Ropes and Execution:

Symbolical Blood Relationships in Melville’s Writings
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Abstract

In this dissertation, the writings of Herman Melville (1819-91) are discussed from
the point of view of his images of the “neck,” and “hanging,” and, in conclusion, their
symbolic meaning is suggested. I argue that Melville constructs deliberate symbolic
systems of signification in his writing that support his thematic treatment of life and death,
in particular that life and death are inseparably linked, changing one into the other and
vice versa. Melville describes the salvation of characters through their deaths, for
example by execution which, with the exception of Billy Budd, has been relatively ignored
by Melville scholars but recurs as a motif in Melville’s writings.  In this way, I hope that
my dissertation will make an important contribution to Melville studies.

Chapter One analyzes the relationship between Bartleby and the letter in “Bartleby,
the Scrivener” (1853), where the narrator compares Bartleby himself to a dead letter, so
that through the process of narration Bartleby finds among his readers an ideal recipient,
and is therefore no longer “dead” but (as it were) alive and saved. Chapter Two analyzes
the contiguous imagery of life and death in “The Paradise of Bachelors and the Tartarus
of Maids” (1855), where metaphors of war, execution and childbirth interweave to convey
the continually changing flux of life and death. Chapter Three develops this theme with
a discussion of the blood relationship between Pierre and Isabel in Pierre, or The
Ambiguities (1852) with its motifs of botanical life and execution. At the end of the
novel, Melville sets the blood relationships against the seasonal cycle. Chapter Four
looks at the relationships between Ishmael and his stepmother in Moby-Dick, or The
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Whale (1851) with a focus on the images of the “rope,” “arm” and the “neck.” Ishmael
is aware of his stepmother’s (who is also his mother’s) affections, but not Captain Ahab,

who is hanged in the end by a rope, which symbolizes the arms of a stepmother.  Ishmael



regards his stepmother as Nature itself, and as he narrates the novel focuses on the dual
cruelty and kindness of Nature. Chapter Five focuses on the relationship between Billy
and the Chaplain in “Billy Budd.” The key words here are “hang” and “good,” with the
narrator according with a good man who looked after Billy in his childhood. The
Chaplain and Billy have a symbolical father-son relationship.

Through an analysis of these five works, we can see how Melville exercises not
only the imagery of death but also implies symbolical blood relationships in the motifs of
ropes and hanging. With my original emphasis on these latter motifs, which have so far
been overlooked in Melville studies, it is my hope that my dissertation will promote

further research on the motifs of hanging and ropes in literature.



