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The first meeting of the Novel Club for 2007 was held at the home of Lloyd Owens who shared hosting responsibilities with Al Kirby. The gusto with which our members attacked the comestibles suggested that there are some among us who believe that eating is a sure fire cure for a hangover. 

When we had collected for the meeting proper the seating arrangements with three or four attendees in the balcony, gave a pleasant and theatrical note to the proceedings.

George Weimer called the gathering to order and asked for introduction of guests. Our guest this evening was Mme. Kirby who was presented by husband, Al.

The minutes of the previous meeting were read by the scrivener (no relation to Bartleby). There being no Treasurer’s report, Mary Douthit possibly being on the lam with the kitty, the group turned their attention to Herman Melville and his magnum opus, Moby Dick.

This biographer noted Melville’s birth to an impecunious family in New York City in 1819. After a number of odd jobs he took to the sea on merchant ships, a U.S. naval frigate and finally a whaler where he became well versed in nautical and whaling matters. He finally began to write and his first novels of South Sea adventures and luscious ladies were moderately successful. In 1850 he began work on Moby Dick. When published to mixed reviews he netted little profit since it sold  fewer than 1000 copies. He produced several more novels and short stories, some of which were serialized in magazines. For the next thirty years he turned out poetry and his final novel, Billy Budd was published only posthumously. To survive financially he became a customs officer and slipped into obscurity. Fame eluded him till early in the 20th century when he was ‘rediscovered’ first in Europe and finally his homeland where he is now referred to by some as the American Shakespeare.

Joyce Kessler then presented an erudite discussion of the book, with references particularly to evaluations by Lewis Mumford, Van Wyck Brooks, and a host of other critics. Melville, himself in The Confidence Man described a theory of the ‘original’ character, a person who engenders his (or her) entire fictional worlds. Such characters as Hamlet, Don Quixote and in this book, Ahab, represent original people who define the world about them.

Ahab’s monomania, the pursuit of the white whale, eventually ensnares the entire crew and forms the unifying theme of the story. In effect he mesmerizes the sailors who follow him to their own doom without mentally accepting his premise. Even Starbuck who attempts to deter his Captain from pursuing a suicidal course succumbs to Ahab’s will. Ishmael, our narrator, also begins to perceive the whale as a symbol of evil and terror and its whiteness as a symbol of death. Though Ahab was given many opportunities to turn away, his character determined his fate.

The discussion following the presentation began with a comparison of Christianity with the devotions performed by Queequeg and it was the group’s feeling that Melville was, through Ishmael, quite accepting of outsider religious thought and experience. 

As a political allegory the comparison to the seemingly fixed path of our current leader and its foreshadowing of doom was almost too apt.

It is difficult to understand why the entry of Melville into the Pantheon of great American writers was so delayed. Perhaps the discovery of more easily obtainable oil made reference to whaling obsolete. But the power of his prose and the great sweep of his canvas seem to have ensured him a place of honor.
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