Moby Dick Notes

Ch. 1 "Loomings"

Ishmael, in the Hebrew Bible, was the son of Abraham and Hagar, Abraham’s servant, and was therefore the son passed over when Isaac was named Abraham’s primary heir. This is consistent with Ishmael’s sense of existing apart from society—that is, as a sailor, rather than on land. And it further foreshadows his condition at end of the novel. Ishmael feels that his presence on the Pequod, with this captain and crew, was somehow preordained, even though it seemed, at the time, that he was determining the course of his life. We also learn that Ishmael goes to sea to deal with depression, as the natural world helps him deal with life's hardships.



Ch. 2 "Carpet Bag"

Ismael is poor, so seeks the cheapest inn he can find: a place called the Spouter Inn, owned by a man named Peter Coffin. Although Ishmael is worried by the dreary look of the place, and ominous name of its owner, he decides to spend the night there. He learns there is no empty bed, but that he can share a bed with another sailor.


Ch. 3 "Spouter Inn"

The innkeeper teases Ishmael when Ishmael expresses anxiety about sharing his bed with the harpooneer. The innkeeper tells him that the harpooneer is out that night “selling his head,” and intimates that the harpooneer has dark skin and is from a “far-off” place. Ishmael wonders what it might mean for the man to be “selling heads,” and the innkeeper finally reveals that the harpooneer is from the area around New Zealand, and he sells dried, shriveled heads as a kind of “curio” from that region. (this is not historically accurate---the only cultures that shrank heads were in the Amazon; however what is historically accurate is that the people of this era loved oddities from other cultures and would pay good money for such things, which were kept by the wealthy in collections in a "cabinet of curiosities." 

Queequeg, surprised to find Ishmael in his bed, threatens Ish with a Tomahawk; Ishmael yells for Coffin, who comes and introduces them to each other. Ishmael criticizes Coffin for not saying, earlier, that Queequeg is a “cannibal”; Coffin, laughing, replies that Queequeg is a peaceful man, despite his cannibalism, and that he will share the room with Ishmael. 

Queequeg speaks in a pidgin (A pidgin is a grammatically simplified, non-native, intermediate language created for basic communication between groups with no common language, typically emerging in trade or colonial settings, such as whaling ships. Pidgins use limited vocabulary and simplified grammar to make communication easier.



[bookmark: _GoBack]Ch. 4 "Counterpane"

Ish awakes the next morning to find Queequeg's arm draped across him. to a contemporary reader, it seems that Ishmael might be hinting at the possibility of a sexual relationship between the two, or at least at the reality of homosexual male desire. But other critics contend that Melville is merely reinforcing the brotherly bond between these sailors, and that their physical intimacy was common at the time. It is also possible that Melville intended both readings. Ish is reminded of an episode from his childhood, in which he was sent to bed without dinner by his step mother, and he felt a ghost hand come to comfort him (perhaps the hand of his biological mother who was deceased). This makes clear that Ish has a spiritual side, and is openminded in his beliefs.


Ch. 5 "Breakfast"

Ishmael tells the reader that it is important to take a joke well, and to be able to laugh at oneself. He goes in to breakfast with other whalers and sailors staying at the inn—some of whom have just come back from long sea-voyages. Although Ishmael expects that these “old salts” will talk loudly and willingly of their lives on the open ocean, Ishmael is instead shocked to find that the breakfast is largely silent, and that the whalers, though they have probably done brave deeds, have very little to say for themselves. Ishmael perhaps wonders why all whalers aren’t like the carousers aboard the Grampus, who stomp onto shore, demanding alcohol and speaking loudly of their triumphs. But Ishmael also detects a darker side to whaling—perhaps a recognition that the job is particularly dangerous, that men are often lost, and that the reality of life on the open water is one of privation, loneliness, and long separation from land.



Ch. 6 "Street"

Ishmael's takes a walk in New Bedford, noticing the number of people from very different cultures and locations. His depiction of the interactions of these cultures around shipping and whaling cities again emphasizes the sense that there is a fundamental connectedness between people beneath their differences. We learn that the town's primary industry is whaling, and that it has made the town wealthy, with many fine homes and well-dressed women. 


Ch. 7 "Chapel"

Ishmael visits the local chapel, and is surprised to find Queequeg there since he  is a “heathen,” or non-Christian. Ishmael also sees young women there, sitting apart, who appear to be mourning lost loved ones. As Ishmael sits, waiting for the service to start, he remarks that “there is death in whaling,” and that it might be his fate to die on his upcoming voyage. But Ishmael also says to himself that his body is but “the lees [sediment] of his better being,” and that, whatever might happen to him, it will not affect his immortal soul, which cannot be destroyed. 


Ch. 8 "Pulpit"

The pulpit (the stage where the preacher speaks) is designed to mimic a ship's prow. The pastor, Father Mapple, has a great reputation with the sailors. Ishmael convinces himself that it is proper the chapel have a pulpit shaped like a boat, since the pulpit is the “prow of the world,” or the part of human society that leads man forward in time, against whatever storms or difficulties God, or life, or fate seem to toss at man. 

Ch. 9 "Sermon"

The sermon is on a famous book of the Old Testament Bible (The Book of Jonah), essentially a lesson about obeying God. God tells Jonah to preach to the Ninevites (Nineveh was the capital of Assyria) so they would repent and have a renewed relationship with God. Assyria was known for the worst extremes of violence and brutality in their conquests of other nations, and Jonah believed they were so evil they did not deserve God's forgiveness, so Jonah got on a boat going the other way.  storm threatens the ship Jonah is on, and the sailors believe God is punishing THEM for something--Jonah tells them its his fault, and if they only throw him overboard the ship will be spared. They do so, and God sends a whale to swallow Jonah, take him to Nineveh, and vomit him onto the shore. Jonah finally accepts God's orders, does what he was told, and the Ninevites do repent and change their ways. Both the pointlessness of arguing with God, and God's ability to use the creatures of His world in His dealings with humankind--specifically a whale--relate directly to Captain Ahab's refusal to accept that God allowed a whale to take his leg. 

Ch. 10 "A Bosom Friend"

Ishmael’s admiring description of Queequeg,  (“You cannot hide the soul. Through all his unearthly tattooings, I thought I saw the traces of a simple honest heart; and in his large, deep eyes, fiery black and bold, there seemed tokens of a spirit that would dare a thousand devils”) reveals Ish can look beyond superficial appearances. Ishmael compares Queequeg positively with a famous white European leader (George Washington), and admires that Queequeg is very independent.

In one of the more important comments about friendship in the novel (“I felt a melting in me. No more my splintered heart and maddened hand were turned against the wolfish world. This soothing savage had redeemed it”) we learn Ish was depressed and had a relatively negative view of humanity…Queequeg helps Ish see people in a better light; the test of true friendship in Melville’s eyes may be that a real friends help improve one’s outlook upon the world.

Queequeg's and Ishmael's friendship is described as a marriage of sorts--with the important concept that this meant Queequeg would be willing to die for his new friend if need be. The quote (“Thus, then, in our hearts' honeymoon, lay I and Queequeg—a cosy, loving pair”) is often seen as homoerotic---is it? Or is it merely using traditional marriage as an analogy to describe a friendship? See what you think as the novel continues.

Ishmael, to seal their bond, worships Queequeg's god Yojo with him...this openness to other people's gods sets Ish apart from everyone else in the novel...remember this at the novel's end.


Ch. 11 "Nightgown"

 In the quote (“See how elastic our stiff prejudices grow when love once comes to bend them”)
Ish is suggesting that the cure for prejudice is getting to know and care for someone different than oneself…that the answer is not formal education, but personal exposure. He remarks that Queequeg’s smoking in bed had really bothered him, and now that they are close, it doesn’t bother him at all.


Ch. 12 "Biographical"

We learn Queequeg is island royalty, and that he’s always desired to travel and see more of the Christian world (which he’d been exposed to as Christian missionaries showed up on his island periodically).

Queequeg tried to get a spot aboard a ship, and was turned down, but determined, he forced himself aboard and threw himself on their mercy.

Queequeg, after exposure to missionaries, believes Christians may have answers; but when he spends time among Christian sailors, he decides they have no superior knowledge and opts to remain a cannibal and worshipper of Yojo.

Queequeg and Ish decide to find a whaling ship they can both work on together. 


Ch. 13 "Wheelbarrow"

This chapter emphasizes the importance of cultural understanding. Queequeg is made fun of for not understanding how to use a wheelbarrow, and he recounts a story in which a white visitor to his island made a similar social faux pas…pointing out to Ish that everyone will make mistakes when confronted with  a culture not his/her own, so the best response is understanding and empathy. 

Another lesson in prejudice: a young man was making fun of Queequeg, and in response, Queequeg tosses him high in the air, and catches him and lands him on his feet. The young man complained to his captain, who scolded Queequeg; but as the Captain was scolding, the young man is swept overboard and starts to drown, Queequeg dives in and rescues him---the same man who was making fun of him—Queequeg proving himself the better man and a hero.




Ch. 14 "Nantucket"

Native American myth about the settling of the island Nantucket—an eagle took a baby, the parents followed it to the island Nantucket, where they settled though their baby was already dead. They made a living in a harsh environment, and Ish seems to admire their determination and willingness to work with what they have.


Ch. 15 "Chowder"

A chapter devoted to clam chowder…not much we need from here ;)


Ch. 16 "The Ship"

Yojo tells Queequeg that Ish must choose the ship they sail on…significant in that this seems to indicate  fate steering events. Recall that Ish knows nothing about whaling boats.
The ship he choose is the Pequod, named after an extinct native tribe (ominous music should be inserted here) and is decorated with whale bones and teeth—its steering wheel is made of bone (hint – a whale decides where the boat goes) and teeth up and down its bow making the ship look like a giant open whale jaw. 

Ishmael describes the Pequod: (“She was a thing of trophies. A cannibal of a craft, tricking herself forth in the chased bones of her enemies.”) 
Ish says it was touched with melancholy (sadness) and that all noble things are touched with that…what do you think he means by this?

Ish and Queequeg meet the owners of the ship, Captain’s Peleg and Bildad, both religious Quakers. Ish says he wants to meet the Captain of the ship, Ahab, but the owners tell him Ahab wont even see them all the time – much less a lowly crew member.  They tell him Ahab lost a leg to a whale, and that Ahab is “a grand, ungodly, godlike man. Ahab’s been in colleges as well as among cannibals, been used to deeper wonders than the waves; fixed his lance in mightier, stranger foes than whales.” They tell them Ahab was out of his mind for a time when his leg was bitten off…considered normal in the circumstances – remember no real pain killer back then; but they also suggest that “Ahab has his humanities” and offer the proof that he has a wife and child at home.
 
They suggest Ish isn’t ready for the dangers of whaling. 
Peleg asks Ish if he’s the man to “pitch a harpoon down a live whale’s throat, and then jump in after it,” and Ish says “ I am, if it should be positively indispensible to do so” showing us he’s brave, but not reckless, and will only risk his life when needed. 




Ch. 17 "The Ramadan"

In this chapter, a message on tolerance, Queequeg’s time of worship, referred to loosely as a “Ramadan” is so long, Ish worries he’s had a stroke, and the innkeeper worries he’s committed suicide…but it turns out all is well.  Ish is worried about Queequeg, though, so he puts a blanket over him so he wont be cold while he worships.
At the end, both Ish and Queequeg see the other as nice, but lacking understanding of the “true religion” – but neither one is willing to let their differences stand in the way of their friendship.


Ch. 18 "His Mark"

Bildad doesn’t want to hire Queequeg because he doesn’t look Christian, but when they see how Queequeg throws a harpoon, they offer him the most $ on the ship, and take Ish since he comes along with Queequeg. Peleg scolds Bildad for being too religious, and tells them crewmen who are not Christian make better whalers – they’re more ferocious and willing to kill. “Pious harpooneers never make good voyagers—it takes the shark out of ‘em.”
Peleg’s definitely the more “practically” religious of the two.


Ch. 19 "The Prophet"

Ish and Queequeg meet a self-proclaimed prophet named Elijah (same name as an old testament prophet), who warns them about  a prophecy about Ahab's death, a prophecy. Ish thinks Elijah is crazy, and dismisses him. When Elijah says “A soul is sort of a fifth wheel for a wagon…He’s got enough [soul], though, to make up for all deficiencies of that sort in other chaps,” he seems to be referring to Ahab, as if Ahab’s problem is too much soul.


Ch. 20 "All Astir"

Bildad’s sister “Aunt Charity” has the task of making sure the ship is provided with supplies. Ish keeps asking about where Ahab is, and is told Ahab’s “getting better” (from what, no one says). So Ishmael talks himself into feeling there’s really nothing to worry about…but secretly he’s worried about the mysterious captain. Ish says “But when a man suspects any wrong, it sometimes happens that if he be already involved in the matter, he insensibly strives to cover up his suspicions even from himself,” and the admits this is what he himself was doing with regard to Ahab.

Ch. 21 "Going Aboard"

Elijah (the name of a famous Old Testament prophet, though here he seems like a crazy homeless man) points out that a number of men boarded the ship in the dark and now can’t be seen…mysterious. Ahab is in his cabin on the ship, but still no one has seen him. Fun note – Queequeg’s people use the lazy as furniture ;) 

Ch. 22 "Merry Christmas"

Ahab is still not recovered from his mystery injury; the ship sets sail on Christmas Day (commemorating Christ’s birth)…the ship is covered with whale teeth, and icicles hang from the bows like even larger fangs, making the ship appear predatory in the extreme. We get a practical if not overly religious view of Bildad here, who tells them “Don’t whale it too much a Lord’s days, men, but don’t  miss a fair chance either; that’s rejecting heaven’s good gifts.” i.e. don’t work on the Sabbath in memory of God, but if God gives you a great whale on the Sabbath, it would be insulting his offer to ignore it ;)



