Herman Melville: 1819-1891

· Born into wealth and privilege, the grandson of two revolutionary war generals (one from NY and one from Boston)

· Father dies when Melville is 12; family falls into poverty and has to rely on the extended family for financial support

· Has to drop out of school permanently in 1837

· Worked as a clerk, farmer laborer, district school teacher

· 1841: Finally signs up to go to sea in desperation; first on shorter voyages, then on a three-year whaling voyage in the South Seas

· Would later say “a whale ship was my Yale College and my Harvard”

· Found material for his first six books

· Exposed to brutal working conditions 

· Worked alongside all races

· Identified with slaves and drew analogies between different forms of oppression

· Eventually believed that “white civilized man is the most ferocious animal on the face of the earth” 

· He began to question cultural assumptions about race, civilization, economics, etc

· July 1842: He and another shipmate jump ship and fall in with the Typee tribe (in Marquesas Islands)

· After several weeks of “indulgent captivity” they jump on another ship (with even worse conditions)

· Eventually that crew mutinies and Melville spends time in a Tahitian jail

· 1844: Returns to the US

· 1846: Typee and 1847: Omoo; audiences respond well to these tales of exotic island adventures and Melville establishes a name for himself

· 1847: Marries Elizabeth Shaw; daughter of Lemuel Shaw, justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Court and a defender of the Fugitive Slave Law and segregation

· Shaw family would repeatedly bail the Melville’s out of financial troubles

· 1849: Mardi: An experimental allegory that is almost unreadable today; a financial failure

· 1849: Redburn and 1850: White Jacket:  goes back to what sells

· 1851: Moby-Dick: his epic work; again, not well-received in its time

· 1852: Pierre: His attempt to sound like his friend Hawthorne; another failure that made people wonder if he was insane

· In a letter to Hawthorne: “What I feel most moved to write, that is banned.  It will not pay.  Yet, altogether, write the other way, I cannot.  So the product is a final hash, and all my books are botches” 

· Eventually turns to magazine writing and short fiction

· Tales like “Bartleby” and “Benito Cereno” “depict victims of capitalism and slavery…through the eyes of an obtuse narrator representing the class of ‘gentlemen’ whose smug prospects rested on the exploited labor of the workers they dehumanized” (Lauter 2623)
· Wrote for 2 audiences: “the mob” and the “‘eagle-eyed’” readers who “perceived the true meaning of those passages the author has ‘directly calculated to deceive—egregiously deceive—the superficial skimmer of pages” (Baym 2289)
· Language of apocalyptic doom and hopelessness

· 1856: The Piazza Tales (collection of magazine pieces)

· 1857: The Confidence Man

· 1850s and 1860s: begins to write less as he looks for other means of income

· Wife wonders about his sanity (abuse?)

· Son Malcolm commits suicide at age 18

· Eventually he and his wife manage to settle into a somewhat comfortable existence (through a series of inheritances)

· On his death in 1891, the manuscript for Billy Budd is discovered
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