“LIKE ALL THINGS THAT ARE MIGHTY” —
MELVILLE’'S WHITE WHALE AS AN INSPIRED REALITY

Irina DUBSKY ~

Abstract: The Melvillean Whale emerges as a spiritual comfigian constructed along
mystically-charged lines of thought. The transitfoom the philological excursus (encapsulated
in the opening cetological chapters of the nowelinietaphysics is effected as the story advances,
the elusive monster gradually revealing his “ingulf nature — “inspired” in the Emersonian
sense of the word. The present paper undertakesng into relief the spiritual dimension of the
Whale by decoding a nhumber of key symbols in thtehieough an interpretive grid with esoteric
overtones (the whale decoded as the indivisiblediylg, the center, the seventh region of space).
Projecting this symbolic structure upon the starjpecomes apparent that the whale progresses
from its status as a lexical entry into a spirltdfil reality, for, as Saint Paul, the brilliant
Christian esotericist, writes: “The letter killethubthe Spirit giveth Life”(2 Corinthians 3:6, The
King James Version of The Holy Bible).
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The theme of piercing the husks of appearancegeétrating the opacity of
the visible to gaze upon the beyond lies at then#iee core of “Melville’s most
difficult and perplexing narrative” as Cristophdef describeMoby Dick.

Melville artistically articulates his intuition ofhat is beyond the mask in the
monologs and dramatic exchanges of his charactgrsn Starbuck overtly condemns
Ahab for his hatred of “a dumb brute” (161), théda gives him a remarkable answer
which testifies to his advanced level of awarersssknowledge of the Invisible realm:

All visible objects are but as pasteboard masksiBaach event-in the living act,
the undoubted deed-there, some unknown but séiiaing thing puts forth the
moldings of its features from behind the unreaspmimask (...). That inscrutable
thing is chiefly what | hate (161).

Ahab’s words seem to echo Emerson’s initiatory adagdpich represents a
faithful illustration of the Swedenborgian theorf abrrespondences: “Every natural
fact is a symbol of some spiritual fact” (9).

“Moby Dick” may be interpreted as performing thderef a mystic “mystery
name” (Gaskell, 522) which represents a name wtfosetion is to obscure the
meaning of a symbol from the lower personality buitich serves to identify the
individuality signified - in this case, the “unknawreasoning thing” - to the higher
mind.

The real opening chapter bfoby Dickforegrounds etymological - cetological
concerns, “supplied by a late consumptive usher ggammar school” (xxxvii). Steven
Wasserstrom astutely observes that “philologicataech” can be used as a means of
disguise in order to “reduce the character of tleaphysician to that of the scientist.
Thus, the secret metaphysician dresses as an eaentist” (59). Therefore,
etymological research may be most successfully wsedr tool for deflecting the
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readers’ attention from the esoteric core of thelels story, allowing it to unfold
“under the cloak of secrecy” (Wasserstrom S. 155).

A similar function is discharged by the explicittgtological chapters, which
bridge the gap between science and metaphysies dames Barbour most insightfully
contends,

In writing about the whale, Melville had gone fra®tology to theology and had
arrived at the hieroglyph that God used as a gefib®l of his otherness in
speaking to Job out of the whirlwind (32).

A significant amount of criticism has been devatedhe etymological section
which prefaces the leviathanic epic. The etymolalgixcursusstarts off with a quote
from Hackluyt which draws the reader’s attentionth® H in the word “whale”:

While you take in hand to school others, and tahidaem by what name a whale
- fish is to be called in our tongue, leaving datough ignorance, the letter H,
which almost alone maketh up the signification ¢ word, you deliver that
which is not true.

Hackluyt (xxxviii)

Gordon Boudreau surveys various critical opiniowkich center upon
Melville’s individual spelling of the Hebraic terfor “whale”. For instance, Dorothee
Metlitzki assesses that Melville’s use of the lettd’ in Melville’s transcription of the
Hebrew and Greek words for the whale is “visiblyportant”, an “open secret” through
which Melville invested the H with the status of‘lderoglyphic” representation of
YAHWEH, the “ineffable name of God”

the first letter of the word for whale in Hebrew-(ttan,” a singular form of the
biblical plural “tanim’) and in Greek (k in "kytgsare mistakenly mined into “h,’
resulting in Melville’s inaccurate forms of “ham “hytos’ (9).

Along the same lines of thought runs Ben Rogeassistention that Melville’s
transcription of the Hebrew fowhale is nothing but “a calculated error”, the ‘H’
standing for a “sign of divine covenant” just astire Biblical examples of name-
changes: Abram to Abraham and Sara to Sarah, wicialed God'’s special favor:

Melville gave his Greek and Hebrew whale an "H'yankol of the cetacean’s
divinity and the nature of his prophesied struggith Ahab (prophesied both by
Elijah and the connotations of Ahab’s name) (5).

Gordon Boudreau reaches a thought-provoking coiweiughich emphasizes
the in-spired character of the whale. He contehds the letter ‘H’ - which Melville
knowingly and purposefully incorporated into thégoral word - possesses life-giving
attributes, turning thevhalefrom a lexical entry into a spirit-filled reality:

Considered phonetically, [the word whale], is anedatinspired, in the radical
Emersonian sense-that is, through wind, breathents of air. This is because the
letter “H” is an aspirate letter (...) Thus, in terd whalg the H is the spirit and
principle of its animation (...). As such, it isala similitude of the living whale’s
sign and expression of its animation (12).

The letter “H” in “whale” suggests inspiration ihet Emersonian sense of ‘spirit’
as wind (...) (10).
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In Moby-Dick “whale” was not a dead word in a dusty librargatiquated
lexicons, but a living word articulated by aspioati by the breath of life (15).

All these glimpses into the spiritual quality dfet white whale are in
consonance with its mystery-laden value in the &liasion of esoteric knowledge for,
as Saint Paul, the brilliant Christian esotericigtites: “The letter kills, but the Spirit
gives Life”(2 Corinthians 3:6).

Intricately connected with the esoteric symbolisin toe whale are “the
mysteries of the lettewin " to which René Guénon devotes an in-depth analgdigs
seminal boolSymboles fondamentaux de la science sg€hapter XXIII).

Guénon points out that in Arabic this letter représ the whale, a fact which
dovetails perfectly with the original meaning oétivordnin which means “whale” as
well as “fish”. This double significance may beateld to the vaster context of the
symbolism of the fish as Savior both in the Chaistand the Hindu thought.

Traditionally, the two zodiacal gates correspondmghe summer solstice and
the winter solstice, respectively, represent thgagce into and the exit out of “the
cosmic grotto” (Guénonl1962: 161). Guénon insists upon the idea that thalev
corresponds to the zodiacal sign of the Capricohicliv contains the solstice gate
leading up to the “ascending way”, also known &g ‘jate of the gods” (Guéndif62:
28). “The cosmic grotto” stands for the place whtieehuman being dwells and unfolds
their temporary existence. After completing thedjosirn in “the cosmic grotto”, the
human being exits through one of these two gatesprding to the degree of their
spiritual realization, the ultimate goal being tireversible exit through “the gate of the
gods”. The two ways of the manifested world are“tiight” way and the “dark” way.
Those following the bright path progress from thanifest to the non-manifest. The
bright path corresponds to the process of spiritealization while the dark way leads
back to the visible dimension of being.

Projecting this symbolism into the story of MobyeRij it becomes apparent
that the whale functions as the Savior-Fish, theldeener, opening the path to
illumination. According to Francoise Bonardel, thefining moment of the Great Work,
the moment when transmutation is effected, cornedpao the point of transition from
nigredosymbolized by the winter darknessatedoexpressed in the triumph of light
(345). The significance of transmutation can themebe corroborated with the whale’s
association with “the gate of gods” (Guénon, 19852), that is, the winter solstice, the
very moment of transition from darkness to lighhe$e symbolically rich connections
cast a new light upon the esoteric role played lmpivDick: the object of the “the fiery
hunt” (Melville, 194) is equivalent to the realiat of the Great Work.

Corroborated with the mystical dimension of the lshes its “whiteness”
interpreted as something “ineffable”, “elusive”, ntiefinite” and “inscrutable”
suggestive of “the heartless voids and immensitfebe Universe” (Melville,193). The
narrator, the “unlettered Ishmael”’ibidem 345), establishes some striking
correspondences. He equates the whiteness of thie wiith “the great principle of
light [which] forever remains white or colorlessitself”. In other words, the whale is
equated with the Principle, the One and the Patkati opposed to the manifest world
of generation and destruction.

Moby-Dick’s elusiveness is enhanced by its hierpblg character. The
inexpressible veils itself in its inaccessibilitfthe whale, like all things that are mighty,
wears a false brow to the common worldiidem 346) writes Ishmael. He testifies to
the “pyramidical silence”ilbidem345) and “the blankness full of meaningiiem193)
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displayed by the whale. Moreover, what triggersdgbest for meaning is “the forehead
pleated with riddles”ibidem345).

The “pyramidical silence”, as well as the richnesenciphered significance,
are the defining attributes of the Supreme Cewritgarttha (Guénon, 1958:15) which in
Sanskrit means “the Inviolate”. “The head of thisvlathan is an entire delusion”
(Melville, 346) declares the narrating voice; taisounts to saying that the Leviathan is
a hieroglyph between the visible and the invisilsle,expression of the Absolute. Its
intensity consists in its inaccessibility: the mdiexry Ahab’s passion is, the farther the
ineffable retreats beyond the horizon.

Moby Dick’s color or “visible absence of colorib{dem 193) is the very
synthesis of the colors of the rainbow. White iscasated with the supreme spiritual
authority, with the immutability of the Center, whiis the same as the White Island or
the White Mountain upon which all the positive #pil efforts are focused.

The function of the White Whale is that of the Gentraditionally defined and
interpreted as “the seventh region of space” (Gogh862:225) which coincides with
the Principle.

Ishmael’s insightful remarks on “the whiteness lud whale” (Melville, 185)
invite a closer analysis of the attributes of tlsig-called color and its esoteric
significance. René Guénon advances a subtle disoust the symbol of the rainbow
exploring its hidden facets. He reveals that theb@v contains six colors only - three
fundamental and three complementary colors - ama i&ich runs counter to the
commonly held seven-color theory. The other elemenitthe chromatic spectrum,
inappropriately referred to as “colors”, are onyermediary shades - as is the case of
indigo. Besides, introducing an extra color in tieomatic set would completely ruin
their harmonious distribution which is usually repented according to a very simple
geometrical figure: each fundamental color can laeqd in each angle of a triangle
while each complementary can be placed in eacheaoighnother triangle inversely
positioned in relation to the “fundamental” triaegko that each color and its
complementary are diametrically opposed. This digplields the six-pointed figure
known as “Solomon’s Seal” (Guénon, 1962: 338).

The seventh term of the color septenary can betifaehby referring to the
geometrical construction of the seventh ray. This be derived from the symbolic
representation of the three-dimension cosmic croade up of the six directions of
space and their center taken together.

The seventh element of the rainbow can be revedlgdanalogically
superposing the color septenary represented im&wis Seal and the cross of space.
The function of the seventh chromatic term in ielatto the other six colors will be
similar to the role of the center related to thesgiace directions. The seventh color will
be positioned at the center of the six-pointed, stamely, the point where all apparent
oppositions, which are in fact complementary toheather, fuse together and merge
into oneness. In other words, the seventh ternotigproperly a color, just as the center
is not a direction per se. The center is the veigiro of the six space directions.
Therefore, the seventh color must be the prinaipie of which the six are generated
and in which they are synthetically contained. Titisone other than white itself which
is “colorless™ to quote Ishmael - just as the pdsra-dimensional. Or, to quote Ishmael
once more, “whiteness is not so much a color avigible absence of color and at the
same time the concrete of all colors” (193).

The whale, in its immutable “visible absence” (198)situated at the center of
the chromatic hexagon. Above all else, Solomon'al Sgmbolizes the hierogamy, the
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sacred union of complementary elements which cdexiwith the realization of the
hermetic and Masoniblagnum Opusthe completion of any initiation, encapsulated in
the whiteness of the whale. Perhaps this is onbeofiddles which the Leviathan poses
to “the common world”.

White is not made manifest in the rainbow justtias seventh ray is not
represented geometrically. The six colors are ¢isalt of the polarization of white light
just as the six directions stand for the unfoldaighe potentialities comprised in the
primordial point.

Therefore, René Guénon concludes, each septenasysts of an indivisible
foundational unit accompanied by another six eldm@enerated out of it, the unit
corresponding to the un-manifested principle wtfike six terms represent the totality of
the manifest. The seventh ray, the counterpart lifemess, represents the way along
which a being returns to the non-manifest after gleting a journey in the visible
dimension of existence.

In the light of this analysis, Moby Dick emergeglas symbol of the liberating
way, corresponding to the ritualistic straight paththe end of which illumination
awaits.

References

Barbour, James, and Tom QuiNk/riting the American Classic&Jniversity of North Carolina
Press, Chapel Hill, NC:, 1990.

Bonardel, Francoisdsilosofia Alchimiei Marea Opera si Modernitatealrans. Irina Badescu,
Ana Vancu, Polirom, lasi, 2000.

Boudreau, Gordon. “In the Beginning was the Wordi/hale'...the Letter ‘H'...”, Melville
Society Extractsl29 (February, 2002): 1-20.

Eliade, MirceaSymbolism, the Sacred and the A@sossroad Publishing, New York, 1985.
Emerson, Ralph Waldo, “Beauty” (1836) in Eric W. Carnlged.),Emerson’s Literary Criticism
Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1979.

Gaskell, G.A.,The Dictionary of All Scriptures and MythSramercy Books, New Jersey, 198.
Guénon, René_e Roi du MondeGallimard, Paris, 1958.

Guénon, RenéMan and His Becoming According to the Vedarfeans. Richard Nicholson,
Noon Day Press, New York, 1958.

Guénon, René&ymboles fondamentaux de la science sa@akimard, Paris, 1962.

Melville, Herman,Moby Dick: Or, the WhaleLuther S. Mansfield & Howard P. Vincent, editors,
Hendricks House, New York, 1952.

Metlitzki, Dorothee. “The Letter ‘H' in Melville’'sWhale”, Melville Society Extracts47
(September, 1981):1-14.

Rogers, Ben. “More on the Letter ‘H’ in Moby-Dick¥elville Society Extractsl14 (September,
1998): 5-6.

Wasserstrom, Steven NReligion After Religion: Gershom Scholem, Mirce&ad#, and Henry
Corbin at EranosPrinceton University Press, Princeton, New Jer$@99.

119

BDD-A6041 © 2013 Universitatea din Pitesti
Provided by Diacronia.ro for IP 216.73.216.242 (2026-06-25 22:21:14 UTC)


http://www.tcpdf.org

