
1. The name of the !rst- person narrator implies 
that he is an outcast. In the Bible, Ishmael is the 
oldest son of the patriarch Abraham, by the Egyp-
tian Hagar, servant to his then barren wife, 
Sarah. During Hagar’s pregnancy, an angel 
reveals that she is pregnant with Ishmael, who 

will be “a wild man,” whose “hand will be against 
every man, and every man’s hand against him” 
(Genesis 16.12). After Sarah bears Isaac, she pre-
vails on Abraham to send Hagar and Ishmael into 
the wilderness.

Moby- Dick Upon its publication late in 1851, Moby-Dick delighted many 
readers in En gland (where it was called The  Whale) and the United States and 
inspired a few young men to go to sea on  whale ships; but in the following de cades it 
was almost never mentioned in print. In En gland late in the century it emerged as a 
cult favorite among people from several overlapping groups—pre- Raphaelite writers 
and paint ers, second- generation admirers of the Romantic poet Percy Shelley, mem-
bers of the workingman’s movement, Fabian socialists, sexual reformers, and people 
who had lived in outposts of the British Empire. On the hundredth anniversary of 
Melville’s birth, in 1919, En glish admirers of Moby- Dick celebrated the book in in"u-
ential magazines, and Viola Meynell’s fervent tribute in her introduction to the 1920 
reprinting in the Oxford World’s Classics evoked other tributes from old admirers 
and new readers. By the time the American Raymond Weaver published his biog-
raphy Herman Melville: Mariner and Mystic (1921), the Melville revival in En gland 
was an achieved fact. Literary Americans scrambled to catch up with the British 
admirers; and in the years after World War II, when American literature at last 
became part of the college curriculum in En glish departments, Moby- Dick was 
acknowledged as a classic. Yet its length has limited its appearance in survey courses. 
Conditioned to assign all of a work or none of it, some teachers choose to ignore 
Moby- Dick, contrary to the spirit of Melville, who was an omnivorous sampler of 
books as well as a profound and patient reader. The chapters reprinted  here are 
designed to introduce readers to the novel’s main characters, plot, narrative style, 
thematic concerns, and inimitable prose.

The novel begins when its narrator decides to go to sea on a whaling ship. Whal-
ing, a major industry that provided valuable oil for lamps before kerosene became 
available, was a dangerous calling. At Nantucket, Ishmael signs on with the Pequod 
eager for adventure, but is soon surprised to learn that Captain Ahab is dedicating 
the voyage to his vengeful pursuit of Moby Dick, the enormous sperm  whale, leg-
endary in the  whale !shery, which had bitten off one of his legs. In the course of the 
narrative, Melville explores a remarkable range of bodily and mental states as Ish-
mael becomes the tragic dramatist who evokes the mystery of Ahab’s obsessions and 
confronts his own versions of the ultimate cosmic puzzles that had tormented his 
captain. The selections are taken from the !rst American edition, published by Harper 
& Brothers in 1851.

From Moby- Dick

Chapter I

loomings

Call me Ishmael.1 Some years ago— never mind how long precisely— having 
little or no money in my purse, and nothing par tic u lar to interest me on 
shore, I thought I would sail about a little and see the watery part of the world. 
It is a way I have of driving off the spleen, and regulating the circulation. 
Whenever I !nd myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a 
damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I !nd myself involuntarily 
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pausing before cof!n ware houses, and bringing up the rear of every funeral I 
meet; and especially whenever my hypos2 get such an upper hand of me, that 
it requires a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately stepping 
into the street, and methodically knocking people’s hats off— then, I 
account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can. This is my substitute for 
pistol and ball. With a philosophical "ourish Cato3 throws himself upon his 
sword; I quietly take to the ship. There is nothing surprising in this. If they 
but knew it, almost all men in their degree, some time or other, cherish very 
nearly the same feelings towards the ocean with me.

There now is your insular city of the Manhattoes, belted round by wharves 
as Indian isles by coral reefs— commerce surrounds it with her surf. Right 
and left, the streets take you waterward. Its extreme down- town is the Bat-
tery,4 where that noble mole is washed by waves, and cooled by breezes, which 
a few hours previous  were out of sight of land. Look at the crowds of water- 
gazers there.

Circumambulate the city of a dreamy Sabbath afternoon. Go from Cor-
lears Hook to Coenties Slip, and from thence, by Whitehall, northward.5 
What do you see?— Posted like silent sentinels all around the town, stand 
thousands upon thousands of mortal men !xed in ocean reveries. Some 
leaning against the spiles;6 some seated upon the pier- heads; some looking 
over the bulwarks of ships from China; some high aloft in the rigging, as 
if striving to get a still better seaward peep. But these are all landsmen; of 
week days pent up in lath and plaster— tied to counters, nailed to benches, 
clinched to desks. How then is this? Are the green !elds gone? What do 
they  here?

But look!  here come more crowds, pacing straight for the water, and seem-
ingly bound for a dive. Strange! Nothing will content them but the extremest 
limit of the land; loitering under the shady lee of yonder ware houses will not 
suf!ce. No. They must get just as nigh the water as they possibly can with-
out falling in. And there they stand— miles of them— leagues. Inlanders all, 
they come from lanes and alleys, streets and avenues— north, east, south, 
and west. Yet  here they all unite. Tell me, does the magnetic virtue of the 
needles of the compasses of all those ships attract them thither?

Once more. Say, you are in the country; in some high land of lakes. Take 
almost any path you please, and ten to one it carries you down in a dale, and 
leaves you there by a pool in the stream. There is magic in it. Let the most 
absent- minded of men be plunged in his deepest reveries— stand that man on 
his legs, set his feet a-going, and he will infallibly lead you to water, if water 
there be in all that region. Should you ever be athirst in the great American 
desert, try this experiment, if your caravan happen to be supplied with a 
metaphysical professor. Yes, as every one knows, meditation and water are 
wedded for ever.

But  here is an artist. He desires to paint you the dreamiest, shadiest, 
quietest, most enchanting bit of romantic landscape in all the valley of the 
Saco.7 What is the chief element he employs? There stand his trees, each 

2. Hypochondrias (slang);  here, more like anxi-
eties or depression.
3. Marcus Porcius Cato (95– 46 b.c.e.), Roman 
statesman, committed suicide rather than be 
taken captive by Caesar.
4. At the southern tip of Manhattan, formerly 

the site of a fort.
5. Melville directs the reader on a tour of streets 
in lower Manhattan with extensive views of the 
wharves and the Hudson River.
6. Large support posts.
7. In southern New Hampshire.
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with a hollow trunk, as if a hermit and a cruci!x  were within; and  here sleeps 
his meadow, and there sleep his cattle; and up from yonder cottage goes a 
sleepy smoke. Deep into distant woodlands winds a mazy way, reaching to 
overlapping spurs of mountains bathed in their hill- side blue. But though 
the picture lies thus tranced, and though this pine- tree shakes down its sighs 
like leaves upon this shepherd’s head, yet all  were vain, unless the shepherd’s 
eye  were !xed upon the magic stream before him. Go visit the Prairies in 
June, when for scores on scores of miles you wade knee- deep among Tiger- 
lilies—what is the one charm wanting?— Water—there is not a drop of water 
there!  Were Niagara but a cataract of sand, would you travel your thousand 
miles to see it? Why did the poor poet of Tennessee, upon suddenly receiving 
two handfuls of silver, deliberate whether to buy him a coat, which he sadly 
needed, or invest his money in a pedestrian trip to Rockaway Beach?8 Why is 
almost every robust healthy boy with a robust healthy soul in him, at some 
time or other crazy to go to sea? Why upon your !rst voyage as a passenger, 
did you yourself feel such a mystical vibration, when !rst told that you and 
your ship  were now out of sight of land? Why did the old Persians hold the sea 
holy? Why did the Greeks give it a separate deity, and own brother of Jove?9 
Surely all this is not without meaning. And still deeper the meaning of that 
story of Narcissus,1 who because he could not grasp the tormenting, mild 
image he saw in the fountain, plunged into it and was drowned. But that same 
image, we ourselves see in all rivers and oceans. It is the image of the ungrasp-
able phantom of life; and this is the key to it all.

Now, when I say that I am in the habit of going to sea whenever I begin 
to grow hazy about the eyes, and begin to be over conscious of my lungs, 
I do not mean to have it inferred that I ever go to sea as a passenger. For 
to go as a passenger you must needs have a purse, and a purse is but a 
rag unless you have something in it. Besides, passengers get sea- sick—grow 
quarrelsome— don’t sleep of nights— do not enjoy themselves much, as a 
general thing;— no, I never go as a passenger; nor, though I am something of 
a salt, do I ever go to sea as a Commodore, or a Captain, or a Cook. I abandon 
the glory and distinction of such of!ces to those who like them. For my part, 
I abominate all honorable respectable toils, trials, and tribulations of every 
kind whatsoever. It is quite as much as I can do to take care of myself, with-
out taking care of ships, barques, brigs, schooners, and what not. And as for 
going as cook,— though I confess there is considerable glory in that, a cook 
being a sort of of!cer on ship- board—yet, somehow, I never fancied broiling 
fowls;— though once broiled, judiciously buttered, and judgmatically salted 
and peppered, there is no one who will speak more respectfully, not to say 
reverentially, of a broiled fowl than I will. It is out of the idolatrous dotings of 
the old Egyptians upon broiled ibis and roasted river  horse,2 that you see the 
mummies of those creatures in their huge bake- houses the pyramids.

No, when I go to sea, I go as a simple sailor, right before the mast, plumb 
down into the forecastle, aloft there to the royal mast- head. True, they rather 
order me about some, and make me jump from spar to spar, like a grasshop-

8. On the southern coast of Long Island. “Poor 
poet of Tennessee”: probably Melville’s invention.
9. I.e., Poseidon, in Greek mythology (Neptune, 
in Roman mythology). Possibly a printer’s error; 
Melville may have meant, “and make him the own 

brother of Jove.”
1. In book 3 of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Narcissus 
falls in love with his own re"ection in the water 
(but does not plunge into it and drown).
2. Hippopotamus.
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per in a May meadow. And at !rst, this sort of thing is unpleasant enough. It 
touches one’s sense of honor, particularly if you come of an old established 
family in the land, the Van Rensselaers, or Randolphs, or Hardicanutes.3 
And more than all, if just previous to putting your hand into the tar- pot, you 
have been lording it as a country schoolmaster, making the tallest boys stand 
in awe of you. The transition is a keen one, I assure you, from a schoolmaster 
to a sailor, and requires a strong decoction of Seneca4 and the Stoics to enable 
you to grin and bear it. But even this wears off in time.

What of it, if some old hunks5 of a sea- captain orders me to get a broom 
and sweep down the decks? What does that indignity amount to, weighed, 
I mean, in the scales of the New Testament? Do you think the archangel 
Gabriel thinks anything the less of me, because I promptly and respectfully 
obey that old hunks in that par tic u lar instance? Who aint a slave? Tell me 
that. Well, then, however the old sea- captains may order me about— however 
they may thump and punch me about, I have the satisfaction of knowing that 
it is all right; that everybody  else is one way or other served in much the same 
way— either in a physical or metaphysical point of view, that is; and so the 
universal thump is passed round, and all hands should rub each other’s 
shoulder- blades, and be content.

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

Finally, I always go to sea as a sailor, because of the  wholesome exercise 
and pure air of the forecastle deck. For as in this world, head winds are 
far more prevalent than winds from astern (that is, if you never violate the 
Pythagorean6 maxim), so for the most part the Commodore on the quarter-
deck gets his atmosphere at second hand from the sailors on the forecastle. 
He thinks he breathes it !rst; but not so. In much the same way do the com-
monalty lead their leaders in many other things, at the same time that the 
leaders little suspect it. But wherefore it was that after having repeatedly 
smelt the sea as a merchant sailor, I should now take it into my head to go on 
a whaling voyage; this the invisible police of!cer of the Fates, who has the 
constant surveillance of me, and secretly dogs me, and in"uences me in some 
unaccountable way— he can better answer than any one  else. And, doubtless, 
my going on this whaling voyage, formed part of the grand programme of 
Providence that was drawn up a long time ago. It came in as a sort of brief 

3. Danish rulers of En gland. Melville’s mother 
was a descendant of the Van Rensselaers, the 
dominant Dutch family in colonial New York and 
the early republic. The Randolphs included 
many eminent Virginians (among them Thomas 
Jefferson).
4. Lucius Annaeus Seneca (c. 4 b.c.e.– 65 c.e.), 
Roman adherent of Stoicism, the belief that peo-
ple should calmly accept all events as ordained 

by fate.
5. Bully, grouch.
6. The Greek phi los o pher Pythagoras (6th cen-
tury b.c.e.) advised against eating beans because 
they cause "atulence. Melville jokes about the 
location of the tiny toilets on the sides of  whale 
ships— toward the front, while the captain’s quar-
ters are at the back.
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interlude and solo between more extensive per for mances. I take it that this 
part of the bill must have run something like this:

“Grand Contested Election for the Presidency of the United States.
“whaling voyage by one ishmael.

“BLOODY BATTLE IN AFFGHANISTAN.”

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

Chief among these motives was the overwhelming idea of the great  whale 
himself. Such a portentous and mysterious monster roused all my curiosity. 
Then the wild and distant seas where he rolled his island bulk; the undeliv-
erable, nameless perils of the  whale; these, with all the attending marvels of 
a thousand Patagonian7 sights and sounds, helped to sway me to my wish. 
With other men, perhaps, such things would not have been inducements; 
but as for me, I am tormented with an everlasting itch for things remote. I 
love to sail forbidden seas, and land on barbarous coasts. Not ignoring what 
is good, I am quick to perceive a horror, and could still be social with it— 
would they let me— since it is but well to be on friendly terms with all the 
inmates of the place one lodges in.

By reason of these things, then, the whaling voyage was welcome; the 
great "ood- gates of the wonder- world swung open, and in the wild conceits 
that swayed me to my purpose, two and two there "oated into my inmost 
soul, endless pro cessions of the  whale, and, midmost of them all, one grand 
hooded phantom, like a snow hill in the air.

*    *    *

Chapter III

the spouter- inn8

Entering that gable- ended Spouter- Inn, you found yourself in a wide, low, 
straggling entry with old- fashioned wainscots, reminding one of the bul-
warks of some condemned old craft. On one side hung a very large oil- 
painting so thoroughly besmoked, and every way defaced, that in the unequal 
cross- lights by which you viewed it, it was only by diligent study and a series 
of systematic visits to it, and careful inquiry of the neighbors, that you could 
any way arrive at an understanding of its purpose. Such unaccountable 
masses of shades and shadows, that at !rst you almost thought some ambi-
tious young artist, in the time of the New En gland hags,9 had endeavored to 

7. Patagonia is the southernmost region of 
South America.
8. Ishmael has journeyed from New York to the 
coastal town of New Bedford, Massachusetts, and 

is entering an inn that, according to the sign, is 
run by Peter Cof!n.
9. Vernacular reference to women accused of 
witchcraft in 17th- century Salem.
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ings of that girlish air. More than once did he put forth the faint blossom of 
a look, which, in any other man, would have soon "owered out in a smile.

*    *    *

Chapter XXXVI

the quarter- deck

(Enter Ahab: Then, all.)
It was not a great while after the affair of the pipe,3 that one morning shortly 
after breakfast, Ahab, as was his wont, ascended the cabin- gangway to the 
deck. There most sea- captains usually walk at that hour, as country gentle-
men, after the same meal, take a few turns in the garden.

Soon his steady, ivory stride was heard, as to and fro he paced his old 
rounds, upon planks so familiar to his tread, that they  were all over dented, 
like geological stones, with the peculiar mark of his walk. Did you !xedly 
gaze, too, upon that ribbed and dented brow; there also, you would see still 
stranger foot- prints—the foot- prints of his one unsleeping, ever- pacing thought.

But on the occasion in question, those dents looked deeper, even as his 
ner vous step that morning left a deeper mark. And, so full of his thought was 
Ahab, that at every uniform turn that he made, now at the main- mast and now 
at the binnacle, you could almost see that thought turn in him as he turned, 
and pace in him as he paced; so completely possessing him, indeed, that it all 
but seemed the inward mould of every outer movement.

“D’ye mark him, Flask?” whispered Stubb; “the chick that’s in him pecks 
the shell. T’will soon be out.”

The hours wore on;— Ahab now shut up within his cabin; anon, pacing 
the deck, with the same intense bigotry of purpose in his aspect.

It drew near the close of day. Suddenly he came to a halt by the bulwarks, 
and inserting his bone leg into the auger- hole there, and with one hand 
grasping a shroud, he ordered Starbuck to send everybody aft.

“Sir!” said the mate, astonished at an order seldom or never given on ship- 
board except in some extraordinary case.

“Send everybody aft,” repeated Ahab. “Mast- heads, there! come down!”
When the entire ship’s company  were assembled, and with curious and 

not wholly unapprehensive faces,  were eyeing him, for he looked not unlike 
the weather horizon when a storm is coming up, Ahab, after rapidly glancing 
over the bulwarks, and then darting his eyes among the crew, started from 
his stand- point; and as though not a soul  were nigh him resumed his heavy 
turns upon the deck. With bent head and half- slouched hat he continued to 
pace, unmindful of the wondering whispering among the men; till Stubb 
cautiously whispered to Flask, that Ahab must have summoned them there 
for the purpose of witnessing a pedestrian feat. But this did not last long. 
Vehemently pausing, he cried:—

“What do ye do when ye see a  whale, men?”
“Sing out for him!” was the impulsive rejoinder from a score of clubbed 

voices.

3. In chapter 30, Ahab angrily throws his still-lit pipe overboard when he is no longer soothed by smok-
ing it.
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“Good!” cried Ahab, with a wild approval in his tones; observing the hearty 
animation into which his unexpected question had so magnetically thrown 
them.

“And what do ye next, men?”
“Lower away, and after him!”
“And what tune is it ye pull to, men?”
“A dead  whale or a stove4 boat!”
More and more strangely and !ercely glad and approving, grew the counte-

nance of the old man at every shout; while the mariners began to gaze curi-
ously at each other, as if marvelling how it was that they themselves became 
so excited at such seemingly purposeless questions.

But, they  were all eagerness again, as Ahab, now half- revolving in his pivot- 
hole, with one hand reaching high up a shroud, and tightly, almost convul-
sively grasping it, addressed them thus:—

“All ye mast- headers have before now heard me give orders about a white 
 whale. Look ye! d’ye see this Spanish ounce of gold?”— holding up a broad 
bright coin to the sun—“it is a sixteen dollar piece, men. D’ye see it? 
Mr. Starbuck, hand me yon top- maul.”

While the mate was getting the hammer, Ahab, without speaking, was 
slowly rubbing the gold piece against the skirts of his jacket, as if to heighten 
its lustre, and without using any words was meanwhile lowly humming to 
himself, producing a sound so strangely muf"ed and inarticulate that it 
seemed the mechanical humming of the wheels of his vitality in him.

Receiving the top- maul from Starbuck, he advanced towards the mainmast 
with the hammer uplifted in one hand, exhibiting the gold with the other, 
and with a high raised voice exclaiming: “Whosoever of ye raises me a white- 
headed  whale with a wrinkled brow and a crooked jaw; whosoever of ye raises 
me that white- headed  whale, with three holes punctured in his starboard 
"uke— look ye, whosoever of ye raises me that same white  whale, he shall 
have this gold ounce, my boys!”

“Huzza! huzza!” cried the seamen, as with swinging tarpaulins they hailed 
the act of nailing the gold to the mast.

“It’s a white  whale, I say,” resumed Ahab, as he threw down the top- maul; 
“a white  whale. Skin your eyes for him, men; look sharp for white water; if 
ye see but a bubble, sing out.”

All this while Tashtego, Daggoo, and Queequeg had looked on with even 
more intense interest and surprise than the rest, and at the mention of the 
wrinkled brow and crooked jaw they had started as if each was separately 
touched by some speci!c recollection.

“Captain Ahab,” said Tashtego, “that white  whale must be the same that 
some call Moby Dick.”

“Moby Dick?” shouted Ahab. “Do ye know the white  whale then, Tash?”
“Does he fan- tail a little curious, sir, before he goes down?” said the Gay- 

Header deliberately.
“And has he a curious spout, too,” said Daggoo, “very bushy, even for a 

parmacetty,5 and mighty quick, Captain Ahab?”

4. Wrecked; crushed inward.
5. Sperm  whale.
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“And he have one, two, tree— oh! good many iron in him hide, too, Cap-
tain,” cried Queequeg disjointedly, “all twiske- tee be- twisk, like him— him—” 
faltering hard for a word, and screwing his hand round and round as though 
uncorking a bottle—“like him— him—”

“Corkscrew!” cried Ahab, “aye, Queequeg, the harpoons lie all twisted 
and wrenched in him; aye, Daggoo, his spout is a big one, like a  whole shock 
of wheat, and white as a pile of our Nantucket wool after the great annual 
sheep- shearing; aye, Tashtego, and he fan- tails like a split jib6 in a squall. 
Death and dev ils! men, it is Moby Dick ye have seen— Moby Dick— Moby 
Dick!”

“Captain Ahab,” said Starbuck, who, with Stubb and Flask, had thus far 
been eyeing his superior with increasing surprise, but at last seemed struck 
with a thought which somewhat explained all the wonder. “Captain Ahab, I 
have heard of Moby Dick— but it was not Moby Dick that took off thy leg?”

“Who told thee that?” cried Ahab; then pausing, “Aye, Starbuck; aye, my 
hearties all round; it was Moby Dick that dismasted me; Moby Dick that 
brought me to this dead stump I stand on now. Aye, aye,” he shouted with a 
terri!c, loud, animal sob, like that of a heart- stricken moose; “Aye, aye! it was 
that accursed white  whale that razeed me; made a poor pegging lubber7 of me 
for ever and a day!” Then tossing both arms, with measureless imprecations 
he shouted out: “Aye, aye! and I’ll chase him round Good Hope, and round 
the Horn, and round the Norway Maelstrom,8 and round perdition’s "ames 
before I give him up. And this is what ye have shipped for, men! to chase that 
white  whale on both sides of land,9 and over all sides of earth, till he spouts 
black blood and rolls !n out. What say ye, men, will ye splice hands on it, 
now? I think ye do look brave.”

“Aye, aye!” shouted the harpooneers and seamen, running closer to the 
excited old man: “A sharp eye for the White  Whale; a sharp lance for Moby 
Dick!”

“God bless ye,” he seemed to half sob and half shout. “God bless ye, men. 
Steward! go draw the great mea sure of grog.1 But what’s this long face about, 
Mr. Starbuck; wilt thou not chase the white  whale? art not game for Moby 
Dick?”

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

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

“He smites his chest,” whispered Stubb, “what’s that for? methinks it rings 
most vast, but hollow.”

6. Torn sail.
7. Limping landman. “Razeed”: cut down in 
height.
8. Tidal whirl pool off Norway.

9. I.e., in both the Atlantic and Paci!c sides of 
the Americas.
1. Watered- down rum.
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“Vengeance on a dumb brute!” cried Starbuck, “that simply smote thee 
from blindest instinct! Madness! To be enraged with a dumb thing, Captain 
Ahab, seems blasphemous.”

“Hark ye yet again,— the little lower layer. All visible objects, man, are 
but as pasteboard masks. But in each event— in the living act, the undoubted 
deed— there, some unknown but still reasoning thing puts forth the mould-
ings of its features from behind the unreasoning mask. If man will strike, 
strike through the mask! How can the prisoner reach outside except by 
thrusting through the wall? To me, the white  whale is that wall, shoved near 
to me. Sometimes I think there’s naught beyond. But ’tis enough. He tasks 
me; he heaps me; I see in him outrageous strength, with an inscrutable mal-
ice sinewing it. That inscrutable thing is chie"y what I hate; and be the 
white  whale agent, or be the white  whale principal, I will wreak that hate 
upon him. Talk not to me of blasphemy, man; I’d strike the sun if it insulted 
me. For could the sun do that, then could I do the other; since there is ever 
a sort of fair play herein, jealousy presiding over all creations. But not my 
master, man, is even that fair play. Who’s over me? Truth hath no con!nes. 
Take off thine eye! more intolerable than !ends’ glarings is a doltish stare! 
So, so; thou reddenest and palest; my heat has melted thee to anger- glow. 
But look ye, Starbuck, what is said in heat, that thing unsays itself. There 
are men from whom warm words are small indignity. I meant not to incense 
thee. Let it go. Look! see yonder Turkish cheeks of spotted tawn2— living, 
breathing pictures painted by the sun. The Pagan leopards— the unrecking 
and unworshipping things, that live; and seek, and give no reasons for the 
torrid life they feel! The crew, man, the crew! Are they not one and all with 
Ahab, in this matter of the  whale? See Stubb! he laughs! See yonder Chil-
ian! he snorts to think of it. Stand up amid the general hurricane, thy one 
tost sapling cannot, Starbuck! And what is it? Reckon it. ’Tis but to help 
strike a !n; no wondrous feat for Starbuck. What is it more? From this one 
poor hunt, then, the best lance out of all Nantucket, surely he will not hang 
back, when every foremast- hand has clutched a whetstone? Ah! constrain-
ings seize thee; I see! the billow lifts thee! Speak, but speak!— Aye, aye! thy 
silence, then, that voices thee. (Aside) Something shot from my dilated nos-
trils, he has inhaled it in his lungs. Starbuck now is mine; cannot oppose 
me now, without rebellion.”

“God keep me!— keep us all!” murmured Starbuck, lowly.
But in his joy at the enchanted, tacit acquiescence of the mate, Ahab did 

not hear his foreboding invocation; nor yet the low laugh from the hold; nor 
yet the presaging vibrations of the winds in the cordage; nor yet the hollow 
"ap of the sails against the masts, as for a moment their hearts sank in. For 
again Starbuck’s downcast eyes lighted up with the stubbornness of life; the 
subterranean laugh died away; the winds blew on; the sails !lled out; the ship 
heaved and rolled as before. Ah, ye admonitions and warnings! why stay ye 
not when ye come? But rather are ye predictions than warnings, ye shadows! 
Yet not so much predictions from without, as veri!cations of the foregoing 
things within. For with little external to constrain us, the innermost necessi-
ties in our being, these still drive us on.

“The mea sure! the mea sure!” cried Ahab.

2. Tan.
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3. Saint Vitus’s dance is a spasmodic muscular 
jerking, now known as the neuromuscular disor-
der chorea. Ahab blames the steward for spilling 
some of the rum.

4. In early experiments with electric circuits, a 
glass jar lined with tinfoil with a conducting rod 
passing through an isolated stopper.
5. Ropes.

Receiving the brimming pewter, and turning to the harpooneers, he 
ordered them to produce their weapons. Then ranging them before him near 
the capstan, with their harpoons in their hands, while his three mates stood 
at his side with their lances, and the rest of the ship’s company formed a circle 
round the group; he stood for an instant searchingly eyeing every man of his 
crew. But those wild eyes met his, as the bloodshot eyes of the prairie wolves 
meet the eye of their leader, ere he rushes on at their head in the trail of the 
bison; but, alas! only to fall into the hidden snare of the Indian.

“Drink and pass!” he cried, handing the heavy charged "agon to the near-
est seaman. “The crew alone now drink. Round with it, round! Short 
draughts— long swallows, men; ’tis hot as Satan’s hoof. So, so; it goes round 
excellently. It spiralizes in ye; forks out at the serpent- snapping eye. Well 
done; almost drained. That way it went, this way it comes. Hand it me— 
here’s a hollow! Men, ye seem the years; so brimming life is gulped and gone. 
Steward, re!ll!

“Attend now, my braves. I have mustered ye all round this capstan; and ye 
mates, "ank me with your lances; and ye harpooneers, stand there with 
your irons; and ye, stout mariners, ring me in, that I may in some sort revive 
a noble custom of my !sherman fathers before me. O men, you will yet see 
that——Ha! boy, come back? bad pennies come not sooner. Hand it me. 
Why, now, this pewter had run brimming again, wert not thou St. Vitus’ 
imp3— away, thou ague!

“Advance, ye mates! Cross your lances full before me. Well done! Let me 
touch the axis.” So saying, with extended arm, he grasped the three level, 
radiating lances at their crossed centre; while so doing, suddenly and ner-
vous ly twitched them; meanwhile, glancing intently from Starbuck to Stubb; 
from Stubb to Flask. It seemed as though, by some nameless, interior voli-
tion, he would fain have shocked into them the same !ery emotion accumu-
lated within the Leyden jar4 of his own magnetic life. The three mates quailed 
before his strong, sustained, and mystic aspect. Stubb and Flask looked 
sideways from him; the honest eye of Starbuck fell downright.

“In vain!” cried Ahab; “but, maybe, ’tis well. For did ye three but once take 
the full- forced shock, then mine own electric thing, that had perhaps expired 
from out me. Perchance, too, it would have dropped ye dead. Perchance ye 
need it not. Down lances! And now, ye mates, I do appoint ye three cup- 
bearers to my three pagan kinsmen there— yon three most honorable gentle-
men and noblemen, my valiant harpooneers. Disdain the task? What, when 
the great Pope washes the feet of beggars, using his tiara for ewer? Oh, my 
sweet cardinals! your own condescension, that shall bend ye to it. I do not 
order ye; ye will it. Cut your seizings5 and draw the poles, ye harpooneers!”

Silently obeying the order, the three harpooneers now stood with the 
detached iron part of their harpoons, some three feet long, held, barbs up, 
before him.

“Stab me not with that keen steel! Cant them; cant them over! know ye not 
the goblet end? Turn up the socket! So, so; now, ye cup- bearers, advance. The 
irons! take them; hold them while I !ll!” Forthwith, slowly going from one 

M O B Y -  D I C K ,  C H .  X X X V I  |  1 4 4 7



6. Echo of Shakespeare’s Macbeth 1.7.10– 12: “this even- handed justice / Commends the ingredients of 
our poison’d chalice / To our own lips.”

of!cer to the other, he brimmed the harpoon sockets with the !ery waters 
from the pewter.

“Now, three to three, ye stand. Commend the murderous chalices!6 Bestow 
them, ye who are now made parties to this indissoluble league. Ha! Starbuck! 
but the deed is done! Yon ratifying sun now waits to sit upon it. Drink, ye 
harpooneers! drink and swear, ye men that man the deathful  whaleboat’s 
bow— Death to Moby Dick! God hunt us all, if we do not hunt Moby Dick to 
his death!” The long, barbed steel goblets  were lifted; and to cries and male-
dictions against the white  whale, the spirits  were simultaneously quaffed 
down with a hiss. Starbuck paled, and turned, and shivered. Once more, and 
!nally, the replenished pewter went the rounds among the frantic crew; 
when, waving his free hand to them, they all dispersed; and Ahab retired 
within his cabin.

*    *    *

Chapter XLI

moby dick

I, Ishmael, was one of that crew; my shouts had gone up with the rest; my 
oath had been welded with theirs; and stronger I shouted, and more did I 
hammer and clinch my oath, because of the dread in my soul. A wild, mysti-
cal, sympathetical feeling was in me; Ahab’s quenchless feud seemed mine. 
With greedy ears I learned the history of that murderous monster against 
whom I and all the others had taken our oaths of violence and revenge.

For some time past, though at intervals only, the unaccompanied, secluded 
White  Whale had haunted those uncivilized seas mostly frequented by the 
Sperm  Whale !shermen. But not all of them knew of his existence; only a 
few of them, comparatively, had knowingly seen him; while the number who 
as yet had actually and knowingly given battle to him, was small indeed. For, 
owing to the large number of  whale- cruisers; the disorderly way they  were 
sprinkled over the entire watery circumference, many of them adventurously 
pushing their quest along solitary latitudes, so as seldom or never for a  whole 
twelvemonth or more on a stretch, to encounter a single news- telling sail of 
any sort; the inordinate length of each separate voyage; the irregularity of 
the times of sailing from home; all these, with other circumstances, direct 
and indirect, long obstructed the spread through the  whole world- wide 
whaling- "eet of the special individualizing tidings concerning Moby Dick. It 
was hardly to be doubted, that several vessels reported to have encountered, 
at such or such a time, or on such or such a meridian, a Sperm  Whale of 
uncommon magnitude and malignity, which  whale, after doing great mis-
chief to his assailants, had completely escaped them; to some minds it was 
not an unfair presumption, I say, that the  whale in question must have been 
no other than Moby Dick. Yet as of late the Sperm  Whale !shery had been 
marked by various and not unfrequent instances of great ferocity, cunning, 
and malice in the monster attacked; therefore it was, that those who by acci-
dent ignorantly gave battle to Moby Dick; such hunters, perhaps, for the most 
part,  were content to ascribe the peculiar terror he bred, more, as it  were, to 
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