-law, Lemuel Shaw. In this let

ter Melville states, "Time, which is the solver of all riddles, 

21 
will solve Mardi." According to Graham this statement has 

double meaning. Melville indicates that not only will the 

passing years bring a better understanding of the book, but 

also that time is the key to the riddle of its structure. 

Time becomes, even for the casual reader, the essence 
of Mardi. In it, more than in any other work by Mel-
vllle, time with its rhythmic pulse of movement, 
rather than locale, becomes the dominant factor, es
pecially in the first section. Like Jarl, who labori
ously cuts notches in his oar to record the passing 
of those first slow days, the reader is almost pain
fully conscious of the rising and setting of each sun. 
The location of the boat means little. Progress in 
terms of time means everything.^2 

The first sixty-two chapters of Mardi appear to con

cern Man's prehistoric development. "The little chase-boat 

^^Brasv/ell, p. 93. ^"^Graham, p. 93. 

^^Ibid., p. 94. 
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Chamois, once launched from its mother-source into the ocean 

of Time, begins the long journey that symbolizes the earliest 

progress of Man, mainly his biological and manual develop

ment." ^ Jarl's sewing symbolizes Man's primitive acquaint

ance with the manual arts. When he notches the oar, Man's 

first attempt to deal with time is symbolized. His silence 

suggests Man's gradual mastery of the language. Jarl is the 

symbol of the physical link with the past in Melville's alle-
24 gory of time. 

The Parki encounter introduces the theme of Man's 

development beyond the physical. When Taji and Jarl meet 

Annatoo and Samoa, Man enters the era of social development. 

The voyagers must work together for the common good of all. 

Annatoo and her apparent kleptomania symbolizes the develop

ment of Man's sense of property. Samoa "suggests the tribal 

25 
wars of early races." Before the Parki becomes the victim 

of a storm, Man has learned the first lesson in group living: 

the benefits of cooperative work and of responsible authority, 

the sense of property, and the closely associated ordeal of 
26 

war. 

According to Graham, Man's next discoveries are those 

of ideal and conscience. The dual nature of this discovery 

is symbolized by the double-prowed boat on which the adven

turers find Ylllah. After Ylllah's rescue she becomes the 

^^Ibid., p, 95. ^^Ibid., p,. 95. 

^^Ibid., p. 96. ^^Ibid., p. 96. 
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symbol of Man's higher purposes. Formerly knovn only to the 

Priesthood, she now passes to Common Man. To possess 

Ylllah, the Taji slays Aleema. Along with a conscious ideal, 

Man acquires the possibility of guilt, a moral sense.̂ "̂  

When the voyagers reach land, they attain another 

stage in development. Man's population has Increased, and 

new and complicated social conditions arise. Taji becomes 

a demigod and loses Ylllah. "Man in the complicated environ

ment of present reality can no longer actually possess his 

ideal. History has dav/ned and Man has emerged into the era 

28 of records." Thus, according to Graham, Melville has 

traced the development of man in three allegorical episodes: 

physical and manual progress, social development, and spiri

tual grov/th. 

In developing his theme, Graham notes that as Taji 

leaves Odo In pursuit of Ylllah, Melville presents a view 

of Man's present state. Taji "and all his powers of mind 

(Babbalanja), of sense (Yoomy), and of experience (Mohl) tour 

29 
the world in a quest for the lost vision." Common sense 

(Media) is their guide. Graham indicates that Melville deals 

with the veiled future of Man in the latter portion of the 

book. Tajl's sailing forth into unknown waters is included 

only to complete Melville's allegory of the past, the present 

'̂̂ Ibid,., p. 97. ^^Ibid., p. 97. 

^^Ibid., p. 97. 
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and the future. 

Disagreeing with Braswell and Graham, Mildred Travis 

does not think that the entirety of Mardi is allegorical. 

The story is a simple sea narrative until the Parki encoun

ter. Samoa and Annatoo perform an experiment In love which 

is "allegorically, a warning against nuptials."^^ Annatoo 

steals everything that isn't nailed down, makes eyes at Jarl, 

and indulges herself in dreadful fits of unladylike ill 

humor. 

•Samoa—her husband--is completely blind to the "pec
cadilloes of his spouse" and defends her as virtuous 
against the accusations of even such self-evident n̂ 
felonies as her thievery and her overt flirtations."^ 

When the narrator meets Ylllah, however, love is no 

longer an experiment; it becomes the real thing. Taji res

cues Ylllah from Aleema, and the adventurers and the beau

tiful maiden drift in the island waters. "Taji can't take 

his eyes off Ylllah. Her beauty to him is 'that of a crystal 
op 

lake in a fathomless wood, all light and shade.'"-^ Jarl 

thinks she is a siren, and she makes some attempts to domes

ticate Samoa. This trip of drifting and dreaming allegorically 
33 represent Tajl's and Ylllah's courtship. 

^^Mildred K. Travis, "Mardi; Melville's Allegory of 

Love," Emerson Society Quarterly, No. 43 (I958), p. 88. 

3^Ibid., p. 89. ^^Ibld., p. 90. 

^^Ibid., p. 90. 
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The voyagers go ashore at Odo where King Media pre

pares a secluded bower retreat for Taji and Ylllah. Often 

Taji thinks that he is under a spell of paradise and that 

Ylllah is truly an angel. This period of bliss is the honey

moon period. Even in the midst of supreme happiness, hov/-

ever, Taji receives messages from Hautia. Three dark maidens 

throw Taji flowers such as the iris, ciree flower, moss-rose 

buds and venus cars. These messengers bring communications 

which seem to be both allegorical warnings and allurements 

of marriage. Hautia's warnings also come true. 

"Storm follows bright dawnings." Their happiness is 
already like a flowery landscape from which they 
have to emerge in order to view it. Days pass; and 
one morning the arbor is vacant; Ylllah is gone. 
The honeymoon is over.34 

After Ylllah disappears, Taji searches for her with 

the help of history, philosophy, poetry, and religion. Their 

search is often interrupted by visits from Hautia's dark maid

ens, and Taji undergoes an allegorical disillusionment v/ith 

marriage. The searchers are led to Hautia's bower. "Taji 

sees ten million Hautias, then swoons. She glides near with 

arms as lustrous as rainbows, chants a wild invocation, then 

disappears."^^ Taji remains with Hautia. According to Travis, 

Tajl's giving up his bachelor friends represents his resigna

tion to the more disillusioning and less idealistic phases 

3^Ibid., p. 90. ^^Ibid., p. 92. 
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of marriage. Ylllah is to Hautia what courtship and honey

moon are to marriage. Though Taji is not able to recover 

Ylllah, he seems to see her in Hautia. But the reality of 

Hautia is not enough; Taji sets out again to sea, yearning 

for his lost vlsion.36 

Thus Hillway also disagrees with Braswell's and 

Graham's indications that there is allegory in the entirety 

of Mardi. He does not think, however, that allegory first 

appears on the Parki as Travis suggests. He states that the 

novel is written "in two distinct styles, composed of tv/o 

sets of actions--only Incidentally related to each other. "•̂ ' 

The allegorical portion of the book begins with Ylllah's 

rescue from Aleema. Tajl's search for Ylllah is the main 

basis for the allegory and represents the philosophical 

seeker who, having once tasted the joys of discovering Truth, 

strangely loses sight of it. The seeker then launches himself 

in pursuit of lost Truth and the restoration of his peace of 

mind. Ylllah is the ultimate revelation--the secret of the 

38 
universe. 

On his search Taji is accompanied by Media, represent

ing the mind; Mohl, history; Babbalanja, philosophy; and 

Yoomy, poetry. Taji represents the human soul, or Melville 

himself. Tradition and conscience "in the shape of Aleema's 

^^Ibid., p. 93. 

37riiyrus Hillway, Herman Melville (New York: Grosset 
& Dunlap, 1963), p. 80. 

38 
Ibid., p. 79. 
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three sons," pursue Taji as he pushes his allegorical 

search for Truth. 

The searchers go from country to country throughout 

Mardi. Taji and his friends allegorically subject these 

mythical countries to an elaborate philosophical scrutiny. 

Hillway suggests that in the course of the allegory, Mel

ville metaphorically represents the customs and manners of 

mankind, religion, philosophical systems, literature, govern

ment, ethics, and the human ego. 

He [Melville] examines historical events with a 
keen eye, expressing equal disapproval of the 
British empire-building and of the mob psychology 
of Jacksonlan democracy. He throws in comments 
against slavery, and he questions a system of elec
tions in v/hlch candidates and issues are at the 
mercy of mere popular whim. He condemns as fraudu
lent the claims of dogmatic church organizations 
to the exclusive ov/nership of true doctrine or of 
divinely granted power over the souls of men. He 
finds war Inglorious and largely degrading.40 

All of the searchers except Taji abandon their quest 

v/hen they reach Serenia, the island of Christian love or 

primitive Christianity. He alone continues storming heaven 

for Truth. He has not found Ylllah or the secret of the 

universe on his allegorical voyage through Mardi or the 

world. ̂-̂  

39ibid., p. 80. ^^Ibid. 

^^Ibid. 



21 

Newton Arvln shares Hillway's view that Mardl, much 

like Typee and 0moo> begins as a simple sea narrative. When 

Ylllah appears, however, Melville throws the reader into a 

region of romantic or transcendental allegory. Arvln also 

agrees with Hillway that the visits to the various Island 

societies are allegorical. Arvln, however, does not suggest 

that the allegorical islands are an Integral part of the 

quest. He indicates that they are independently allegorical 

and satirical. 

It is not great passion, for example, but it is real 
enough disdain that Inspires his treatment of the 
fashionable world in Mardl--in alleogry of the silly 
Tapparlans and their insipid, formalized life on the 
Island of Plmminee. There is a much deeper note in 
the satire on militarism as one sees it in the san
guinary war games constantly being played on the Isle 
of Klranda. There is a deeper note still in the 
glimpse one has, behind the charming forescene in 
Odo, of the broken serfs and helots who labor in the 
taro trenches and dwell in noisome caves; of the 
horrors of industrialism on the island of Dominora. 

42 

Aleema, Ylllah, Hautia, and the romantic-sentimental 

allegory they embody make their presence felt only at inter

vals in the later chapters of Mardi. Arvln suggests that 

the blonde Ylllah is an embodiment of the pure, innocent, 

essentially sexless happiness that Melville shared with his 

mother and longed to find v/ith some other v/oman. He indicates 

that Melville had enjoyed this happiness at some time, but 

^%ewton Arvln, Herman Melville, (Toronto: William 
Sloane Associates, 1950), p. 97. 
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that this happiness was destroyed by the Intrusion of the 

sensual, the carnal, the engrossingly sexual, of which Hautia 

is the embodiment. Arvln thinks it possible that Melville 

was expressing the emotional history of his marriage to 

Elizabeth Shaw, which took place during the summer of 1847. 

"The allegory of Ylllah and Hautia is strongly suggestive of 

the passage from an idealized courtship to the fleshy reali

ties of marriage."^ 

Richard Chase suggests a much more Freudian relation 

between the idealized Ylllah and Melville's mother. (This 

relation may be seen only if it is assumed that Taji is 

Melville, as Hillway suggests.) Mardi could well be an alle

gorical fall and search for what was lost in the fall. Ylllah 

is pure ideal love that Taji cannot keep because he kills her 

father (Aleema) to gain possession of her. In marrying Ylllah 

as an ideal, Taji is committing incest, since the ideal woman 

44 is the mother. 

James E. Miller calls Mardi "an abortive allegory, 

most Interesting as a kind of exercise in preparation for 

writing Moby-Dick."^ He suggests that the novel is an alle

gorical search, but sees the object of the search as more 

^^Ibid., p. 96. 

Richard Chase, Herman Melville: A Critical Study 
(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1949), P. 34. 

^Jajnes E. Miller, A Reader's Guide to Herman Mel
ville (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 19b2), p. 3^. 
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than that which was lost in the fall. For Miller, Taji is 

a young seeker who strives to look behind the many masks 

which hide the terrible faces of the world. Tajl's search 

for Ylllah is Man's yearning for all that is unattainable 

in this world. Miller agrees with Arvln that there is a 

mingling of satire and allegory in the voyages to the vari

ous countries. "Island follows Island in a phantasmagorial, 

dreamlike sequence of several hundred pages, allegory slid

ing into satire, satire slipping into allegory."^" 

Dorothee Flnkelstein, like Chase and Miller, sug

gests that Mardl is an allegorical search. She Interprets 

Tajl's love for Ylllah, however, as a symbolic representation 

47 of the human soul looking for divine love. ' 

Warner Berthoff presents still another view of Mardi. 

He agrees that the sea narrative opens some thirty-odd chap

ters along into the ambitious extravaganza of an allegorical 

voyage with the whole v/orld as its province. However, 

Berthoff feels that Mardi is too thoroughly committed to its 

topical allegorical voyage across the civilized globe to get 
4R 

very far into the "World of the mind." 

^^Ibid., p. 401. 

^'^Dorothee Flnkelstein, Melville's Orienda (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, I961), p. 19T 

^^Warner Berthoff, The Example of Melville (Prince
ton: Princeton University Press, l'9b2), p. 12, 
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On the contrary, William Sedgwick feels that Mardi 

is the world of the mind. "Mardl has for its theme the 

human mind's quest for truth." ^ Sedgwick suggests that 

the visits to the various islands are satire and nothing 

else. The satirical aspects of the novel are secondary. 

Mardl is a book of the sea. That is, its sphere is the world 

of thought and consciousness, and the particulars of the geo

graphical world are not Important. The allegorical quest 

cannot pause over particulars of time and place for such de

tails as England and the United States in the nineteenth cen-

tury. The truth it looks for through the eyes of Taji and 

Babbalanja is the nature of life. 

Melville here sets out from the island innocence and 
the simple, unreflecting life of Typee valley to 
embark on the great ocean of Man's consciousness, 
with all its depths and reaches in Man's instinctive, 
spiritual and intellectual natures. . . . The experi
ence of his unfolding and expanding consciousness 
went on while he was writing. . .50 

The most interesting point in Sedgv/lck's analysis of Mardi's 

allegory of the mind is the symbolic meaning he assigns to 

the characters. He agrees with other critics that Taji is 

an aspect of Melville. "He is Melville on the side of his 

will and Idealism. "̂ "̂  He does not, however, think Babbalanja 

9̂v/illiam Ellery Sedgwick, Herman Melville: The 
Tragedy of Mind (New York: Russell & Russell Inc., 19̂ )'̂ ), 
p T W T — 

50 Rl 
Ibid., p. 38. ^ Ibid., p. 42. 
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is merely the philosopher, but suggests that Babbalanja is 

also a profile of Melville. Like Braswell, Sedgwick feels 

that Babbalanja represents the mind or understanding. Taji 

and Babbalanja 

supplement each other, yet there is a structural and 
philosophical antithesis between them. Mardi . . . 
looks outwardly and Inv/ardly; Babbalanja being iden
tified with its outward and Taji with its inward ac
tion. Both join in pursuit of Ylllah. Each has his 
separate story. But the story of one . . . is con
tingent on the story of the other. In other words 
there is a continual Interaction between objective 
truth and inward reality, between knowledge and be
ing. -̂"̂  

Babbalanja personifies the tragedy of the mind. He is caught 

up in the conflict of faith against reason. 

To the mind that questions and speculates the bound
lessness of the universe becomes oppressive--like 
a dungeon.' Says Babbalanja: "There is no place but 
the universe; no limit but the limitless; no bottom 
but the bottomless." He is driven by noble necessity 
to seek out the truth--to assume his full intellec
tual stature. Preoccupation with the ultimate truth 
is of the very essence of what it is to be human.53 

Unlike other critics, Sedgv/ick feels that Yillah is 

a symbol of sensuous delight and spiritual joy. Her major 

role is one of active participation in Tajl's maturation 

process. When he first possesses her, he is on the threshold 

of spiritual self-consciousness. Her advent symbolizes 

"Tajl's soul's coming of age."-^ His sin and guilt refer to 

^^ibid., p. 42. 53ibid., p. 45. 

5^Ibid., p. 50. 
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that burden which is inseparable from a man's spiritual self-

consciousness which had gone by the names of the knowledge 

of good and evil.^^ 

Another interesting departure from other critics' 

analyses of the allegory is Sedgwick's view of Hautia. 

"Hautia stands for spiritual death--from pride, as her name 

suggests, and, according to her conduct, from sensuality."^^ 

Yillah is connected with Hautia because they both represent 

"joy of the flesh." Ylllah is not, however, like Hautia be

cause she Includes both sensuous and spiritual delight. 

Sedgv/ick adds that Babbalanja's tragedy of the out

ward mind is paralleled by Tajl's tragedy of the inner mind. 

Taji seeks Yillah—a combination of the spirit and the flesh. 

Instead he finds the stark antithesis, Serenia or Hautia, 

Spirit or Flesh. Taji refuses both these alternatives; 

therefore, he says that he is "twice dead." Thus, Mardi is 

the world of the mind. "Not only does it contemplate this 

world; but its allegory is of the mind's way of seeing and 

ordering experience."-^' Babbalanja allegorically pursues 

inner truth. Neither discovers the final truth. Babbalanja 

accepts his human inability to grasp the absolute in Serenia. 

58 Taji accepts nothing.-^ 

^^Ibid., p. 51. ^%bid. 

^'^Ibid., p. 59. ^^Ibid. 
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Geoffrey Stone agrees with the critical majority 

that after the Parki incident the voyagers "enter upon un-

pathed waters of allegory from which the book Itself in the 
CO 

end insists there is no escape. "-̂ ^ Like Sedgwick, he sug

gests that the satire and the allegory are unrelated. 

This latter, and difficult, part of Mardi is composed 
of three elements: the romantic and fanciful for its 
o\m sake, the satirical, and the allegorical. The 
three elements appear according to Melville's inspira
tion of the moment, and the allegorical, which is 
much deeper in intention than achievement only becomes 
impenetrable if we attempt to make it entirely con
sistent with the other elements.^^ 

• 

The fanciful segments of the novel are those long discussions 

that reflect Melville's excitement in books. The satire is 

found in the questors' visits to the Identifiable island. 

The allegory is confined to the Taji-Ylllah relation. Yillah 

represents all the aspirations tov/ard happiness, perfection 

and certainty that men everywhere entertain. Hautia is a 

meaner level of satisfaction. Stone agrees with Sedgwick 

that both Ylllah and Hautia are images of delight taken from 

the sphere of sex. Guilt is inherent in both. 

F. 0. Matthiessen indicates that the tediously elab

orated allegory of Mardi concerns Tajl's thwarted love. It 

first appears with Yillah's rescue from her captors. 

-'̂ Ĝeoffrey Stone, Melville (New York: Sheed and 
Ward, 1949), p. 93. 

^^Ibid., p. 94. ^-^Ibid., p. 104. 



28 

In some passages Ylllah and Hautia seem to stand for 
Tajl's good and evil angels; and the loss of Ylllah 
seems to symbolize the fact that good basea on hn^ 
initial act of evil is doomed to end in disaster.^^ 

In other passages Ylllah seems to symbolize innocence, and 

Hautia suggests experience. Tajl's rejection of Hautia's 

advances are the denial of mature passion."^ 

According to Matthiessen, any discussion of allegory, 

by the nature of its definition, will also Include symbolism. 

In contrast to Coleridge's contention that symbol and alle

gory are two separate entities, Matthiessen suggests that 

allegory gives visible form to the mysterious connection be

tween two ideas expressed as symbol. "Allegory aids sym

bolic thought to express Itself, but endangers it at the 

64 
same time by substituting a figure for a living idea." 

He adds that one reason the allegory of Mardi is not effec

tive is that the symbols Melville chooses to convey it are 

artificial. The symbolism destroys the allegory. 

H. Bruce Franklin does not limit the allegorical 

analysis of Mardi to the relationship between Taji and Yillah 

as Matthiessen does. He also locates the allegory much later 

In the narrative than do most critics. Franklin indicates 

that the allegory does not occur until after Yillah has 

F. 0. Matthiessen, American Renaissance (New York: 
Oxford University Press, Inc., 19^1), p. 3«^. 

^%bld., p. 384. ^^Ibid., p. 219. 
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disappeared and the major characters have started on their 

Journey in search of her. His analysis of the allegory is 

similar to Braswell's in that he bases the origin of the 

secondary level to another literary source. Franklin indi

cates that Melville was profoundly influenced by the dis

coveries of the common origin of Greek and Sanskrit mythol

ogy made by Sir William Jones. Jones concluded from his dis

coveries that the psychological explanation of similar my

thologies accepted in the eighteenth century was inadequate. 

Jones developed a theory of four principal sources of all 

mythology. They are: "the distortion of natural and human 

history, the adoration of astronomical events, poetic inven-

65 
tion, and metaphysical invention." 

Franklin suggests that Mardi is an allegorical study 

of comparative mythology. It is an investigation of gods 

created by royal policy, by astronomical awe, by poetic con-

celts, and by philosophic hypotheses. It is also a study 

of the products of myth and the producers of myth. Mohl 

the historian, Yoomy the poet, and Babbalanja the philoso

pher, produce myths, and Media the royal diety, Taji the 

astronomical diety, and Azzageddi, the metaphysical diety 

are products of myth. 

^ H . Bruce Franklin, The Wake of The Gods (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1953), p. 24. 

^^Ibid., p. 24. 
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The allegorical functions of the producers of myth 

are obvious because of their functions in the novel. The 

allegorical meaning of the mythical product is somewhat more 

complicated. Media's quest is an allegorical voyage through 

the stages of kinghood. The voyage reveals kings on several 

levels of allegory, and each allegorical tour ends with the 

hint of revolution. According to Franklin the thinly alle

gorized nineteenth-century political forces and figures are 

not necessarily satirical because of their function in the 

progression of Media's quest to discover v/hat a king should 

be. 67 

Tajl's allegorical meanings are quite different from 

Media's. Franklin indicates that he dramatizes the myth of 

the cosmic diety. "in some sort of allegorical or metaphori-

cal sense, Taji is a comet, Yillah a sun, and Hautia a moon." 

When the narrator proclaims himself Taji, he ceases to exist 

as an Individual and exists only as a Mardian concept. When 

Ylllah disappears, the questors from the allegorical v/orlds 

of history, poetry, philosophy, and government join the world 

of the cosmic diety in search for her. Hence not only does 

Ylllah function as a cosmic diety and the product of poetic 

invention, she functions as a lure for all the allegorical 

worlds represented by Melville. She is, however, a false 

lure, whose pursuit leads to destruction and damnation. On 

^'^Ibld., p. 37. ^^Ibid., p. 40. 
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the allegorical level, Taji is a phony demigod chasing a 

phantom. He fails to make the psychological transition 

made by the other allegorical worlds when they reject the 

false lure of Ylllah and accept Alma of Serenia, who alle-
69 

gorically represents intuitive moral truth. 

Milton R. Stern places the Introduction of allegory 

even later in the novel than does Franklin. He also limits 

the allegory to two particular relationships rather than 

giving the book an over-all allegorical interpretation. He 

divides the book into the "factual symbolic beginning; the 

symbolic, unreal Taji-Ylllah-Hautia tale; and the allegorical-

symbolic Medla-Babbalanja tale."' He also suggests that 

there are strong parallels betv/een the factual beginning 

and the rest of the book. Thematically there is no break, 

as other critics have suggested. The change in language 

after the adventurers leave the real world and go into the 

unreal world of Mardi does not occur because of "a higher 

charge of symbolic content. It changes because it embraces 

71 . . . what Melville thought was allegory."' Melville 

changed techniques, not themes. 

According to Stern the allegory of Mardi concerns 

the development and education of the king and the philoso

pher. Babalanja learns to reject metaphysical absolutes for 

^9ibid., p. 46. '''̂ Stern, p. 86. 

^^Ibid., p. 73. 
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earthly values, and Media takes a journey from Isolation 

to membership in the human community. Stern agrees with 

Miller and other critics who suggest that the visits to the 

various islands are an Integral part of the allegory. The 

king and the philosopher must visit this allegorical geog

raphy before their education is complete. This view is also 

similar to Franklin's contention that the island visits are 

necessary for the education of the king. Stern, however, 

does not place the allegory in a mythical framework as does 
72 

Franklin. 

In the Medla-Babbalanja tale, the reader must . . . 
accept, allegorically, an area near the Kingsmills 
as the whole world. . . . For suddenly, still in the 
symbolic Mardl, the reader voyages allegorically and 
literally to England (Dominora) . . . Melville fur
ther jars the reader's acceptance by precisely asso
ciating his allegorical creatures with the geographical 
earth.'3 

Stern acknowledges that Melville seems to have placed 

his islands in two different classes: unidentifiable-

allegorical and identifiable-satirical. But he adds that 

"the geographical Islands are inserted in the midst of the 

allegorical islands as vehicles for specific political and 

social satire, and in many ways have no less a philosophical 

overtone than the obviously symbolic and allegorical is-

lands. This fact plus the fact that the allegorical 

'^^Ibid., p. 80. '̂ Îbid. 

'^^Ibid., p. 8ln. 
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characters visit all of the islands makes any specific desig

nation unnecessary. They are all part of the allegorical 

pattern. 

It seems Ironic that Stern states that the symbolism 

is consistent and that the allegory is quite clear in Mardi. 

The symbolic quality molds and is molded by its con
text. The allegorical quality is Independent of it. 
In symbolism the meaning arises from the relation
ships of parts, from the context. The unreal and 
artificial faces of Mardl's characters (exclusive of 
the real world in the "factual" beginning) seem alle
gorical. They lead the reader to expect constant 
meaning which aren't there. On the other hand, the 
.chapters devoted to satire of nations and follies of men 
are allegorical. Plmminee, for Instance, is the 
Emptiness and Idiocy of the Social Snob. Doxodox 
is the Emptiness and Idiocy of Orthodox Pretensions.'^ 

If what appears to be allegory is not allegory, and if v/hat 

appears to be satire is allegory, the allegorical quality 

of the novel does not appear to be as constant or as clear 

as Stern first suggests. Stern attributes the ambiguity of 

the novel to Melville's inability to unify the structural 

elements of the book. "Consequently sometimes the book has 

a symbolic center, sometimes an allegorical center, and some-
76 

times a narrative center." This explains why the symbolic 

action of the quest for Yillah is plunged into a mixture of 

allegorical and symbolic incidents and why the characters 

are sometimes allegorical (Media is Mr. Worldly Man, Mr. 

'̂ Îbld., p. 86. ^^Ibid., p. 69 
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Proud Man) and sometimes symbolic (Media is the multiple 

definition of the governor) .'̂'̂  

Merrell Davis can be placed at the opposite end 

of the critical spectrum from Braswell, Graham, Stern and 

others who attempt to find a unifying thread of allegory in 

Mardi. He states that Melville could not have been writing 

as an author with his imaginary characters clearly in focus. 

His characters are not mere expressions of ideas in which he 

himself was Interested. 

.To say that "Melville's will [Taji] would not be 
guided by his understanding [Babbalanja]" and that 
his "rational appetite for the ultimate truth made 
him spurn the wisdom of humility" fails completely, 
I believe, to understand the problem which Mel
ville set for himself in Mardl.^o 

Davis agrees with Stone that since Tajl's quest 

through Mardl is a literary device used to hold the book 

together, any attempt to find a perfectly consistent alle

gory in the book is fruitless. Melville was not concerned 

with a precise meaning for the quest. If indeed there is 

allegory in Mardi, Davis indicates that it is found in gen

eral Emersonian terms of the quest rather than in singular 

objectives of the quest. It is Man's nature to be the 

79 seeker. 

'̂ '̂ Ibid., p. 86. '''̂ Davis, p. l84n. 

"̂ Îbid., p. 199. 
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Thus the critical spectruin is complete. To one 

critic Mardi is all allegory. To another it is not allegory 

at all. Critical conclusions concerning the meanings of 

Mardl are as numerous as the critics themselves. One ob

vious reason for this confusion is the confusions of the 

levels of meanings. The shift in scene from the real world 

to the imaginary world of Mardi seems to make the novel lack 

a literal level of primary meaning. If the literal level 

is vague and confusing, the secondary level obviously can

not germinate and produce didactic or esthetic meaning. 

If Bloom's primary contention is correct and the literal 

aspect is to provide a key to the secondary aspect, the 

reader of Mardi is not presented with a key but a box of 

burglars' tools with which he is expected to pry and jimmy 

meaning from the literal level. 

There also appears to be lack of agreement concern

ing Melville's ability to integrate satire and allegory. 

Had he successfully accomplished the marriage of these two 

literary forms they would not seem to "compete" for atten

tion in the novel. Critics seem to indicate that Melville 

wrote allegories within allegories, some committed to topi

cal subjects and some of a universal theme. This is but a 

reflection of Melville's lack of commitment to a singular 

theme in Mardi. 

These problems in structure and analysis tend to 

give credibility to Matthiessen's suggestion that in Mardi, 
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the allegory is artificial and ineffective because of the 

symbols he chose to convey it. Assuming that the symbols 

would necessarily have to be present on the literal level 

for the reader to grasp their meanings, the problem is again 

located. The primary level is insufficient support for the 

allegorical structure. 

Is this critical confusion enough to encourage the 

reader to give up and declare, as Davis does, that there is 

no secondary level? It is true that the inconsistencies are 

important only when a critic attempts to fit them into a 

fixed pattern. Yet the fact remains, there are elements in 

the book that might be considered flaws. Perhaps the real 

value of the novel is in its appearance in the chronology 

of Melville's work. It was an exercise in preparation for 

writing Moby-Dick, but as far as Mardi is concerned the aloe 

has not flowered, and time has not solved the riddle of its 

content. 



CHAPTER III 

MOBY-DICK AS ALLEGORY 

After writing Mardi, Melville temporarily discarded 

the dark and light maidens as objectives for an allegorical 

quest. He delved deep into the human consciousness to dis

cover the white whale whom he transformed into the ambiva

lent and elusive Moby Dick. Melville himself places Moby-

Dick in an allegorical framev/ork by mentioning allegory in 

the novel and discussing it in a letter to Nathaniel Haw

thorne's wife. 

In Chapter XLV ("The Affidavit") of Moby-Dick, Mel

ville discusses the plausibility of his story: 

So Ignorant are most landsmen of some of the plain
est and most palpable v/onders of the world, that 
without some hints touching the plain facts, his
torical and otherwise, of the fishery they may scout 
at Moby Dick as a monstrous fable, or still worse 
and more detestable, a hideous and intolerable 
allegory.^ 

Many critics take Melville literally and dismiss the validity 

of an allegorical Interpretation of the novel. Others, hov/-

ever, consider this an ironic statement or a manifestation 

of Melville's habitual "double talk." 

"Slerman Melville, Moby-Dick (New York: The Bobbs-
Merrlll Company, Inc., I964), p. 276. 

37 
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Investigation of Melville's allegorical Intention 

in Moby-Dick is made even more Interesting by his letter 

of January 8, I852, answering Mrs. Hawthorne's letter con

cerning the recently published novel: 

I had some vague idea while writing it, that the 
whole book was susceptible of an allegorical con
struction, and also that parts of it were--but the 
speciality of many of the particular subordinate 
allegories were first revealed to me after reading 
Mr. Hav/thorne's letter, which, without citing any 
particular-examples, yet intimated the part-and-
parcel allegoricalness of the whole.2 

To many critics this letter is proof of Melville's lack of 

commitment to the allegorical principle. Others Indicate 

that it is proof of the presence of allegory. The latter 

group usually dismisses the question of intention; allegory 

is allegory v/hether it is conscious or unconscious. 

Edward A. Bloom interprets Melville's mention of 

allegory as an ironic expression of his fear of allegorical 

obscurity and protection against his realistic contempor-
3 

aries. Bloom is unconcerned with artistic intention. Henry 

Alonzo Myers thinks that the critics' assumptions that Moby-

Dick needs to be "decoded" is unv/arranted and that it is. 

^George C. Homans, "The Dark Angel: The Tragedy of 
Herman Melville," New England Quarterly, V (1932), 702. 

•̂ Edward A. Bloom, "The Allegorical Principle," A 
Journal of English Literary History, XVII (September, 1951), 
TB8-. 
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in fact, "the Ignorant" who mistake the novel for a "hideous 

and intolerable allegory." 

Others who reject an Interpretation of Moby-Dick as 

allegory do so on definitive grounds. William Hull limits 

the definition of allegory to a static relation of one-to-

one correspondence. Because of Melville's fascination for 

the ambiguities of human experience, he could not limit 

himself to the strict requirements of allegory.^ Feldelson, 

pointing out that Melville "locates his symbols in a unitary 

act of perception," seems to agree with Hull that Moby-Dick 

is not allegory. The patterns of perception of the doubloon 

Ahab nails to the mast is the symbolic pattern of the book. 

By definition, allegory can't contain fluctuation. North

rop Frye states that Moby-Dick cannot be allegory in the 

formal sense because there is no continuous relationship 

between levels of meaning. The image of the whale has a 

paradoxical and Ironic relation to both narrative and mean

ing."̂  

^enry Alonzo Myers, "Captain Ahab's Discovery: 
The Tragic Meaning of Moby-Dick, New England Quarterly, 
XI (March, 1942), 9. 

^William Hull. "Moby-Dick: An Interpretation," 
Etc., V (Autumn, 1947), 9-

Charles Feldelson, Jr., Symbolism and American 
Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 
p. 32. 

^Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1957J, p. 90. 
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It is, however, significant that the majority of 

critical analyses provides some form of allegorical inter

pretation. This mass of criticism does not allow the dis

missal of allegory on the basis of definition or arguments 

of artistic Intention. Many Interpretations Indicate an 

extension and elaboration of the quest motif found in Mardl. 

Others view Melville's allegory as a vehicle for satire, 

while yet another group interprets the allegory as an ex

pression of nineteenth-century American nationalism. A 

smaller group of critics suggests that Melville's allegory 

appears only in the abilities of his characters to alle

gorize. 

In order to find references to Moby-Dick as alle

gory which are not Influenced by Melville's letters, it is 

necessary to Investigate the novel's reception by the crit

ics soon after its publication in I85I. The majority of 

British critics were too puzzled at the novel's unconven

tional form to call it much more than interesting "descrip

tive fiction," and comments on the book's merits v/ere 

equally balanced v/ith comments about its faults. Of the 

American reviev/ers only Duyckinck, Greeley, and Ripley sug

gested the presence of allegory. 

Evert Duyckinck, in the November 22, I85I, Literary 

World, considered Moby-Dick an allegorical embodiment of the 

o 
Hugh V7. Hetherington, Melville's Reviewers (Durham: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1961), p. I99. 
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vast moral evil of the world.?-^ On that same date Horace 

Greeley, in the New York Tribune, praised Melville for the 

balance between sjrmbolism and whaling material: "We safely 

alight from an excursion through mid-air upon the solid 

deck of the whaler. We are recalled to this world by the 

fumes of oil and blubber, and are made to think more of 

the contents of the barrels than of allegories." George 

Ripley, in the December 1851 Harper's Magazine, stated that 

"beneath the whole story the subtle, imaginative reader may 

perhaps find a pregnant allegory intended to Illustrate the 
11 

mystery of human life. . . . " 

A few of Melville's contemporaries felt that there 

was more to Moby-Dick than met the eye. This opinion be

came widespread, however, only after the Melville revival 

in the 1920's. Melville's style, which makes the allegory 

puzzling, furnished a fertile field for the cultivation of 

individual critical analysis. Just as the structure of 

Moby-Dick differs from that of Mardi, the critical approach 

to the two novels as allegory differs. The majority of in

quiries into Mardi concern v/hat is and what is not allegory. 

Most critics agree that allegory is present. In Moby-Dick, 

however, the primary questions appear to concern the pres

ence of allegory, the relation of allegory to symbol, and 

^Ibid., p. 210. ^^Ibid., p. 211. 

lllbid., p. 213. 
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the nature of the metaphorical meanings. Many critics con

sider the novel an allegorical quest; however, conclusions 

concerning the nature of the seeker and the object of the 

search vary greatly. 

William S. Gleim presents one of the most extensive 

interpretations of the novel as allegory. He suggests that 

the story is an allegory of Man's quest to conquer fate. 

The novel is really two stories v/hich are analogous and 

parallel; the surface story deals with material things, and 

the abstract story hides in parables, allegories, and sym-

holism. The surface story deals with the whale hunt; "but 

the story which it hides tells of a supernatural adventure 

to carry out the most original and daring scheme for set- ' 

111 p ting this world right that has ever been invented. •̂'̂  ^̂ ^ 

Gleim Indicates that Melville reverses the process 

explained by Swedenborg in his Doctrine of Correspondences. 

Swedenborg maintains that all material things are symbols 

of spiritual things and that the natural objects mentioned 

in the Bible stand for spiritual parallels. Swedenborg 

would have material things reveal truth; Melville v/ould 

have them hide truths. Gleim takes Melville at his word 

when Melville says "it must symbolize something unseen," 

and "an allegory may lurk here" (in Moby-Dick). He indi

cates that Melville's "intolerable allegory" paragraph is 

•̂ Ŵilliam S. Gleim, The Meaning of Moby-Dick (New 
York: Russell and Russell, 19^2), p'. 2. 
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an evasion to "guard egainst any possible transparency in 

13 
his design." Glelm's conclusion about Melville's letter 

to Mrs. Hawthorne is that Melville would not allow himself 

to be guilty of anticlimax by exposing or even admitting 
14 

to the hidden meanings in Moby-Dick. 

Gleim states that Moby-Dick is basically a parable 

and that when allegory, or the treatment of spiritual things 

in terms of the material world, is hidden, it becomes a 

parable. Moby-Dick contains hidden allegory. It is the 

duty of the reader to discover the meaning of the hidden 

allegory; furthermore, because of the high degree of inter

dependence between allegory and symbol, the reader will 

naturally be required to discover the meaning of Melville's 

symbolism. 

According to Gleim, the white v/hale is the symbol 

for fate--the first cause for all human suffering. The 

Pequod is the symbol for the world; personifications of the 

moral and spiritual qualities of mankind man the ship. 

"Captain Ahab, in his capacity of commander, personifies 
16 

the Ego, the Will, the Soul, and the Intellect." The 

three mates represent three Greek schools of philosophy, 

and the aborigines personify fundamental qualities of Man. 

Queequeg (religion) serves Starbuck, who personifies 

J-3ibid., p. 14. •'•̂ Ibld., p. 36. 

^^Ibld., p. 15. ^^Ibld., p*. 50. 
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Platonism. Tashtego (sin) serves Stubb, who personifies 

Epicureanism; Daggo (Ignorance) serves Flask, who personi

fies Stoicism. Ishmael is the Spiritual and Rational Man, 

while Bulkington personifies Reason. Each of the characters 

represents a recognizable human trait and each has an in

dividual allegory which fits into the larger, thematic 

allegory. 

An example of the individual allegory is obvious in 

an investigation of Bulkington in the allegory of reason. 

Bulkington is a crew member of the Grampus that has just 

returned from a three years voyage. The crew naturally 

heads for the bar in the Spouter Inn. Bulkington, however, 

does not join his mates in revelry and slips av/ay unobserved. 

His shipmates become av/are of his absence and dart out of 

the inn in futile pursuit of him. When the sailors become 

inebriated, Bulkington (Reason) disappears out into the 

sober, cold night air. Gleim adds that Melville disposes 

of Bulkington in "The Lee Shore" because Reason could have 
18 

no part in the larger allegorical adventure. 

Ishmael's individual allegory describes the spiritual 

experience of Rational Man seeking rest and comfort; hov/ever, 

the leading parable is an allegorical crusade to ameliorate 

the human condition. The hunt for the v/hite whale is the 

annihilation of fate. Ahab is the spirit of man attempting 

^^ibid., p. 60. ^^Ibid., p. 64. 
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to assert himself in the cosmos. 

Despite Ernest Lelsy's conclusion that an allegory 

like Moby-Dick does not readily yield up all its meaning, 

he too suggests that the v/hale symbolizes fate in man's 

universal feud v/ith infinity. Leisy, however, goes one 

step farther than Gleim when he suggests that fatalism is 

the allegorical theme: 

From the outset there is a note of doom that governs 
the story. The incident at the Spouter Inn, the 
admonitions in the whaleman's chapel, the spectral 
figure of Elijah on the wharf, the flitting shadows 
of the stowav/ays, all set the key of tragedy. There 
is irony in the fact that the Pequod set sail on 
Christmas day, the birth of our savior, to slay the 
monstrous embodiment of unconquerable evil; for evil 
remains in spite of the savior, and everyv/here are 
strife, competition, conflict, and alternation of 
victory and defeat.^^ 

According to Leisy, Ahab personifies the questing 

intellect who discovers that life is evil because the grov/th 

of knowledge presents no solution. Man does not even know 

what he seeks; therefore, he has no means of combat against 

cosmic will. "The struggle for insight is like a fight in 

21 the wind." The allegorical center lies with Ahab and his 

•̂ Îbid., p. 122. 

^^Ernest E. Leisy, "Fatalism in Moby-Dick, Moby-Dick 
Centennial Essays, ed. Tyrus Hillv/ay and Luther S. Mans
field (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, I965), 
p. 77-78. 

21 ^ 
Ibid., p. 80. 
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useless quest. 

George C. Homans' analysis of the spiritual allegory 

in Moby-Dick is more specific than Glelm's or Lelsy's an

alysis. Homans indicates that the novel is not merely an 

allegory of man's search for insight. It is a "dramatiza

tion of its author's search for the secret of the universe, 

and of his Ignorance whether the heavenly or earthly side 
22 

of his spirit is driving him forward in his search." 

When Ishmael says, "Ahab's quenchless feud seemed mine," 

he is outspokenly Melville. V/hat is the feud that Ishmael-

Melville shares with Ahab? Homans agrees with Gleim and 

Leisy that the allegorical theme is.the inability of Man 

(or Melville) to deal with fate.^^ 

Henry A. Murray also views Moby-Dick as Melville's 

personal allegory; he differs from Homans in his identifi

cation of Melville with Ahab instead of Ishmael. "Ahab 

is captain of the culturally repressed dispositions of hu

man nature, that part of the personality v/hich psychoanalysts 
24 

have termed the Id." The whale is the Institution that is 

responsible for repression--the Freudian Superego. Moby 

Dick personifies Ahab's puritan conscience, against which 

he rebels; Ahab directs his aggression against the social 

^^Homans, p. 7l6. ^^ibid., p. 717. 

^^Henry A. Murray, "In Nomine Diabloli," Discussions 
of Moby-Dick, ed. Milton R. Stern, (Boston: D. C. Heath 
and Co., lyoO), p. 31. 
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and religious teachings of the nineteenth century.^^ Star-

buck stands for the rational realistic Ego which is over

powered by the fanatical Id and reduced to complete use-

lessness. 
. -r^ 

Moby-Dick may be taken as a comment on the strategic 
crisis of Melville's allegorical life. In portraying 
the consequences of Ahab's last suicidal lunge, the 
hero's umbilical fixation to the whale, and his death 
by strangling, the author signalized not only his 
permanent attachment to the imago of the mother, but 
the submission he had foreseen to be binding power 
of the parental^consclence, the Superego of middle 
class America.^" 

Newton Arvln also indicates that Moby-Dick may be 

an allegorical projection of Melville's unconscious. Ac

cording to Arvln, the suidide v/ish or archetypal death long

ing is the motivating factor in the novel. The whale and 

the death wish impel Ishmael to go to sea; however, this 

death wish meets a check. Ishmael's encounter with Queequeg 

causes Eros to contest Thanatos, and Ishmael ceases to be a 

man wholly committed to death. At this point the emphasis 

shifts to Ahab, another embodiment of Melville's self, and 

27 
to Ahab's death v/lsh. 

What, then is the cause of Ahab's intense death wish? 

Arvln Indicates that the v/hale's removal of Ahab's leg is a 

^^Ibid., p. 12. Ibid., p. 21. 

'̂'̂ Nev/ton Arvln, Herman Melville (New York: William 
Sloane Associates, 1950), pp. 170-71. 
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kind of castration. This profound sexual injury inflicted 

by Moby Dick might indicate a relation between the whale 

and the father "who Imposes constraint upon the most power

ful instincts, both egotistic and sexual." But because 

the author is Melville, the overbearing paternal role played 

by his mother, Maria Melville, must be remembered. Moby Dick 

is the archetypal parent and is the object of an excessive 

and eventually crippling love, as Maria Melville v/as for son. 

The consequence is the injury symbolized by the loss of 

Ahab's leg, and Ahab's Injury commits him to hate and destruc-

2Q 
tion. The capacity to love saves Ishmael. Ahab is lost. 

Arvln does not suggest that the unconscious level 

of allegory is the only level. Ahab is also an embodiment 

of nineteenth-century American Man with a free and independ

ent v/111. In effect he is the very ideal of individualism, 

a noble ego.-̂  He attacks the v/hale because it is a threat 

to his self assertion. Starbuck embodies the will that is 

not free but is dependent upon the mistakes and misfortunes 

of other men. According to Arvln, Ishmael allegorically 

^1 demonstrates the creative dependency of fraternal emotions. 

V/illiam Ellery Sedgv/ick indicates that the allegory 

in Moby-Dick is conscious and intricately planned. He dis

regards Melville's disavov/al of allegory in chapter forty-five 

^^Ibid., p. 172. ^%bid., p. 174. 

^^Ibid., p. 177. 3-̂ Ibid., p. l82. 
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Of the novel. His only mention of M-̂ s. Hawthorne's letter 

is a quotation concerning Melville's suspicion that Moby-

Dick is susceptible to an allegorical interpretation.^^ 

Like Gleim, Sedgwick indicates that the whaling story is 

the skeletal structure around which the allegory is draped. 

He does not, however, suggest that fatalism is the allegorl. 

cal theme, as Leisy does. Ahab is Man in his full human 

stature; the whale stands for "the mystery of creation."^^ 

The sea is the third element of the "trinity" suggested by 

Sedgwick. The sea is "truth" which brings man and the 

ultimate mystery together. 

The symbolism of the trinity provides the basis for 

the tension and the movement in the allegory. The sea is 

opposed to the land which represents traditional sanctities 

and securities. According to Sedgv/ick, the mind of man em

barks on an allegorical quest for the ultimate; this quest 

through a basically hostile medium can result in spiritual 

death. There is, hov/ever, danger in remaining on land. 

Safety and comfort can dull the spirit to a deathlike state 

Just as seaman Ahab personifies the questing element of the 

human mind, Starbuck is a landsman v/ho personifies blind 

faith.^ According to Sedgwick Melville's novel is a plea 

^^Wllliam Ellery Sedgv/ick, Herman Melville: The 
Tragedy of Mind (New York: Russell & Russell Inc., 19^2), 
p. 137. 

^^Ibid., p. 98. ^^Ibid., p. 100. 
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for a balance between sea instincts and land instincts, be

tween insatiable mental curiosity and mental atrophy. 

Sedgwick indicates that in order to demonstrate the 

tension between these two Intellectual instincts, Melville 

places Ishmael in the story. "Ishmael is open to the con-

35 
trary Influences of Ahab and the land." He personifies 

the struggle between spiritual balance and intellectual 

freedom. Sedĝ îck suggests that Ahab and Ishmael stand for 

opposite pulls in Melville's temperament, or the opposite 

elements in his religious consciousness. Sedgwick describes 

Moby-Dick as the mind's effort to know itself: "its similes, 

metaphors, symbols, allegory--what are they but the effort 
or 

of a mind to add its truth to external facts." 

F. 0. Matthiessen shares Sedgwick's theory that the 

fundamental allegory in the novel is a "searching expression 
37 

of the tragic dilemmas of the soul." The contrast between 

land and sea, between calm and storm is a projection of 

man's inner struggle. Matthiessen suggests that in Moby-

Dlck, Melville combines tv/o contrasting methods, reporting 

and allegory, by using the symbol as a unity device. The 

allegory provides a visible form to the forces at work in 

man's consciousness. 

3^Ibld., p. 125. ^^Ibicl., p. 134. 

3'̂ F. 0. Matthiessen, American Renaissance (New York: 
Oxford University Press, Inc., 19^1), p. 287. 
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Matthiessen dismisses Melville's warnings about 

the allegory in his letter to Mrs. Hawthorne and in the 

novel on the basis that evidently Hawthorne's letter to 

Melville discussing the allegory of Moty-Dlck pleased Mel

ville. In his reply to the letter, Melville called Haw

thorne's comments "joy-giving and exultation-breeding."^ 

Raymond Weaver shares the critical opinion of Gleim, 

Sedgwick, and others who view Moby-Dick as a spiritual alle

gory. Weaver states that despite Melville's warning against 

allegorical Interpretation, the novel can be called nothing 

else but "fabulous allegory." It is "an allegory of the 

demonlsm at the cankered heart of nature, teaching that 

'though in many of its visible aspects the world seemed 

formed in love, the invisible spheres were formed in 

fright.'"^^ 

Weaver's analysis of the symbols in the allegory 

differs from that of Gleim and others who view Ahab's quest 

for the whale as the soul's quest for knowledge of truth 

and fate. Nor is Ahab Man in his full human stature, as 

Sedgwick Indicates. For Weaver, Ahab is the tormented or 

enfeebled soul of Man, and the whale is the embodiment of 

the evil that makes man mad. Many critics indicate that 

^^Ibid., p. 250. 

^^Raymond Weaver, Herman Melville: Mariner and 
Mystic (New York: Pageant Books, Inc., 1921), p. 327. 

40 
Ibid., p. 329. 
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Moby Dick cannot symbolize evil in an allegory because to 

Ahab he iŝ  evil. In a symbolic context, the whale, by ne

cessity of definition, personifies an abstraction which has 

evil as a characteristic. 

William Braswell expresses this concept when he ex

plains that the allegorical assault on Moby Dick signifies 

more than a mere assault on evil: "Evil is but an effect, 

and Ahab is Interested in the Primary cause." Ahab con

cludes that if all good is attributed to the omnipotent 

Diety, all evil must also be attributed to that Diety. When / 

he strikes out at Moby Dick it is "for revenge on God," whom ' 
ho 1 

he holds responsible for the existence of evil. Ahab 

tries to harpoon Moby Dick because he cannot harpoon God. 

Geoffrey Stone also views Moby-Dick as an allegorical 

quest for God. For Stone, Melville's mention of "a hideous 

and intolerable allegory" in the novel applies to the whale 

itself and not to the story about the whale. "He was aware 

that real whales would have to swim and sound in real seas 

in Moby-Dick if the book were to ansv/er its own imperatives." -̂  

Stone, like Braswell, indicates that God could not be as

saulted, but a symbol of his creation could be pursued. 

William Braswell, Melville's Religious Thought 
(New York: Pageant Books, Inc., 1959), P- ̂ 7. 

42 
Ibid., p. 221. 

^^Geoffrey Stone, Melville (New York: Sheed and 
Ward, 19^9), P. 93. 
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Stone suggests that Melville's partly Calvlnist, 

partly Romantic attitude of mind provided the subject mat

ter of the novel. The demands of his personality were split 

betvfeen faith and reason; the world Itself split into two 

antipathetic realms. "One of these is the realm that is 

open to exploration by reason and it is, to use something 
44 

like Manlchaean terminology, the created and dark realm. 

The realm of faith that transcends this dark realm is iden

tified with non-rationality. There is Ahab and there is 

Starbuck, There are seamen and there are landsmen; an 

allegory of Manlchaean duality is created. Stone seems to 

agree with Homans that Ishmael is Melville's consciousness 

which is being besieged by the duality in the universe. 

John Parke agrees with Stone and others who indicate 

that Moby-Dick's thematic center is on a supra physical 

level. He also indicates that Melville's disavowal of alle

gory is facetious. His analysis of the allegory does not 

indicate that the quest for the whale is merely a quest for 

God or the ultimate unknowable truth. Ahab's story is the 

story of man rebelling against a "universe that is neutral 

n45 

and unpurposeful in terms of human values and purposes. 

Melville begins his novel with the naturalistic conclusions 

^^Ibid., p. 97. 

^John Parke, "Seven Moby-Dicks," Discussions of 
Moby-Dick, ed. Milton R. Stern (Boston: D. C. Heath & Co., 
1960), p. 68. 
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that Stephen Crane reaches in "The Open Boat" nearly a cen

tury later. Ahab is man's pride and seeks power over the 

principle of nature. With "Pride" at the helm, the whole 

human race (the crew of the Pequod) embarks on the attack 
46 

against nature. 

Parke explains that Ahab's downfall extends the meta

phorical meanings of the novel. 

The tone of.the ending . . . is especially grand 
and out of all proportion to Ahab's Immediate sig
nificance as a mere individual. It does Indeed, 
in spite of Melville's scornful disclaimer, sug
gest ^n allegory of Man in a historical predica
ment . 

This historical predicament suggested by Parke is greater 

than the predicament introduced by Stone--the opposition 

of faith and reason. Parke indicates that Melville was deal

ing with man outside the Christian frame of reference. "His 

depiction of a universe both godless and purposeless, was, 

and he knew it, in effect a blasphemy from the point of view 
48 

of orthodoxy and transcendentalism alike." According to 

Parke this is the reason he left his hero unredeemed and 

essentially uncondemned. Ahab dies, but at the same time 

he is heroic. He is human intellect and spiritual fortitude 

confronting chaos. He faces challenges alone: 

^^Ibid., p. 69. ^'^Ibid., p. 71. 

^^Ibid., p. 72. 
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Having progressed to this exposition of a theologi
cal allegory, we wight think we have reached the 
full depth, the qulntesBnce, of Melville's "mighty 
theme. ' This, Indeed is as mighty as the story 
of Job himself: the confrontation of chaos by man--
beyond the crumbling pale of the Christian citadel 
and the evaporating heavenly city of rationalism, 
close beneath the flimsy scaffolding of scientific 
relativism.^y 

Parke indicates that for Melville, chaos is not 

merely around man; it is in him. Moby Dick does not seek 

Ahab. The evil in man is the cause of the apparent outer 

chaos. For Parke this is the core of Melville's theological 

allegory. To Parke, Ahab's quest for Moby Dick is not a 

quest for revenge against God, as Braswell and Stone indi

cate. It is a statement of man's inability to deal with 

human evil. Ahab's tragedy is his Inability to locate or 

objectify evil in himself or to accept it as a part of crea-

tion.50 

Not all critics evaluate the allegory in terms of a 

quest. Several authors Indicate that the primary function 

of the allegory is satirical. Evaluations of satirical alle

gory appear to be more related to the relation between Ahab 

and Ishmael than to each character individually. This re

lationship has been interpreted in at least three v/ays: 

that Ishmael rejects Ahab's philosophy, that Ishmael shares 

Ahab's philosophy, and that Ishmael sympathizes v/ith Ahab's 

^^Ibid., p. 73. ^^Ibid., p. 75 
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philosophy but does not share.it. These differences be

tween Ahab and Ishmael constitute the basis for the mul

tiple levels of allegory. The allegory is possibly a satire 

of transcendentalism, of Christianity, or a satirical ex

pression of a pessimistic philosophy. 

Milton R. Stern acknowledges the presence of a quest 

in Moby-Dick, but his evaluation of the quest contrasts 

greatly with the evaluations of Gleim, Weaver, and others 

who indicate that it is a kind of spiritual adventure. Stern 

suggests that it is an allegorical satire of transcendental

ism and the doctrine of individualism. He states that Mel

ville was out of touch with the primary philosophical 

thought of his time. His mental abilities demanded con

stant and continuous struggles with theological problems. 

He was empirical and environmental where the transcendental-

ists were idealistic: 

For Melville, the Immediate facts of the historical 
community were the first logos. Upon the basis of 
this primary Importance, the truth of ideas be
comes relative, and is judged by effectiveness. 
History first determines the applicability of the 
ideas v/hlch inform action. . . . Transcendentalism 
tends to maximize Individualism, Melvillean 
thought tends to minimize it.51 

According to Stern, the transcendentalist must give spiri

tual being or pure idea primary importance over the material 

world. Recognition of the organic is the lowest level of 

^^Ibld., p. 6. 

http://share.it
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transcendental perception. "The nitrogen cycle structure 

of matter, form as a picture of function, had its highest 

meaning as a symbolic function of spirit." The transcen

dental concept is reliable because the ideal, as the es

sence of creation is perfection and purity, and historical 

experience is a result not a primary cause. 

Stern states that Melville was essentially a philoso-

phical naturalist who used transcendental symbolism to ex

pose a false concept of God and natural order. In the 

allegorical structure Ahab typifies idealistic, symbolic 

thought. He makes a philosophical voyage symbolized by a 

physical journey in search for the ideal. The satire is 

obvious because a fool Is on a futile quest. Not only is 

Ahab-Ideallst a fool, he is a murderer; the ship of humanity 

54 is sunk by the impossible quest. 

If Melville rejects Idealism in Moby-Dick, what al

ternative does he present to fill the philosophical vacuum? 

Stern suggests that "The Mast Head" chapter reveals the 

necessity of history and idea over ideal and idea: 

Beware of enlisting in your vigilant fisheries 
any lad v/ith lean brow and hollow eye; given to 
unseasonable medltativeness; and v/ho offers to 
ship with the Phaedon instead of Bowditch in his 
head. Bev/are of such an one, I say: your whales 
must be seen before they can be killed; and this 

^^Ibid. 53ibid., p. 7. 

^^Ibid., pp. 14-15. 
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sunken-eyed young Platonlst will tow you ten 
wakes round the world, and never make you one 
pint of sperm the richer. . , . Those young 
Platonists have a notion that their vision is 
imperfect; they are short sighted; what use, 
then, to strain the visual nerve: They have 
left their opera glasses at home.55 

Stern says that Melville rejects any reading of the universe 

which implies moral or spiritual equation. Man's ability 

to see the visible truth is all he has. This is also evi

dent in Ishmael's rejection of Ahab's views. 

In "The Try Works?" chapter Ishmael is at the helm 

of the Pequod, and the crew is boiling out whales in the 

massive pots. Ishmael stares into the fire and becomes 

hypnotised by the redness of the flames. He starts from 

his brief sleep and becomes aware that something is v/rong. 

He cannot find the compass and feels that the tiller is 

inverted; however, he discovers that he has turned himself 

around and is facing the ship's stern with his back to the 

prow. He rights the ship just in time and prevents it from 

capsizing. He says: 

Look not too long in the face of the fire, 0 man! 
Never dream with thy hand on the helm! Turn not 
thy back to the compass; accept the first hint of 
the hitching tiller; believe not the artificial 
fire, v/hen its redness makes all things look 
ghastly. Tomorrov/, in the natural sun, the skies 
will be bright . . . the glorious, golden, glad 
sun, the only true lamp--all other but liars.-^" 

55Melville, p. 213-14. ^^Melville, p. 542-43. 
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According to Stern, if one stares at the fires of Idealism 

one stares at a projection of self and loses sight of the 

real, physical, historical world. Ishmael is in danger of 

leaving the one area of reality as Ahab has done. He almost 

becomes inverted; he loses control of government (the 

tiller), and almost kills mankind. Ishmael saves himself 

"by rejecting a cosmlcally idealistic vision in favor of 

empirical . . . vision. "̂ '̂  Reality is natural existence; 

the allegorical satire on transcendentalism is complete. 

Unlike Stern, Lawrance Thompson suggests that 

Moby-Dick is a satire of Christianity. Thompson bases his 

conclusion on Melville's letters to Hawthorne and the text 

of the novel. In one of his letters, written v/hile the 

novel was in progress, Melville "summarized his recently 

formulated belief that whatever salvation man might achieve, 

in this life, could come only after man had declared his 

independence from God. "-̂  Melville reacted strongly against 

Carlyle's Calvinistlc ideal: "To Carlyle's insistence that 

we should love God, Melville ansv/ered in effect that man 

was inclined to dislike God."^^ The fact that the "secret" 

motto of the book is a baptism in the name of the devil 

seems to support Thompson's viev/s. 

5'̂ Stern, p. 243. 

•^Lawrance Thompson, M e l v i l l e ' s Quarrel V/ith God 
(Pr ince ton: Pr inceton Univers i ty P ress , 1952), p . 127. 

^ ^ I b i d . , p . 131. 
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Thompson indicates that it is ironically appropriate 

that Melville turned to the Bible for inspiration to write 

a book "which would Illuminate, obliquely, his personal 

declaration of Independence not only from the tyranny of 

Christian dogma but also from the sovereign tyranny of God 

Almighty." Nineteenth-century theologians agreed that 

in the forty-first chapter of Job, the whale served as a 

symbol of God's indomitable and Inscrutable attributes. 

Thompson says that the use of the whale as a symbol allows 

Melville "to assume, wickedly, that any concern for whaling 

might be considered some form of God-concern, in an alle

gorical sense." He believes that Melville was already 

well acquainted with the mechanics of writing allegory and 

was well equipped to v/ork out simultaneous concealments 

and revelations in terms of v/hallng. 

It is Thompson's contention that Ishmael and Ahab 

represent two aspects of Melville's mind. This idea is 

not, however, similar to the idea expressed by Stone v/hen 

he suggests that Ahab and Ishmael are tv/o opposite forces 

in Melville. According to Thompson the apparent opposition 

between Ahab and Ishmael is merely a foil that allows Mel

ville to conceal the close identity betv/een the two. Ahab's 

alliance with the devil figure, Fedallah, and his ultimate 

declaration of independence from man and God is sufficient 

^*^Ibid., p. 147. -̂̂ Ibid., p. 48. 



61 

justification for classifying him as anti-Christian. 

According to Thompson, in the first chapter, "Loom-

ings," Melville establishes by satire Ishmael's anti-

Christian views. He points out that in seven sentences 

Ishmael ridicules the concept that in Adam's fall we sin

ned all and plays sarcastically with Christian concepts 

6? 
involving the paradox of free will and predestination. 

Ishmael is not ignorant of the existence of Ahab's whale. 

While discussing his reasons for going on the whaling voy

age, Ishmael says: 

Chief among these motives was the overwhelming idea 
of the great whale himself. Such a portentous and 
mysterious monster roused all my curiosity. The 
wild and distant seas where he rolled his island 
bulk; the undellverable, nameless perils of the 
whale; these v/ith all the attending marvels of a 
thousand Patagonian^slghts and sounds, helped to 
sway me to my wish."3 

The parallel of Interest betv/een Ahab and Ishmael is estab

lished before Ahab is Introduced in the novel. In a later 

chapter Melville technically ridicules Father Mapple's 

sermon by juxtaposing two rituals of worship. Ishmael 

shares in both the Christian and Pagan attempts to manipu

late God. Father Mapple does it with rhetoric, and Queequeg 

does it with a knife. The disparity of theology is not 

alarming to "good" Presbyterian Ishmael, whose anti-

Christian attitude will subsequently be dramatized in Ahab's 

^^Ibid., p. 157. ^%elville, pp. 29-30. 
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deeds.^^ 

The white whale is the allegorical emblem of God 

and though their motivations differ, both Ishmael and Ahab 

seek the whale, Thompson indicates that Melville allegori

cally ridicules the Christian concept of God "by represent

ing him as a monstrous being which is 'ubiquitous' and 

'immoral.'" ̂  Ahab's three officers each represent a dis

tinct attitude toward whaling which contrasts with Ahab's 

central or dominant attitude. "Allegorically, of course, 

each mate's attitude toward whaling suggests his attitude 
66 

toward God." Starbuck is the orthodox Christian believer 

and plays an Ineffectual and pathetic role. Stubb relies 

on happy-go-lucky fatalism, and Flask manifests his uncom

plimentary attitude toward the whole (God) by a complete 

lack of reverence. He sees the whale as a species of mag-
67 

nlficent mouse or a water rat. 

Hiompson justifies his evaluation of the novel as 

anti-Christian allegory by quoting Melville's letter to 

Hawthorne in which Melville indicates that he did not ex

pect many readers to perceive his allegorical meanings. 

Thompson enlarges this statement to mean that Melville had 

gone out of his way to use moral allegory for riddling pur

poses. He counted on repeated use of conventional Christian 

^^Thompson, p. I65. ^^Ibid., p. 192. 

^^Ibld. ^'^Ibid., p. 177. 
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terms and emblems to trip Christian readers into a conven

tional allegorical misinterpretation. The use of allegory 

in Moby-Dick is doubly deceptive. The warning about the 

"hideous and intolerable allegory" is as valid as Ishmael's 

conviction that the whale is a fish Instead of a mammal.^^ 

Like Stern and Thompson, Allen Austin suggests that 

the allegory is in reality an expression of a naturalistic, 

pessimistic philosophy. His view of Ahab, however, em

braces both of their theories. Ahab initially adopts an 

atheistic philosophy, but his compulsion to see conscious 

will in natural forces causes him to wholeheartedly accept 

the belief of the transcendentalist that "the outv/ard world 

6Q 

is a symbol of spiritual reality." Austin does not Indi

cate that Ishmael agrees or disagrees with Ahab's views as 

do Stern or Thompson. He, on the contrary, indicates that 

Ishmael sympathizes with Ahab's views but does not share 

them. Ishmael sees Ahab's madness as the madness of illum

ination that has the ability to see into the invisible 

spheres of existence. 

This illumination, even though it can lead to mad

ness, Ishmael believes is superior to Starbuck's pious 

vision. According to Austin, when Ishmael warns man not 

to give himself up to artificial fire, he is not warning 

^^Ibid., p. 197. 

^^Allen Austin, % e Three Stranded Allegory of 
Moby-Dick," College English, XXVI (February, I965), 345. 
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man against the doctrine of correspondences as Stern sug

gests; he is only warning man against the "dangers of mad

ness in experiencing the vision. "'̂ ^ The superiority of 

the person capable of this vision over the normal vision 

or the "right reason" of a Starbuck is similar to the re

lationship between a bird of the mountains and a bird of 

the plains. The mountain bird is still higher than a bird 

of the plains even though the mountain bird soars into 

valleys and gorges. 

According to Austin the distinction between woe and 

madness parallels the distinction between Ahab's and Ish

mael 's view of the whale: 

The White Whale symbolizes to Ishmael the destruc
tive principle at the core of existence, the in
evitability of personal annihilation. On one level, 
Ishmael's identification with Ahab's quest expresses 
anger that the universe is not differently consti
tuted, that hope of mortality is a vain hope. On 
another level, it is a polemic against the Christian 
view that Ishmael rejects.71 

Austin points out that Ishmael is not only a wanderer; he 

is also the opposite of Isaac, who is the child of the 

spirit. "Melville was undoubtedly aware of Paul's allegorl 

cal interpretation of the Ishmael and Isaac story: 'he 

who was of the bondv/oman was born after the flesh; but he 
72 

of the free woman was by promise.'" Ishmael is a child 

70ibid. Tlibid., p. 396. 

'^^Ibid., p. 347. 
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of the flesh. Austin relates this to a quotation in Romans, 

chapter ix, verse eight, which states that the children of 

the flesh are not the children of God. This is his woe. 

Hence Ishmael sympathizes with Ahab's realization or vision 

concerning the nature of God, but he knows that the quest 

of revenge against "the personified personal is man."''̂ ^ 

Like Thompson, Austin suggests that the basic allegorical 

meaning of Ahab's quest is the defiance of the doctrine that 

personifies and worships the destructive principle of the 

universe as a God of Love. Ishmael taunts the Christian 

faith because it calls the powers of destruction good and 

74 
finds salvation in falsehood. 

In contrast to interpretations which deal singularly 

with theology and all- encompassing philosophy, there is a 

group of critics who view Moby-Dick as an allegory of Ameri

can democracy or a demonstration of western capitalistic 

philosophy. James B. Hall suggests that the Pequod is an 

archetype of capitalistic enterprise conceived in the nine

teenth century mood of expanding frontiers and that the 

book is an allegorical industrial saga. In the microcosm 

of the boat all men work within a hierarchy of rank and 

station. Ahab is the manager of the enterprise sponsored 

by absentee ov/ners. No one segment of the endeavor has any 

moral responsibility for the dangerous business of whaling. 

^^ibid., p. 345. ^^Ibid., p. 349. 
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"The men are driven by the mates, and the mates by the 

captain. The captain represents the managers of ven

ture on the land who, in turn, represent the minor stock

holders. This situation results in disintegration of the 

capitalistic structure which holds values that are contra

dictory to human welfare. 

According to Hall, the gams of the Pequod present 

other capitalistic possibilities. The Town Ho! shows the 

results of labor relations based on brute force. The 

Bachelor is a capitalistic dream--profit without risk and 

without responsibility. "The Jeroboam shows the result if 

the Pequod should become a kind of Inefficient bureaucracy, 

a kind of New Deal which had attracted no administrative 
76 

ability."' Ahab, however, refuses all these variations 

and pursues the capitalistic ideal to ultimate destruction. 

Hall does not suggest that the singular purpose of the 

novel is a kind of industrial protest; however, he does 

state that Melville was preoccupied with the future of 

America and the exploitation of man and materials. 

Henry Nash Smith also indicates that the conduct of 

economic enterprise is a primary factor in Moby-Dick. Like 

Hall, Smith sees Ahab as a force associated with the machines 

75james B. Hall, "Moby-Dick: Parable of a Dying 
System," VJestern Review, XT\r~(7.utumn, 1949), p. 234. 

'^^Ibld., p. 235. 
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of the industrial revolution. Melville uses the character 

of the machine to express Ahab's Intention to use the crew 

of the Pequod as tools for his personal purpose.'̂ '̂  Smith 

suggests that the repeated use of the machine image indi

cates that the machine in some way violates humanity. This 

imagery seems to "support the interpretation of Ahab as 

an embodiment of the inhuman will-to-power which Melville 

discerned in developing American capitalism. "'̂ ^ Smith, 

however, does not sustain Hall's suggestion that this in

dustrial image is a primary element in the novel. He in

terprets Moby-Dick as a sociological allegory.'^ 

Smith indicates that in the sociological allegory, 

Ishmael is the alienated individual, the outcast. He is 

an American and the world from which he is fleeing is the 

American world. Father Mapple's sermon intensifies the idea 

that organized society is evil. "The Nineveh of Father 

Mapple's sermon is just as relevant as New York to Ishmael's 

,,80 

and the author's meaning. Melville's elaborate treat

ment of sharks further reveals his sentiments toward society, 

Ahab is the embodiment of dangerous societal attitudes which 

threaten the individual. Melville's book "forces us to 

^^Henry Nash Smith, "The Image of Society in Moby-
Dick, " Moby-Dick Centennial Essays, eds. Tyrus Hillv/ay and 
Luther S. Mansfield (Dallas: Southern Methodist University 
Press, 1965), p. 61. 

^ Ibid., p. 62. ^^Ibid. 

^^Ibid., p. 64. 
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recognize that for him, at least, American society of the 

luid-nineteenth century represented not the benign present 
.,81 

and hopeful future proclaimed by official spokesmen. 

Philip Gleason presents another version of Melville's 

sociological allegory. Instead of placing emphasis on the 

destructive nature of society, Gleason concludes that Mel

ville emphasized the necessity of democratic society; the 

book is a meditation on American democracy. Ahab is a pro

totype of the ruthlessly self-confident empire builder. In 

the microcosm of the Pequod, he is forced to make use of 

society to achieve his purpose. The destruction of the 

microcosm has large implications. It is not destroyed be

cause societal institutions are evil, as Smith suggests, but 

because each individual crew member (also prototypes) fails 
Op 

to act because of imperfections in his character. 

According to Gleason, Starbuck is a prototype for 

the societal man. He would have been the obvious choice to 

thwart Ahab's mad plan; hov/ever, his faith makes him ineffec

tive in a situation not covered by domesticated orthodoxy. 

Stubb is the sophisticated cynic who has abdicated social 

responsibility. Flask does not abdicate social responsi

bility; he is totally unaware of it. Gleason states that 

he is the "mass" man who endangers democracy v/ith his 

moc 

^^Ibid., p. 75. 

^^Philip Gleason, "Moby-Dick: Meditation for De-
racy," The Personalist, XLIV ^October, 19o3), 510. 
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unspeculative, hard-headed, and eminently practical nature.^^ 

Unlike Smith, Gleason concludes that in Moby-Dick 

society is not a doomed institution. Ishmael does survive, 

and Ishmael is obviously not like any other member of the 

Pequod's society: 

He is not a primitive; he lives in the nineteenth 
century, while the admirable Queequeg does not. 
He is not, like Flask or the carpenter, insensitive; 
nor is he a beaten man, as is the blacksmith. He 
keeps his sanity, as Pip cannot; yet he never re
fuses to ponder, he never adopts Stubb's humorous 
cynicism. Neither does he retreat into an ortho
doxy of the sort that Starbuck uses to shield him
self from the ugliness and evil of life. He is 
unlike Ahab in that he is sane; . . . he takes the 
world as he finds it, while Ahab rejects and attempts 
to smash It.^^ 

Ishmael is free from the weaknesses of others and is able 

to overcome his own weaknesses. He looks av/ay from the fire, 

finds the compass, and rights the allegorical ship of so

ciety. 

Harry Slochower also views Ahab as the ruler over 

the Pequod's microscopic society. He does not, however, 

view the ship's voyage as an expression of individual capi

talism or a representative society. Slochower Indicates 

that the voyage is an expression of continental expansionism 

which Melville uses to question the ethic of the practice. 

The fact that the crew members are prototypes is a reflec

tion of the reality that they have not developed 

^%bld., p. 511. ^^Ibld., p. 514. 
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individuality. They are still loose fish to be gathered by 

the democratic myth of expansionism expressed by Ahab's 
^ 85 

quest. 

The majority of critics who investigate the allegory 

in Moby-Dick attempt to find a system of correspondences 

between Melville's novel and external realities. Charles 

H. Cook, Jr. and Paul Brodtkorb, however, approach the 

problem in a different manner, placing emphasis on the verb 

form of the word allegory instead of the noun form. The 

allegory is not as Important as the tendencies of Melville's 

characters to allegorize. Cook and Brodtkorb indicate that 

Ishmael's mention of "hideous and Intolerable" allegory in 

the novel has much deeper significance than one would suppose. 

Cook calls it the key to the main theme of the novel' and to 

the tragic flaw in Ahab's character: 

Av/are of the human temptation to project simple, 
personal meanings upon things which are formless or 
Incomprehensible, Melville may be giving us the 
tragedy of a man who yields his whole soul to this 
temptation, who inflates his own private hurt into 
the hurt of all mankind, and who allegorizes the 
Infllctor of this hurt as the dwelling place of all 
human evil. Is Ahab an example of that deadly 
brand of reformer v/hose obsession with one evil 
blinds him to the enigmatic ambiguity of the moral 
world? Is he the creator of a hideous and intoler
able allegory?^^ 

^Harry Slochov/er, "Moby Dick, " American Quarterly 
II (Spring, 1954), 263. 

^^Charles H. Cook, Jr., "Ahab's Intolerable Alle
gory," Discussions of Moby-Dick, ed. Milton R. Stern (Bos
ton: D. C. Heath and Company, 19^0), p. 60. 
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According to Cook, Ahab is the only character in 

the novel who succeeds In eliminating vagueness for his 

mind. Ishmael is never entirely sure of anything and is a 

philosophical question mark. The other crew members are 

limited personalities. To Ahab, however, the whale has 

become an incarnation of the world's evil. The outcome 

of Ahab's allegorizing is destruction of all--except Ish

mael, who is saved by "the questioning humility of his per

sonality, which prevents him from committing /hab's tragic 

87 
error of allegorizing." ' 

Cook maintains that the validation of the interpre

tation is found in evidence that the whale holds one kind 

of meaning for Melville and Ishmael and a more specific 

meaning for Ahab. The chapter, "The V7hlteness of the Whale," 

clearly establishes the ambivalence of Ishmael's mind, and 

the mass of cetologlcal information encourages the conclu

sion that "Melville and Ishmael know only this of the whale: 

it is a real and living part of our v/orld, and its incom

prehensibility lures man to seek in it some tremendous 
0 0 

philosophical significance." Captain Ahab commits the 

error that Ishmael avoids when he accepts the duality in 

nature. Ahab's error of allegorizing nature into a singu

larity is a result of his failure to comprehend that in 

mortal realms, good and evil are inextricably involved. 

^^Ibid., p. 61. ^^Ibid., p. 62. 88. 
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^ u s , Moby-Dick is Ahab's hideous and Intolerable allegory. 

In contrast to Cook's views, Brodtkorb suggests 

that Ishmael-Melvllle does allegorize explicitly in such 

chapters as "Fast-Fish and Loose-Fish" and "The Monkey-Rope." 

Like Gleim, Brodtkorb acknowledges that the allegories are 

not continuous, but appear in a broken sequence of system

atic meaning. The Pequod is the v/orld ship until it meets 

another ship; then it becomes a literal whaling vessel.^^ 

Brodkorb suggests that for Ishmael, allegory is 

merely a teclmlque of substituting Images for ideas v/hlch 

are the primary conceptions. It is not a mysterious con

nection betv/een a symbolic object and a metaphysical, non-

sensory truth. Hence, Brodtkorb agrees with Cook even 

though he states that Ishmael does allegorize; Ishmael does 

not allegorize the whale. To allegorize the v/hale v/ould be 

to give it a static certainty of form; the whale is far too 

ambiguous to live with such constrictions. Brodtkorb sup

ports his view by pointing out v/hat is by now extremely 

evident; there is so very little critical agreement on 

what a satisfactory allegorical reference for Moby Dick 
90 

might be. 

It seems, hov/ever, that Brodtkorb and Cook agree 

with \7illiam Hull that Melville himself could not allegorize 

^9paul Brodtkorb, Jr., Ishmael's VJhite World (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 19^5), p. l42. 

9Qlbld., p. 143. 

file:///7illiam
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because he could not arrive at a state of static corres

pondences. Unlike Hull, they indicate that Melville al

lows his characters to allegorize and purposefully attains 

emphasis by juxtaposition of Ahab, the Insane, and Ishmael 

the sane. The Important point is that Ishmael is subject 

to share Ahab's allegorizing insanity, but he overcomes it. 

It appears that William Braswell is quite serious 

when he states that the very nature of Moby-Dick demands 

that each critic be his ô m allegorist.^"^ This statement 

presents questions that must be considered. What is the 

cause of the vast critical dissension? Was Melville's 

artistic talent Inadequate or v/as he deliberately trying 

to be obscure? How did Melville's abilities to write alle

gory develop from Mardl to Moby-Dick? 

^ Moby-Dick didactic allegory Is not an Isolated 

technique. The combination of allegory and symbol produces 

a work of art that is greater than Coleridge's singular 

definition of the two art forms. Raymond Weaver suggests 

that allegory justifies itself only when the fiction is 

the fact and the moral induction; only v/hen its representa-

92 
tion is as Imaginatively real as its meaning. The reality 

of the literal level is beyond question. There is no vacil

lation to and from a dream v/orld as in Mardi. The pursuit 

of the whale from the Arctic to the Antarctic is completely 

•̂'•Brasv/ell, p. 57. ° V7eaver, p. 26. 
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engrossing--even without Ahab. If Bloom's secondary prem

ise is accepted, that the abstract meaning depends on the 

reality of the literal meaning, then Moby-Dick's allegory 

fulfills this requirement and indicates the progression of 

Melville's artistic technique. In Mardi the literal level 

is never quite literal enough. 

Still there is the question of the highly diverse 

interpretations of the allegory. Is Melville's ambiguity 

a flaw? Obviously, the technical Intention of allegory is 

such that a certain degree of obscurity is Inseparable from 

the structure. If, hov/ever, the secondary meaning consist

ently eludes apprehension, then it may be said that the 

allegorist has failed to integrate the various layers of 

intention and that he is justifiably censurable on the 

grounds of unnecessary obscurity. It is possible that this 

objection is not valid if the author is presenting duality 

instead of duplicity. And v/hat is more obvious in Moby-

Dick than the duality of all levels of perception? Perhaps 

the ambiguous allegories of Mardi and Moby-Dick will be 

more evident v/hen compared with evaluations of Melville's 

"rural bowl of milk," Pierre, or the Ambiguities. 



CHAFfER IV 

PIERRE AS ALLEGORY 

After Moby-Dick Melville began a new book with the 

idea of aiming at sales and acceptance. In a letter to Sophia 

Hawthorne, suggesting his awareness of women as potential 

audience, Melville reveals that he planned a romance with a 

mysterious plot and stirring passions. He promised Mrs. 

Hawthorne that he would not send her another "bowl of sea 

water" (Moby-Dick), but would create a "rural bov/1 of milk." 

Pierre or, the Ambiguities was not, however, the bov/1 of milk 

Melville had originally envisioned. 

The novel, in its final form, was anything but a coun

try idyll for feminine readers. Bentley, the London firm that 

published Melville's first six novels, agreed to take the 

book only if Melville made major alterations in content. Mel

ville refused to make the necessary changes; Pierre v/as pub-
2 

llshed by Harpers in New York on August 6, I852. 

In the novel Pierre Glendinning and his proud mother 

live together in Saddle Meadows. They have everything the 

world, intellect, and affection can bestow. The son is be

trothed to a beautiful girl of equal position and fortune. 

Hugh V7. Hetherington, Melville's Reviewers (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 19^1), p. 227. 

^Ibid., p. 228. 
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All at once Pierre learns that his father has left an ille

gitimate daughter, Isabel, who lives in poverty and obscur

ity. Pierre's conscience demands that he befriend and ac

knowledge her; however, he can not reveal to the world the 

error of his sainted father. Pierre solves his dilemma by 

announcing he has married Isabel and taking her to New York 

City. His mother disowns him and soon dies of v/ounded love 

and pride. His betrothed, Lucy, is brought to the brink of 

the grave. Lucy recovers and goes to live with Pierre and 

Isabel; Lucy's relatives try to regain her and brand Pierre 

with every bad name possible. Pierre finally shoots his 

cousin, who has become the possessor of the family estate and 

a pretender to the hand of Lucy. He is arrested and taken 

to prison; Lucy and Isabel come to visit him. Lucy, upon 

discovering that Isabel and Pierre are sister and brother, 

falls dead of a broken heart. Pierre and Isabel commit sui

cide by iiaklng poison. 

In a sense the novel is what Melville said it v/ould 

be. It contains romance, a mysterious plot, and stirring 

passions. But Melville did not remain faithful to his orig

inal concept of the book, and Pierre turned into what has 

been called the first genuine psychological novel in Ameri

can literature. His unrestrained imagination led him to the 

ruinous theme of incest; the book received damning reviews. 

Melville's friend, George Duyckinck, wrote in the August, 

1852, Literary V/orld: 



77 

We cannot pass without remark the supersensuous-
ness with which the early relations of the family 
are described. Mother and son, brother and sis
ter are sacred facts not to be disturbed by sacrile
gious speculations . . . and the horrors of an in
cestuous relation between Pierre and Isabel seem to 
be vaguely hinted at.3 

Colonel Greene, of the Democratic Boston Post, called Pierre 

"the craziest fiction extant" and added that the amount of 

trash in the novel was infinite. Reviev/ers on both sides 

of the Atlantic shared the views of Duyckinck and Greene. 

The twentieth century brought more objective con

siderations of Pierre, and critics began to view the novel 

as an extremely complex composition. Lawrance Thompson sug

gests that Pierre Includes many calculated attempts to shock 

his mld-nlneteenth-century reading public. Thompson does 

not think, however, that this was Melville's primary purpose 

in the novel. The plot of Pierre establishes a light sur

face level of meaning, on which dark allegorical insinua

tions depend: 

Although the literary game of allegory had gone out 
of fashion before Melville began to make unconven
tional adaptations of it, the basic ground rules of 
the game are familiar. They require that physical 
images, characters, and actions in a narrative shall 
be handled in such ways that abstract and even meta
physical meanings are implied.5 

3lbid., p. 231. 
4 
Ibid. 

5Lav/rance Thompson, "Forev/ord," P ie r re o r . The Am
b i g u i t i e s (New York: The New Ameripan Library^ of VJorld 
L i t e r a t u r e , I n c . , 1964), p . x i i i . 
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Thompson points out that Melville incorporates the thematic 

patterns of four different Christian allegories for pur

poses of comparison and contrast with Pierre's allegorical 

experience. Bunyan's PIIgrim's Progress, Spenser's Faerie 

Queen, Dante's Divine Comedy^ and Milton's Paradise Lost are 

frequently alluded to, both by Pierre and in Melville's 

authorial intrusions. The primary difference between 

Pierre's allegory and the Christian allegories is that Mel

ville parodies and Inverts the meanings of the Christian 

allegory. 

In the beginning of the novel, Pierre is a genuine 

idealist much like the hero of Pilgrim's Progress. At the 

end of the story, Pierre does not, however, earn salvation 

6 
as does Bunyan's hero. The allegorical story about the edu
cation of the hero and his journey goes awry. 

Thompson suggests that Melville develops his alle

gory through implied analogies. Pierre is named for his 

worshipped father who is dead and supposedly resides in heav

en. Pierre's discovery of his father's indiscretion insin

uates, allegorically, "the possibility that Pierre's 'Father 

in Heaven' may also be stonyhearted enough to abandon 
7 

Pierre." That Melville utilizes the Christian allegory 

for anti-Christian purposes is also obvious in Melville's 

^Ibid., p. xiv. 

'Ibid., p. XV. 
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authorial intrusions concerning the growth of the Christian 

hero. When Pierre suffers his initial hours of anguish 

after his discovery of Isabel's existence, he discovers that 

humanity and the diety have deserted him: 

That hour of the life of a man when first the help 
of humanity falls him, and he learns that in his 
obscurity and indigence humanity holds him a dog and 
no man: that hour is a hard one, but not the hard
est. There is still another hour which follows, when 
he learns that in his infinite comparative minuteness 
and abjectness, the gods do likewise despise him, and 
ovm him not of their clan. Divinity and humanity 
then are equally willing that he should starve in the 
street for all that either will do for him.8 

According to Thompson, Melville reinforces his anti-

Christian allegory by showing that Pierre is victimized by 

inner as well as outer forces. Pierre's physical attraction 

to Isabel is presented as "a divinely Implanted gift which 

paradoxically helps to betray Pierre's dlvinest spiritual 

impulses.."^ Melville challenges the Christian doctrine 

that man is made in heaven by asking why man should catch 

glimpses of hell. Thompson states that on the allegorical 

level the same challenge is extended; if God is the source 

of all, then he must be the primary source of evil. In es

sence it is God's fault that evil overtakes Pierre. Melville 

parodies the fall of Adam and Eve in Paradise Lost. Milton 

^Herman Melville, Pierre or. The Ambiguities (New 
York: The New American Library of World Literature, Inc., 
1964), p. 335. 

"Thompson, p. xvii. 
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leaves the reader with the understanding that the "sin" lies 

entirely with Adam and Eve. Melville tells the reader that 

Pierre and Isabel are betrayed into their Incestuous rela

tions by inner, God-given forces. 

Howard H. Schless also views Pierre as an anti-

Christian allegory and suggests that Dante provides a key 

to the construction and meaning of the novel. Having had 

his second interview with Isabel, and pledging to help both 

her and Delly Ulver, Pierre starts home. On his way back 

to Saddle Meadows, Pierre realizes that though his heart is 

firm in its intent, his mind will assault him with doubts 

that might prevent his taking action: 

In the profoundly silent heart of a house full of 
sleeping serving men and maids, Pierre now sat in 
his chamber before his accustomed round table still 
tossed with the books and papers which, three days 
before, he had abruptly left, for a sudden and more 
absorbing object. Uppermost and most conspicuous 
were the Inferno of Dante, and the Hamlet of Shake
speare. His mind was wandering and vague; his arm 
wandered and was vague. Soon he found the open In
ferno in his hand, and his eye met the following 
lines, allegorically overscribed within the arch of 
the outgoings of the v/omb of human life: 

"Through me you pass into the city of Woe, 
Through me you pass into eternal pain. 
Through me among the people lost for aye. 

All hope abandon, ye v/ho enter here." 

He dropped the fatal volume from his hand; he 
dropped his fated hand upon his chest.-'-1 

10 Ibid. 

llMelville, p. I98. 
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This passage prepares the reader for Pierre's allegorical 

departure to the city. It is not just any city that Pierre 

will go to. It is the city of V/oe, the city of Dls of 

12 

Dante's Inferno. According to Schless, Melville estab

lishes Pierre as a nineteenth-century Jesus, but not as an 

ethereal being. He is a flesh and blood man. In a frame

work of Christian allegory Melville sends his Christ-figure 

into the world of reality to encounter and inspect evil. 

When Pierre rides into the city he is accompanied 

by his "Dark Angel," Isabel. Schless states that here, as 

in Mardl and Moby-Dick, there is to be the encounter with 

evil without the sanction of Heavenly Love. The flaw that 

causes Pierre's abandoned situation is basically that Pierre 

is a human being and no more. By consequence, each verse 

allegorically overscribed within the arch of the outgoings 

of the womb of human life is to prove horribly true. Pierre 

is no Christ, and being v/ithout the Divine Sanction that 

saved Dante, he is but one more earthly soul passing into 
13 

perdition. Melville explains the importance of Dante's 

Inferno to Pierre's developing consciousness: 

Fortunately for the felicity of the Dilettante in 
Literature, the horrible allegorical meanings of 

Howard Schless, "Flaxman, Dante, and Melville's 
Pierre," Bulletin of the New York Public Library, LXIV, 
No. 5 (May, 19^0J, 7b. 

Ibid. 
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the Inferno, lie not on the surface; but unfortunately 
for the earnest and youthful piercers into truth and 
reality, those horrible meanings, when first dis
covered, infuse their poison into a spot previously 
unprovided with that sovereign antidote of a sense of 
uncapltulatable security, which is only the possession 
of the furthest advanced and profoundest soul.^^ 

Pierre is not mature enough to embrace the darker realities 

which he encounters in Dante and in life. Melville seems 

to suggest that Pierre and the Inferno are similar in that 

their horrible allegorical meanings lie not on the surface 

but in the larger implications of secondary meanings. 

Not all critics view Pierre as an anti-Christian 

allegory. E. L. Grant Watson suggests that the novel is an 

allegory of Melville's development of consciousness. The 

elements of the soul are divided into relationships of the 

mother and her son, the father and the son, the brother and 

the sister, and the young man and his betrothed. These 

elements are not simple in their relationships; the brother 

and sister have different mothers; the boy calls his mother, 

sister; and with the coming of consciousness of the tragedy 

15 of life, the brother takes his sister to be his wife. 

In the beginning of the allegory, Pierre personi

fies the Puritan American soul and Mrs. Glendenning sym

bolizes those elements of Pierre's environment that have 

14 
Melville, p. 199-

•'•̂ E. L. Grant V/atson, "Melville's Pierre, " New Eng-
land Quarterly, III (April, 1930), I98. 



83 

thus far fashioned his life. Lucy Tartan symbolizes the con

scious elements of Pierre's soul that appear to be pure and 

good. Hence Pierre, or the Puritan American soul, is only 

partially developed. He is waiting for the awakening of 

the dark part of his soul. 

Isabel is the first manifestation of the dark half 

of the Puritan American soul. Naturally she and Lucy are 

opposite parts of Pierre. Lucy is the pure conscious part 

that is approved by his mother, and Isabel is a soul-image 

of an awakening universe and consciousness of the tragic. 

Because Isabel and Pierre are "born of the same life-spring," 

17 he must accept her wider vision. 

Watson agrees with Thompson that Pierre's father 

personifies God. Watson, however, emphasizes the father 

as the ambiguous, original source of the soul. Pierre gains 

knowledge of the tragedy of life (the product of his father's 

immorality), and becomes aware that his mother (the complex 

of social instincts) could not survive with this knowledge. 

Isabel's story is a tale of the birth and growth of 

an enlarged consciousness which comes to life's initiates: 

She tells how . . . she came to be lodged in a lunatic 
asylum, how whe v/as surrounded by strangely demented 

^^Ibid., p. 200. 

'̂̂ Ibid., pp. 201-202. 

•̂ Îbid., pp. 204-205. 
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people, composed-of-countenance, but wanderlng-of-
mlnd; soul-composed and bodily-wandering and 
strangely-demented. Thus it is in that the awaken
ing consciousness of the soul, is closely and 
dangerously beset, in its lonely infancy, by the 
undifferentiated and demented-seeming forms of the 
collective unconscious.^9 

As Isabel tells her story, Pierre is awakened with spiritual 

recognition; the dark side of his soul bursts forth. 

According to Watson, the period between the two 

stages of the soul's initiation or the time between Pierre's 

first and second meeting with Isabel is very Important. In 

this period the consciousness is able to adjust itself to 

20 
its new experience. Watson suggests that Pierre estab
lishes Isabel as his wife rather than as his sister because 

he recognizes her as a soul image. "it is always with the 
21 

soul image in human form that the lover wishes to unite." 

Pierre comes to this decision soon after his first meeting 

with Isabel, and the decision reflects the complete adjust

ment of the expanded soul to its new awareness. 

When Pierre announces his marriage to Lucy, "his 

earlier consciousness of a happy and innocent world falls, 

22 
as does Lucy, into a swoon." Experience wins over inno
cence and the Puritan American soul risks the death of part 

•^%bld., p. 207. 

20 

Ibid., p. 212. 

^-^Ibid., p. 215. 

^^Ibld., p. 217. 
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of its self for greater knowledge. This sacrifice is a 

foreshadowing of the ultimate results of the initiation of 

the innocent soul into the tragedy of consciousness: ulti

mate destruction. 

Wlllard Thorp also views Pierre as an allegorical 

initiation of the innocent. Thorp indicates that the end-

product of the initiation is the acquisition of the ultimate 

truth. Pierre is the Demigod whose parentage is half heav

enly and half earthly. His father symbolizes the Deity; 

his mother, the haughty world. Isabel personifies Pierre's 

(and Melville's) maturing intuition of the nature of ulti

mate truth. 

In the allegory, abstract truth, to follov/ which a 
righteous man has sacrificed his world, proves at 
last to be ambiguous, casting two shadows. Vice and 
Virtue. The tragic course of Pierre--the Demigod who 
seeks to recover his lost heaven--proves the Indisput-
ableness of Melville's maxim: "In those Hyperborean 
regions, to which enthusiastic Truth, and Earnestness, 
and Independence, will invariably lead a mind fitted 
by nature for profound and fearless thought, all ob
jects are seen in a dubious, uncertain, and refracting 
light."^^ 

Tnorp's idea that Pierre is Melville is shared by 

several critics. William Brasv/ell suggests that Pierre is 

an allegory in which Melville satirizes his own too ideal

istic self. According to Brasv/ell, Pierre personifies 

^^illard Thorp, "The Trilogy: Mardi, Moby-Dick, 
Pierre," The Recognition of Herman Melville, ed. Richard 
Chase (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, I967), 
n. 220. 
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Melville's inner, spiritual self, and Glen Stanly personi

fies Melville's public self. When Pierre murders Glen, 

his spiritual self is allegorically annihilating his pub-
24 

lie self. 

Floyd Watklns also identifies Pierre with Melville. 

Pierre and Plotlnus Plimllmmon represent the unresolved con

flict that must have raged constantly in Melville's mind: 

the conflict between reasonable compromise and unreasonable 

absolutism. Melville never, however, precisely defines the 

relation of these two opposites to himself. For this reason, 

these allegorical personifications of abstractions are par

ticularly crucial to the ambiguities of Pierre. "Ultimately, 

is this an admirable statement of the worldly obligation 

of man in Christian terms of an impossible ideal, or is it 

a relatlvlstlc doctrine which denies spiritual and moral 

obligations?"^^ 

To Pierre, Idealism personified, this is the best 

of all possible worlds in which the individual must commit 

himself to Christian principles. This philosophy ultimately 

results in the death of Pierre's mother, the murder of a 

cousin, the death of Lucy, and the suicides of Pierre and 

William Brasv/ell, "The Satirical Temper of Mel
ville's Pierre," American Literature, VII (January, 1936), 
432. 

^^Floyd C. V/atkins, "Melville's Plotlnus Plinlimmon 
and Pierre," Hound and Horn, II (July, 1929), 107. 
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Isabel. Pierre is not forced to accept this philosophy; 

an alternative plan for action is presented by Plotlnus 

Plinlimmon. During the journey to the city with Isabel, 

Pierre finds a paper clutched in his hand. It is "El," or 

"If"--the pamphlet by Plinlimmon and the potential correc

tive to all Pierre's woes. 

The figurative basis for the pamphlet is time and 

longitude: Greenwich or chronometrlcal time is the truth 

of Christian Heaven; Chinese or horological time is the 

truth of the world. Plinlimmon maintains that in the world, 

the soul of man is further removed from God and Heavenly 

Truth than the chronometer carried to China is from Green

wich. The man in China should not attempt to regulate him

self by Greenv/ich or heavenly time. True Christianity is 

possible only in heaven, not on earth. The highest desir

able earthly excellence is expediency. 

Vatkins suggests that Plinlimmon defines Pierre's 

error and provides a commentary on almost every facet of 

Pierre's life: 

That the Idealistic v/orld of Pierre's mind is false, 
overwrought, artificial is revealed significantly 
in many ways, especially in religious imagery which 
Pierre wrongly applies to a practical v/orld that 
should never be spoken of in ideal religious terms. 
. . . To assume that the v/orldly, the horological, 
is Edenic and godly is to belittle the spiritual, to 
blaspheme, to commit the sin of pride, to fall as 
Lucifer did by equating God and the infinite v/ith 
lesser beings.^^ 

26 Ibid., p. 44. 
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In Plinlimmon's terms, Pierre attempts to be Christ and his 

misconceived idealism is actual cruelty that results in 

disaster. 

With which of these two allegorical personifications 

does Melville Identify? Plinlimmon is attractive and repul

sive. He never works, never reads, never writes. He loves 

wine better than books. Melville carefully displays his 

flaws. Pierre, on the other hand, is marked by no such 

minor flaws, but his belief that he can live according to 

27 
chronometrlcal time accomplishes his destruction. 

If Plinlimmon states Melville's theme in Pierre, 

the reader must see that some expediency and reconciliation 

is necessary for sanity and existence. Pierre does not re

main sane; he commits suicide as a result of errors that 

began in what he thought v/as absolute truth. Watklns as

sumes that Plinlimmon allegorically Indicates that Melville, 

Intellectually at least, was realizing the validity of 
28 

philosophical compromise. 

Lev/is Mumford also sees Pierre as a kind of alter-

ego for Melville and suggests that the failure of the novel 

as a work of art gives the reader license to deal with it 

as biography. Mumford suggests that Pierre is a kind of 

sexual allegory that reveals the nature and direction of 

'̂̂ Ibid., p. 50. 

^^Ibid., p. 51. 
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Melville's artistic development. Lucy seems to personify 

the naive writings of Melville's youth, which promised him 

happiness, and Isabel is the darker consciousness that 

"goads him to all his most heroic efforts, that goads him 

and baffles him, leaving him balked and sterile, incapable 

of going further in literature."^^ 

Being yet more specific, Mumford declares that 

Isabel personifies Melville's feelings about ?4oby-Dick: 

We must recall that in writing Moby-Dick Melville had 
premonitions of his own final flowering and of his 
sudden falling into mould; and if this prospect 
haunted him, the relationship with Isabel would be a 
perfect symbol of it, since it showed him making an 
effort to go on with his literary career, living 
under the form of marriage with Isabel, but unable, 
through the very nature of their relationship to en
joy the fruits of marriage. In spite of his confidence 
in Moby-Dick, a doubt might still lurk: suppose Isa
bel were an imposterl30 

Pierre gave up everything for Isabel just as Melville gave 

up the rev/ards of writing books like Typee for the greater 

truths of Moby-Dick. He abandoned the prospects of a happy 

literary career for the sake of seeking an absolute. "He 

defied the v/orld for this dark mysterious girl; and what 

she v/as ready to give him in return the v/orld regarded as 

"̂1 an abominable sin." According to Mumford, Melville had 

^̂ Lev/is Mumford, Herman Melville (Nev/ York: Har-
court. Brace and VJorld, Inc., 1962), p. 151. 

30ibld. 

-̂'•Ibid. 
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hopes that his earlier writings (personified by Lucy) and his 

heroic writings in Moby-Dick (Isabel) could live side -by-side. 

"But when the reviewers told him, upon his publishing Mardi 

and Moby-Dick, that he had espoused a girl of the streets 

and seduced a virtuous maiden, he saw that there was no v/ay 
32 

out." He killed the girls and took the consequences. 

Mumford, Thompson, and other critics suggest that 

Melville's allegorical intention is more obvious in Pierre 

than in Mardl or Moby-Dick. They support this statement by 

pointing out that the characters, as personifications of ab

stractions, remain constant and do not fluctuate. There are, 

however, other reasons that Pierre may be called allegory. 

There is a surface meaning and a secondary or abstract mean

ing. Pierre is more than a young country gentleman who meets 

disaster. He is a soul, experiencing the horrors of initia

tion into maturity. He is a consciousness being destroyed 

by a philosophical dilemma. Lucy, Isabel, his mother, and 

Plinlimmon personify various facets of the soul's maturation 

process. The critics' opinions about the scope of Pierre's 

allegory vary greatly. Some place emphasis on the Christian 

or anti-Christian allegory. Others view the allegory in 

terms of Melville's individual development. 

Pierre is an important phase in the development of 

Melville's ability to write allegorically. Here the rela

tion betv/een the primary and secondary meanings is much more 

32ibid. 
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obvious than in his previous novels. The char?.cters liter

ally are the abstractions, and they provide definite keys 

to the hidden meanings. Melville's obvious dependence on 

Dante reflects a true concept of polysemous art. 

Melville seems, however, to be more concerned with 

the presentation of his moral or didactic truths than with 

the esthetic demonstrations of these truths. His frequent 

authorial intrusions provide editorial commentary on all of 

Pierre's actions. The ambiguity of the novel is not neces

sarily a result of the allegorical principle; Pierre, as a 

personification of an abstraction remains true, as do the 

other characters. The ambiguity is in essence the subject 

of the novel. Here there seems to be a reversal of Mel

ville's use of allegory. In Mardi and Moby-Dick the allegory 

produces ambiguity. In Pierre the allegory tends to clarify 

and define the ambiguities of life. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

Mardl, Moby-Dick, and Pierre seem to be literary 

restatements of Dante's concept of insight-symbolism and 

allegory. Melville's works, like Dante's, are not simple; 

they are polysemous. They contain two levels of meaning. 

Melville does not, however, limit his use of allegory to 

Dante's definition of that form. He shares Spenser's 

concern for esthetic demonstration of moral and didactic 

truths. Unlike Coleridge, Melville makes no attempt to 

separate allegory from symbol. He combines both literary 

forms for a single artistic purpose. Melville's use of 

allegory is not, hov/ever, static. It fluctuates in form 

and function from one novel to the next. He flamboyantly 

plays with allegory as a new medium for expressing grand 

and exciting philosophical discoveries in Mardi. In Moby-

Dick he refines his allegorical art to present the universe 

and its ambivalent forces. In Pierre his use of allegory 

reverts to a more traditional concept. 

Mardi, Melville's initial experiment in writing 

allegory, is perhaps his least successful attempt to use 

the form. His allegorical pattern is not sustained; the 

myriad of abstractions presented make the book confusing. 

Also the distinction betv/een the tv/o levels of meaning is 

92 
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not as definite as in Dante's works. The shift in scene 

from the real world to the imaginary world of Mardl seems 

to m.ake the novel lack a literal level. If the literal 

level is vague and confusing, the secondary level obviously 

cannot germinate and produce didactic or esthetic meaning. 

In Mardl Melville also attempts to Integrate satire and 

allegory. This combination of literary forms produces the 

appearance of allegory within allegory. Many critics ob

ject to the allegory in Mardi because the personifications 

of abstractions and symbols are extremely artificial. This 

objection is but a restatement of the opinion that the literal 

level is not really literal. 

In Moby-Dick Melville seems to have refined his abil

ity to write allegorically. Here he combines concrete sym

bols and abstract ideas to produce a definite duality of 

meaning. Unlike Mardi, Moby-Dick's primary level of meaning 

is well structured and is capable of existing independently 

of the secondary meanings. The representation is as im

aginatively real as its abstract implications. On the other 

hand, the secondary meanings never elude apprehension. 

Duality is an ever-present reality, and the subtle ambiguity 

of his allegory allov/s Melville to make powerfully sugges

tive statements about m.an and his precarious position in the 

universe. Here Melville most artfully incorporates the tech

nique of allegory; didactic truths are esthetically demon

strated. Form and function are blended into a single entity. 
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In Pierre Melville's allegory takes a different 

direction. Function becomes of greater Importance than 

form, and Melville returns to more traditional concepts of 

allegory. His didactic or moral concepts preclude esthetics. 

In Mardi Melville's primary level of meaning fades in and 

out of the many abstract or secondary levels of meaning. 

Taji exists as a demigod, a questor, a symbol, and many 

other abstractions. In Pierre, however, the abstract or 

secondary level of meaning exists on a one-to-one basis with 

the primary level. Pierre iŝ  the personification of an ab

straction. Melville's reliance on Dante, Bunyan, and Milton 

reflects the Influence of the Christian allegory as a didac

tic tool; therefore, Melville could not risk ambiguity con

cerning his characters and their role in the allegory. 

Ambiguity is, however, an Important element in the 

novel, just as the title suggests. This new emphasis on 

"ambiguity" seems to cause the variation in allegorical 

pattern from Melville's previous works. In Mardi and Moby-

Dick Melville uses allegory to veil truths, to show duality 

in all things. In Pierre Melville uses allegory to portray 

abstract truths. The relations between the characters and 

their abstractions are more clearly defined and are static. 

Here allegory is not used to veil but to clarify and reveal 

Melville's concepts of man in the moral world. The ambiguity 

is not a result of the allegory as in the earlier novels; 

here the ambiguity is the justification for the use of alle

gory. 
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Critical interpretations of these three "problem" 

novels reveal Melville's mastery of his art. Mardi is con

sidered an experiment ur exercise which led to greater 

things. Moby-Dick is Melville's masterpiece, and Pierre 

is considered by many critics to be a disillusioned man's 

vitriolic reply to an unhappy life. In each of the three 

novels Melville's use of allegory is a major criterion for 

evaluation. The effectiveness with which Melville joins 

ideas to Imagery dictates the effectiveness of his art. 

Melville, at his creative best, joins reality and illusion, 

transcending traditional concepts of allegorical form. For 

this reason the analyses of Mardi, Moby-Dick, and Pierre 

must not be limited to allegory in the traditional sense. 

Melville's allegories are a uniquely American prod

uct that evolves from basic nineteenth-century Transcendental 

concepts. To Dante allegory is a technique; to a nineteenth-

century American, allegory is a philosophy. In the Tran

scendental framework of Emerson and others, all physical 

things are symbols of spiritual things, and there is a bond 

of direct correspondences between the two realities. Mel

ville's philosophy of duality, however, is more complex 

than that of the early Transcendentalists. 

In "Compensation" Emerson asserts that evil is merely 

the absence of good. VJhat appears to be evil, v/hen viev/ed 

out of relation to the whole v/ill contribute to good in the 

totality of things. Melville does pot accept Emerson's 
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Transcendental monism. He proclaims the reality of evil 

and presents it as a material and spiritual entity. Mel

ville, like Hawthorne, is concerned with the psychological 

analysis of evil. Both authors explore the depths of the 

human psyche. Melville, however, is equally concerned with 

the Independent existence of cosmic evil. In Mardi Melville 

treats the expanding human consciousness and initiation into 

the ambiguous nature of evil. He explores the allegorical 

world of the mind but does not succeed in grasping the true 

meaning of all that he finds. Taji cannot achieve under

standing and commits the final abdication. In Pierre Mel-

ville devotes himself to the darkest meanings of the human 

experience. He reveals the positive existence of evil but 

does not come to grips with his revelation. Pierre also 

abdicates. In Moby-Dick Melville allows Ishmael to live. 

Here Melville comes nearest to achieving the understanding 

of this great allegory--the world. This understanding allov/s 

the coexistence of good and evil in the universe and creates 

a world in which man can live. 
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