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Novel
Romanticism

Take-Aways
	Moby Dick was Herman Melville’s most successful work and defined him as a literary master – though not until well after his death.
	A motley whaling crew and its mad captain, Ahab, pursue a revenge mission against the white whale Moby Dick. The cunning whale severed Ahab’s leg on a previous voyage, driving the captain to obsession and hatred. Despite various dark warnings and cautionary tales they hear along the way, the crew engage in a three-day confrontation with the whale that ultimately wrecks their ship and drowns nearly everyone. Only the lone survivor, Ishmael, lives to tell the harrowing tale.
	In creating Moby Dick, Melville pursued his philosophy that “it is better to fail in originality than succeed in imitation.”
	Melville’s intense friendship with author Nathaniel Hawthorne significantly shaped the book’s development, which is why Melville dedicated Moby Dick to Hawthorne.
	Moby Dick blends symbolically rich fiction and poetry with the minutiae of 19th-century whaling science and etiquette, elements of stage plays and monologues, and sermon.
	This cautionary tale of a mad commander who leads his crew to tragic death reveals the dangers of tyranny.
	The novel explicitly discusses the tension or interplay between fate, chance and free will.
	Prophecies, omens and talismans appear throughout the story and often reveal the diverse, arbitrary nature of human perception.
	Moby Dick was Melville’s nuanced response to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s transcendentalism.
	“Call me Ishmael.”


What It’s About
Stories of ill-fated ships and their legendary captains have long pervaded human culture, both high-brow and popular: Think Richard Wagner’s opera The Flying Dutchman, or the Disney concoctions The Black Pearl and Captain Sparrow. But arguably none are more iconic than the Pequod and its Captain Ahab, the grimly obsessed whaleman chasing his white whale. Herman Melville’s Moby Dick is many things – a portable whaling museum, a pitting of man against nature, and a symbolically rich tale by a literary master. Moreover, readers can understand the Pequod as Melville’s America in microcosm, a political and cultural conceit that offers continued relevance today. The legacy of this great American novel is enduring and vast, including the long-lived symbolism of the white whale and even the ubiquitous coffee chain Starbucks, named after Ahab’s first mate.

Summary
“Call me Ishmael”
Ishmael is a penniless Manhattanite who answers the ocean’s strong call and seeks out his first whaling voyage.
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