
 

 

Melvil le’s Moby‐Dick  and Hollywood 

 

Invest igat ing   the  “erot ics  o f   read ing”   in  The  P leasure  o f  

the  Text   (1975) ,  Ro land  Barthes  once  pondered  why  “we do  

not   read  everyth ing  with   the  same  intens i ty  o f   read ing ,”  why  

“our  very  av id i ty   for  knowledge   impels  us   to  sk im or   to  sk ip  

certa in  passages   (ant ic ipated  as   ‘bor ing ’ )   .   .   .   (no  one   i s  

watch ing)  descr ipt ions ,  exp lanat ions ,  ana lyses ,  

conversat ions .”  Of  course ,  no  author ,  Barthes  concedes ,  can  

pred ict   in  advance  what  w i l l  be  sk ipped:    

 

he  cannot  choose   to  wr i te  what  w i l l  not  be   read.  And  yet ,   i t   i s  

the  very   rhythm of  what   i s   read  and  what   i s  not   read   that  c reates   the  p leasure  

of   the  great  narrat ives :  has  anyone ever   read  Proust ,  Ba lzac ,  War and  Peace ,  

word   for  word?   (Proust ’s  good   fortune:   f rom one  read ing   to   the  next ,  we  never  

sk ip   the  same passages . )11   

 

Certa in ly ,  no   two readers  o f  Moby‐D ick   (1851) ,  nor   the  same reader   read ing  

subsequent ly ,  nor   two screenwr i ters  prepar ing ,   forty  years  apart ,   to  adapt   the  c lass ic  

nove l  by  Herman Melv i l le   (1819–91)   for   the   f i lm  medium,  sk ip   the  same passages  or  

d iscover   the  same text .  Moby‐D ick ,  a f ter  a l l ,   i s   fu l l ‐ to ‐overf lowing  with  

“descr ipt ions ,  exp lanat ions ,  ana lyses ,  conversat ions”   inv i t ing  anyth ing  but   the  av id ,  

eas i ly  bored  s tudent ,   the  supposed ly  d is interested  but  o f ten  with  an  ax‐ to‐gr ind  

scho lar ,  and   the  medium‐determined  and  cost ‐dr iven  screenwr i ter   to  pass  on  by .  But  

i t   i s  by  no  means  certa in ,  as  w i th  Remembrance  of  Th ings  Past ,   that  Melv i l le ’s   text  

has  been   the  benef ic iary  o f   these   lapses .  There  are   few 

great  books  more  of ten  misread  or  maladapted.    

 

Adapting Moby‐Dick    

Soon af ter   the   re lease  of  The  Scar let  Let ter   (Ro land  

Jof fe   ́ ,  1995) ,  a   f i lm   featur ing  Demi  Moore  as  Hester  

Prynne   that  perverted  Nathan ie l  Hawthorne’s  or ig ina l  

nove l  by  supp ly ing  a  happy  end ing ,  a  cartoon  appeared   in  

                                            
1 Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text,  trans. Richard Mi l ler (New 

York: Hi l l  and Wang, 1975), pp. 10–11; i ta l ics in or ig inal.   
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the  New Yorker   that   specu lated  on  what  might  happen  i f   she  were   to  s tar   in  a  new 

vers ion  of  another  c lass ic  nove l  o f   the  Amer ican  Rena issance .  Over  a  capt ion  which  

reads  “Demi  Moore ’s  Moby D ick , ”  we  see   the  actress  s tand ing ,   l i ke  a  compet i tor  a t  a  

f i sh ing  contest ,  bes ide  her  pr i ze  catch :  a  g iant ,  dead,  white  whale ,  hang ing   f rom a  

hook.  So   far ,   the  Moore  vers ion  of  Melv i l le ’s  c lass ic  nove l  Moby‐D ick   (1851)  has  not  

yet  been  made,  but  we need  not  wa i t   for  a  movie  Moby‐D ick  w i th  a  happy  end ing .    

Two ear ly   twent ieth‐century   incarnat ions  o f  Melv i l le ’s  book,  both   f rom Warner  

Brothers ,   the  s i lent  Sea  Beast   (Mi l la rd  Webb,  1926)  and   the   ta lk ie  Moby D ick   ( L loyd  

Bacon,  1930)  –  both  s tarr ing   John  Barrymore  as  “Capta in  Ahab  Cee ly”  –  had  Ahab  

vanquish ing   the  whale  and   l iv ing   to   te l l  about   i t .  Both  even  added a   love  s tory ,  w i th  

Ahab  batt l ing  h is  ha l f ‐brother  Derek   (George  O’Hara ,  L loyd  Hughes)   for  h is   f iance   ́   e ,  

Es ther  Harper   (Do lores  Coste l lo )   in   the   f i r s t ,  Fa i th  

Mapple   ( Joan  Bennett )   in   the  second.   In  both   f i lms  

Ahab   loses  h is   leg   to   the  whale  a f ter  be ing  pushed  

overboard  by   the  scheming  Derek  and  seeks   revenge  

aga inst   the  beast  who,  he   fears ,  has   ru ined  h is  

marr iage  prospects .   In  both  

Ahab  not  on ly  s laughters  

h is  watery  nemes is  but  

returns   f rom h is  

miss ion   to  murder  

Derek  and  get   the  

g i r l . 2   

In   two  la ter ,  more  authent ic  adaptat ions  o f  

Moby‐D ick ,  a  1956  vers ion   (aga in   f rom Warner  

Brothers )  d i rected  by   John  Huston   f rom a  screen‐p lay  by  

the  sc ience   f i c t ion  wr i ter  Ray  Bradbury ,  and  a  1998  Ha l lmark  Ha l l  o f  Fame/USA 

Network  made‐for ‐ te lev is ion  product ion  d i rected  by  Franc  Roddam,  Ahab’s  batt le  

w ith   the  whale   i s   f ina l ly   fa ta l ,  and  ne i ther   inc ludes  a   love  s tory .  But  ne i ther  do   these  

more  superf ic ia l ly   fa i th fu l  and  ambit ious   f i lms  make   the  s l ightest  a t tempt   to   render  

I shmael  as   the  nove l ’ s  centra l   in te l l igence ,  nor  capture  even  a   t race  of   the  book’s  

w icked,  o f ten  b lasphemous  humor,  nor   fu l ly  engage  Melv i l le ’s  complex  metaphors .  

                                            
2 I  should note that I  have not been able to screen either of these 

ear ly vers ions of Moby-Dick  and am indebted to Cahir ’s  and Tibbetts ’s 
account of the f i lms for my comments here. Their  bad-fa ith d istort ions make 
them mainly of h istor ica l  interest anyway.  
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The   l i terary  c r i t i c  Char les  Fe ide lson  was  perhaps   th ink ing  of  decades  o f  o f ten  

uncomprehending   l i terary   read ings  o f  Moby‐D ick  when he   ins i s ted   that  “Certa in ly  no  

interpretat ion   i s  adequate  which   fa i l s   to   take   into  account   the  mult ip l i c i ty  o f  

poss ib le  meanings   in   the  white  whale  and   in  Moby‐D ick  as  a  whole .” 3  I f   the  same 

standard   i s  app l ied   to   f i lm  “ interpretat ions ,”  both  of   the   la t ter   twent ieth‐century  

f i lm  adaptat ions  o f  Moby‐D ick ,   the   focus  o f  my at tent ion  here ,  must  be   judged  

fa i lures .  One  of   the  greatest  o f  a l l  nove ls   s t i l l  awai ts  a   f i lm  vers ion   that  captures  

Melv i l le ’s  nove l   in  a l l   i t s   in t r icacy .    

 

Moby Dick   (1956)   

Speak ing  of  h is   then  recent ly  completed  Moby D ick   to   the   f i lm  cr i t i c  Arthur  

Kn ight ,   John  Huston  would   reca l l   that  “Ray   [Bradbury]  and   I   t r ied   to  be  as   fa i th fu l   to  

the  meaning  of   the  book  as  our  own understand ing  and   the  spec ia l  demands  of   the  

movie  medium would  a l low.” 4 Tak ing   the  d i rector  at  h is  word ,  we  might  wel l  

conc lude,  g iven   the   f i lm  they  produced,   that  both   the i r  

comprehens ion  of   the  nove l  and   the i r  v i s ion  of   the  

poss ib i l i t ies  o f  c inema were   imperfect  and   l im ited .    

Huston,   then  an   internat iona l ly  known d i rector  o f   such  

f i lms  as  The  Maltese  Fa lcon   (1941) ,  Key  Largo   (1948) ,  The  

Treasure  o f   the  S ier ra  Madre   (1948) ,  The  Aspha l t   Jung le  

(1950) ,  The  Afr ican  Queen   (1951) ,  and  The  Red  Badge  of  

Courage   (1951) ,  w i th  a  penchant   for  adapt ing   l i terary  works  

and  a   la rger ‐ than‐ l i fe  persona l i ty ,  had  been  contemplat ing   f i lm ing  Moby‐D ick   s ince  

the  ear ly  1940s .  He   in i t ia l ly  hoped to  cast  h is   fa ther  Walter  Huston  as  Ahab.  When he  

f ina l ly   secured   the   fund ing   to  make   the   f i lm   in   the  mid‐1950s  and  cast   the  usua l ly  

mi ld ‐mannered  Gregory  Peck  as   the  monomaniaca l  Ahab,5 he   inv i ted  Bradbury ,   then  

                                            
3 Char les Feidelson, quoted in Brandon French, “Lost at Sea,” in Gerald 

Peary and Roger Shatzkin, eds.,  The Class ic American Novel and the Movies  
(New York: Ungar, 1977), p. 54. Further quotat ions from French wi l l  be c i ted 
parenthet ica l ly in the text.   

4 Arthur Knight,  “The Director,” Saturday Review ,  June 9, 1956, p. 29. 
5 As Scott Hammen observes, responding to the wishful  th inking of 

those cr i t ics of Peck’s performance that Huston had made Moby Dick  a fami ly 
affa ir ,  “ i f  Huston had shot Moby Dick  before his father ’s death [1950], he 
would have done i t  at a t ime when he was under str ict  studio supervis ion and 
not a freewheel ing internat ional ce lebr i ty,  able to marshal the resources of 
many nat ions to his personal ends” (Hammen, John Huston  [New York: 
Twayne, 1985], pp. 77–78). Peck’s performance was often s ingled out by 
cr i t ics as the f i lm’s weakest l ink, and the inf luent ia l  auteur ist  cr i t ic  Andrew 
Sarr is would suggest that Huston himself  should have played the part,  with 
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in  h is   th i r t ies ,  whose  work ,  espec ia l ly  The  Mart ian  Chron ic les   (1950) ,  he  admired ,   to  

t ry  h is  hand  at  wr i t ing   the  scr ipt .  Huston,  Bradbury  would   reca l l   in   se l f ‐

congratu latory   fash ion ,   saw “the  poet   in  my wr i t ing”   (Atk ins  “An   Interv iew,”  44) . 6 

Bradbury  c la imed never   to  have   read  Moby‐D ick  before  accept ing  Huston’s  

ass ignment ,  but  under  contract  he  would   read  and  reread   the  book  and   turn  out   (by  

h is  own est imat ion)  more   than  1 ,200  pages  o f  out l ines  and   text   in   the  process  o f  

generat ing  140  pages  o f   screenplay   (Atk ins  “An   Interv iew,”  51) .  Dur ing  a  so journ   in  

London dur ing   the   run‐up   to   f i lm ing  –  at  nearby  E ls t ree  Stud ios ,   in  Wales ,   I re land,  

and  of f   the  coast  o f  Portuga l  –  Bradbury  even  conv inced  h imse l f   that  he  was  

channel ing  Moby‐D ick ’ s  author :  “ I  am Herman Melv i l le ,”  he  began   to   fee l .   “The  ghost  

o f  Melv i l le  was   in  me”   (46) .  Bradbury  persuaded h imse l f  as  wel l   that   the  changes  he  

made  in  Melv i l le ’s  narrat ive  would  have  been  enthus iast ica l ly  approved  by   the  

author   (47) .    

 

With  Huston’s  wholehearted  approva l   (44) ,  Bradbury  

dec ided   to   leave  out   the  myster ious  Feda l lah  and  h is   in ferna l  

c rew ent i re ly .   “He’s  a  bore ,”  Bradbury  conc luded.  “He’s  

horr ib le .  He ’s   the   th ing   that   ru ins   the  whole  book.   I  don’t  

care  what   the  Melv i l le   scho lars   say ,  he ’s   the  extra  myst ica l  

symbol  which  breaks   the  whale ’s  back ,  and  he  would  be  

unbearab le  on   the  screen”   (44)  He   inserted  ear ly  g l impses  o f  

S tubb  and  F lask  and  even  Ahab,  melodramat ica l ly   l i t  by  a  

l ightn ing   f lash ,  dur ing   the  arr iva l  o f   I shmael   (a  b land  and  unengag ing  R ichard  

Basehart )  a t   the  Spouter   Inn .  He  combined  Chapters  28  and  36   (“Ahab,”  “The  

Quarter ‐Deck :  Ahab  and  A l l” )   in  h is  vers ion  of  Ahab’s   f i r s t  appearance  on  The  

Pequod ,   fus ing   I shmael ’s  and   the  crew’s   f i r s t  g l impse  of   the i r  capta in  as  “a  man cut  

away   f rom the  s take ,  when the   f i re  has  overrunn ing ly  wasted  a l l   the   l imbs  without  

consuming   them,  or   tak ing  away  one  part ic le   f rom the i r  compacted  aged  robustness”7 

                                            
Orson Wel les, who has a smal l  but s igni f icant ro le in the f i lm as Father 
Mapple, d irect ing (c i ted by Thomas Atkins, “An Interview with Ray Bradbury,” 
in Gerald Peary and Roger Shatz- k in, eds. The Class ic American Novel and 
the Movies  (New York: Ungar, 1977), p. 3. Further quotat ions from Atkins wi l l  
be c i ted parenthet ica l ly in the text.  

6 Bradbury and Huston would later batt le over Huston’s request for a 
screen- writ ing credit ,  Bradbury ins ist ing that the director contr ibuted 
nothing. The Screen Writers Gui ld found on behalf  of  Huston.  

7 Herman Melv i l le,  Moby-Dick ,  ed. Hershel Parker and Harr ison Hayford, 
2nd edn, Norton Cr it ica l  Edit ion (New York: W. W. Norton, 2002), p. 108. 
Further quotat ions wi l l  be c i ted parenthet ica l ly in the text.   
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with  h is   in i t ia l   s t ratagems  (na i l ing   the  go ld  ounce   to   the  mast ;  ask ing   the  crew to  

sp l ice  hands ;  c ross ing   the   lances)   for  entang l ing   them  in  h is  quest ,  but  de lay ing   for  a  

la ter   scene  be low decks   in  Ahab’s  cab in  h is  very  pub l ic  exp lanat ion   to   the  skept ica l  

S tarbuck  of  “ the   l i t t le   lower   layer”   (Chapter  36) ,   the  deeper ,  ep is temolog ica l   reasons  

for  h is  vengeance.    

Bradbury  changed,   too ,   the  order  o f   severa l  key  events ,   the  better   to  enhance  

the  drama,  or   so  he   thought .  He  moved the  encounter  w ith   the  Br i t i sh  sh ip   the  

Samuel  Enderbey  and   i t s  Capta in  Boomer ,  who remains   jov ia l  desp i te   los ing  h is  arm 

to  Moby  D ick ,   f rom the   f ina l   th i rd  o f   the  nove l   (“Leg  and  Arm,”  Chapter  100)   to   the  

f i r s t  hour  o f   the  movie  and  mak ing  Boomer  s i l l ie r   than   in   the  book.  He  de layed  

Ahab’s  confrontat ion  with   the  “c lear   sp i r i t”  o f  a   s torm at   sea  and  h is  “ I  b low out   the  

last   fear”   taming  of   the  St .  E lmo’s  F i re   (“The  Candles ,”  Chapter  119)  unt i l  a f ter  h is  

re fusa l   to  a id   the  capta in  o f  The  Rache l ’ s  hunt   for  h is   lost   son   (“The  Pequod  Meets  

The  Rache l ,”  Chapter  128) .    

Queequeg’s   rea l i zat ion  of  h is  coming  death   l ikewise  departs   substant ia l ly   f rom 

the  nove l .  Melv i l le  has   the  harpooner   fa l l   i l l   f rom a  myster ious   fever ,  which   leads  

h im to  order   the  carpenter   to  prepare  a  cof f in .  When h is   fever  breaks ,  h is  

res ignat ion  ends  as  wel l .   In   the  Bradbury  vers ion  he   reads   the  s igns  o f  h is  death  

whi le  cast ing  h is  bones ,  orders  a  cof f in  made,  g ives  a l l  h i s  wor ld ly  possess ions   to  

I shmael ,  and  becomes  a   l i v ing  s tatue ,   roused   f rom h is  deathwatch  on ly  when h is  

bosom fr iend’s   l i fe   i s   threatened.  

Bradbury   inexp l icab ly   recasts   the  end ing  as  

wel l ,  hav ing  F i rs t  Mate  Starbuck  dec ide   to  pursue  

Moby D ick  even  a f ter   the  Capta in ’s  death .  

Accord ing   to  French,  Bradbury ’s  or ig ina l   screenplay  

even  had  Starbuck   tak ing  up  Ahab’s  pursu i t  and  

k i l l ing   the  whale :  “ the  most  d is turb ing  adaptat ive  

change,”  French  argues ,  “ i s   that  S tarbuck   in   the  

movie  actua l ly   succeeds   in  k i l l ing  Moby  D ick .   (The  

b lack  b lood   in   the   f i lm  and  a   re ference   in   the  scr ipt  

to   ‘ the  dy ing  whale ’  conf i rm the  murder . )  One  

can ’ t  k i l l   the  phantom of   l i fe   in   the  nove l ,  but  ev ident ly   in  Bradbury ’s  est imat ion ,  

Moby  D ick  was ,  a f ter  a l l ,   just  a  wha le”   (French,  “Lost  a t  Sea ,”  61) . 8   

                                            
8 A lthough French may wel l  be r ight about the wording in the scr ipt,  

which she had evident ly examined f i rst  hand, I  see no evidence whatsoever in 
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Bradbury  a lso  had  Ahab,  entang led   in  harpoon  l ines ,  go  down with   the  whale  –  

an   idea  which ,  more   than  any  other ,   conv inced  h im that  Melv i l le  was  h is  co‐p i lot . 9 

(Th is  change,   in   turn ,   requ ired  a   re formulat ion  of  E l i jah ’s  prophecy   to   I shmael  and  

Queequeg  ear l ier   in   the  s tory  so   that   i t  would  be  proper ly   se l f ‐ fu l f i l l ing . )  But  

Bradbury ’s  “ insp i rat ion”  was  c lear ly ,  as  L inda  Costanzo  Cah ir  and   John  C .  T ibbetts  

h int   (154) ,  a  case  of  what   i s  now somet imes  ca l led  “cryptones ia ,”  a  c landest ine  

creat ive   theft ,   conven ient ly   forgotten . 10 We need  not   look   far   to  d iscover   the  source  

of  Bradbury ’s   scr ipted  end   for  Ahab.   In  “The  Chase  –  Th i rd  Day”   (Chapter  135) ,   the  

miss ing  Feda l lah  –   the  character   that  Bradbury  conven ient ly   threw overboard  –   i s  

found   in  a  s imi lar  prophecy‐ fu l f i l l ing  pose:    

 

a t   that  moment  a  qu ick  c ry  went  up .  Lashed  round and  round to   the   f i sh ’s  back ;  

p in ioned   in   the   turns  upon turns   in  which ,  dur ing   the  past  n ight ,   the  whale  had  

ree led   the   invo lut ions  o f   the   l ines  around h im,   the  ha l f   torn  body  of   the  Parsee  

was  seen;  h is   sab le   ra iment   f rayed   to  shreds ;  h is  d is tended eyes   turned   fu l l  

upon  o ld  Ahab.   (433)  

 

Insp i rat ion   indeed.    

“ I t ’ s  a  pretty  good  b lend,”  Bradbury  would  conc lude  a f ter  v iewing   the   f i lm  

that  Huston  made  f rom h is   f i r s t   screenplay :  “ I t  a lmost  worked.  The   f i lm   i s  a lmost  

magni f icent”   (Atk ins ,   “An   Interv iew,”  50) .  An  exaggerat ion ,  no  doubt ,  but   the   f i lm  

does  get  many   th ings   r ight .  Orson  Wel les ’s  per formance  as  Father  Mapple ,  min is ter  

to   the  whal ing   industry ,  who sermonizes  on   Jonah   f rom a  pu lp i t   in   the  shape  of  a  

sh ip ’s  prow access ib le  on ly  by  a   rope   ladder ,  cou ld  not  be   improved  upon.  The  

whal ing  scenes ,  combin ing  s tud io  work  with  actua l  wha l ing   footage ,  are  o f ten  qu i te  

gr ipp ing .  Harry  Andrews   i s  complete ly  conv inc ing  as  “ I  know not  a l l   that  may  be  

coming ,  but  be   i t  what   i t  w i l l ,   I ’ l l   go   to   i t   laugh ing”  Second Mate  Stubb.  The  open ing  

cred i t   sequence,  ut i l i z ing  contemporary  pa int ings  o f  wha l ing  scenes ;   the   f i lm’s  

emphat ic   score ,  composed  by  Ph i l ip  Sa inton;   i t s   innovat ive  c inematography   (by  

                                            
the f i lm itse l f  that Moby Dick has been ki l led.  

9 “I  ran hal f  way across London to Huston’s hotel  and I threw the scr ipt 
[with the new ending] at h im. I  said, ‘There. I  th ink that ’s i t . ’  And he read i t  
and said, ‘Jesus Christ,  Ray! This is  i t .  This is  the way we’ l l  shoot the 
ending’” (Atkins, “An Interview,” p. 46).  

10 L inda Costanzo Cahir  and John C. T ibbetts,  “Moby-Dick  (1851),” in 
John C. T ibbetts and James M. Welsh.,  eds.,  Novels into F i lm: The 
Encyclopedia of Movies Adapted from Books  (New York: Checkmark Books, 
1999), p. 154.  
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Oswald  Morr is )   that   fused  Techn ico lor  and  b lack‐and‐white  pr ints  o f   the  same shot  –  

a l l   these   factors   succeed  sp lend id ly   in  estab l i sh ing   tone  and  mood and  atmosphere .    

“Our  b iggest  prob lem,”  Huston  would   reca l l ,   “was   to   turn  Melv i l le ’s  

expos i t iona l  passages   into  character i s t ic  d ia logue.”11 Bradbury  would ,   in   turn ,  

character ize   the  cha l lenge   the   f i lmmakers   faced  as  a   fus ion  of  “ the  Shakespearean  

approach  which   i s   sheer   language  and   the  c inemat ic  approach  which   i s  pure   image”  

(50) .  Much  was   lost   in   the  process .  As  French  argues ,   the   f i lm  e l iminated  “most  o f  

the  documentary   (wha l ing  as  a  commerc ia l  occupat ion)  and   the  ph i losophica l  

d imens ions ,”12 and  “ these  de let ions  cut   the  s tory   loose   f rom  i ts  moor ings  as   ‘ the   rea l  

l i v ing  exper ience  of   l i v ing  men’   in   I shmael ’s  words”   (French,  “Lost  a t  Sea ,”  53 ;  

I shmael ’s  words  are   f rom Moby D ick , ”  Chapter  41) .    

 

Moby Dick   (1998)   

Directed  by  Franc  Roddam (Quadrophen ia  

[1979] ,  The  Lords  o f  D isc ip l ine   [1983] ,  K2   [1992] ,  

Cleopatra   [1999] )   f rom a  screenplay  he  co‐authored  

with  Anton  D iether   (Night  Games   [1980] ,  Cleopatra  

[1999] ) ,   the   te lev is ion  vers ion  of  Moby D ick  was  

f i lmed  in  Austra l ia  a t  an  a i r   force  base  near  

Melbourne  and  of f   the  coast .  A l though  graced,  

thanks   to   i t s  broadcast   format ,  w i th  an  extra  hour  

o f  narrat ive   t ime  in  which   to   render  Melv i l le ’s  

200 ,000‐p lus  word  nove l   ( the   f i lm  was  a i red  as  a  

three‐part  min i ‐ser ies )  and   the  benef ic iary  o f  more  

than   forty  years  o f  advances   in  c inemat ic  ar t  and  

sc ience  s ince   the  Huston/Bradbury  vers ion ,   the  

1998  Moby D ick   remains  an  un insp i red  d isappointment .    

As  “ ‘Thar  She  B lows! ’  The  Making  of  Moby D ick , ”  a  beh ind‐the‐scenes  v ideo  

inc luded  on   the  DVD of   the  1998  vers ion ,  makes  abundant ly  c lear ,   the   f i lmmakers  

beh ind   the  most   recent  at tempt   to  get   the  s tory  o f  Ahab  and   the  white  whale   r ight  

were  dr iven  by  h igh  ambit ions .  Patr ick  S tewart ,  best  known at   the   t ime  for  h is   ro le  as  

                                            
11 Knight,  “The Director,” p. 29.  
12 As French observes, “whether Moby Dick is  good or evi l  is  not c lear 

in the f i lm any more than i t  is  in the novel.  The di f ference is  that th is 
ambiguity is  largely ignored as unimportant in the movie, whereas i t  is  the 
central  focus of the novel” (“Lost at Sea,” p. 54).  
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another  capta in   ( Jean‐Luc  P icard  on  Star  Trek :  The  Next  Generat ion )  and ,   la ter ,  as  

Professor  Char les  Xav ier   in  The  X‐Men  f ranch ise ,   spent  e ight  months   immersed   in   the  

wor ld  o f  Herman Melv i l le  prepar ing   for   the  “ro le  o f  a   l i fe t ime”  as  Ahab.  P i r ip i  

Waret in i ,   the  Maor i  who p lays  Queequeg  as  part  o f   the   f i lm’s  more   internat iona l ,  

more  mult iethn ic  cast ,  wrote  h is  M.  A .   thes is  on  Melv i l le .  Those   respons ib le   for  what  

the  narrat ion  ca l l s   the   f i lm’s  “s tate  o f   the  art”   spec ia l  e f fects  and  “ tota l ly  be l ievab le  

whales”   revea l   the  secrets  o f   the i r   t rade.  Peck ,  who narrates   the  documentary  and  

turns   in  a  unmemorab le  per formance  as  Father  Mapple   in   the   f i lm,   ins i s ts   that   th is  

new vers ion ,  un l ike   the  one   in  which  he  h imse l f   s tarred ,   i s  more   fa i th fu l   to  both  

Melv i l le ’s  ph i losophy  and  h is  “great  V ic tor ian   ro l l ing  prose .”  Desp i te  such  

pretens ions ,   i t  would  be  d i f f i cu l t   to  argue   that   the   f i lm  that   resu l ted   i s  a  pronounced  

improvement   in  any   respect .    

C loser   in  age   than  Peck   to  Ahab  and  su i tab ly  scarred  and  wizened,13 S tewart   i s  

certa in ly  adequate  as  The  Pequod ’ s   capta in ,  yet  he  never  succeeds   in  conv inc ing  us  

o f   the  character ’s  h igh  purpose ,  h is  prox imity   to  madness ,  or  h is  power   to  exerc ise  

h is  w i l l  over   the  crew.   In   response   to  contemporary  cr i t i c i sm of  Peck ’s  per formance  

in  h is   f i lm,  Huston  had   ins i s ted   that   the  “next  generat ion  wi l l  apprec iate   i t  more   than  

the   last .”14 S tewart ’s  understated  but  hard ly  exemplary   turn  he lps   to  conf i rm 

Huston’s  pred ict ion :  h is  Ahab  on ly  enhances  our  est imate  of  Peck ’s  work .    

Once  aga in ,   I shmael ,  p layed   th is   t ime by  Henry  Thomas,   s ix teen  years  a f ter  

s tarr ing   in  Sp ie lberg ’s  ET   (1982) ,   i s  bare ly  deve loped  as  a  character .  On  “ ‘Thar  She  

B lows! ’”  d i rector  Roddam  ins is ts   that   the   f i lm   i s   rea l ly  a l l  about  h is   journey ,  h is  great  

adventure ,  h is   learn ing ,  but   in   fact  he   i s ,   f rom beg inn ing   to  end,  a  humor less ,  du l l ,  

pess imist ic  c ipher .15 As   in   the  1956   f i lm,  we  learn  a lmost  noth ing  about  h im;  we are  

se ldom  inv i ted   to  see   the  wonders  o f  wha l ing   through  h is  eyes .  The   f i lmmakers  

choose   instead   to  devote  a  s i zab le  port ion  of   the i r  add i t iona l   t ime to   I shmael  and  

Queequeg’s   re lat ionsh ip ,  now reduced   to  buddy   f i lm  c l i chés ,  and   to   I shmael ’s  

in i t ia t ion  as  a  “new pup”  sa i lor .  We must  endure  severa l   scenes  o f   the  nov ice ’s  

haz ing  by  h is   sh ipmates   (pour ing  grog  over  h is  b l i s tered  hands ,   for  example) .  As  both  

the  nove l  and   the  Huston/Bradbury  vers ion  make  c lear ,   I shmael   i s  a  veteran  sa i lor ,  

though  not  an  exper ienced  whaler ;  Roddam and  D iether  make  h im a  neophyte ,  

                                            
13 The book suggests that Ahab is in h is late f i f t ies,  as was Stewart 

(born 1940) at the t ime of f i lming. Peck (1917–2003) was only forty when he 
played the ro le for Huston. 

14 John Huston, An Open Book  (Boston: Knopf,  1980), p. 258.  
15 “ ‘Thar She Blows! ’:  The Making of Moby Dick ,”  wr itten and produced 

by Russ Patr ick, Moby Dick  DVD, Hal lmark Home Enterta inment, 1998.  
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complete ly  “at   sea ,”  a l l   the  better   to  abuse  h im.    

Roddam and  D iether   take  other   l ibert ies .  E l i jah   (Bruce  Spence)   i s  made at  

once  more  prominent  –  we see  h im sta lk ing   I shmael  upon h is   f i r s t  arr iva l   in  New 

Bedford  –  and   less  ominous :  more  a  c razy  s t reet  person   than  a  mad prophet .  The  

Spouter   Inn   i s  populated  with  prost i tutes ;  S tubb   (Hugh  Keays‐Byrne)   i s   seen  ex i t ing  

w ith   two  in   tow.   ( In  a  cont inu i ty  error ,   I shmael  w i l l   soon  run   into  Stubb  and  h is  

women aga in   in  an  upsta i rs  ha l l . )  Prec ious   t ime  i s   f r i t tered  away   t ransforming  Moby‐

D ick   in to  Mutiny  on   the  Bounty :  both  Starbuck   (  Ted  Lev ine)  and   the  crew 

contemplate  a  host i le   takeover  o f   the  sh ip ,  and  at  one  po int  Ahab  puts  an  end   to  

such  p lott ing  w ith  a   r i f le .  Whi le  be ing  more  po l i t i ca l ly  correct   in  cast ing  Queequeg  

(Huston,  a f ter  a l l ,  had  used  h is  Austr ian   f r iend  Freder ick  Ledebur) ,  Roddam and  

D iether   rob  h im of  near ly  every  ounce  of  d ign i ty ,  hav ing  h im behave  more   l ike  a  

Po lynes ian  party  an imal   than  a  pr ince  and  g iv ing  h im a   fu l l  head  of  ha i r   (he   i s  ba ld   in  

the  nove l ) .  They   take  Perth ,   in   the  book   the  sh ip ’s  b lacksmith  and  an   interest ing  

minor  character  whom Ahab sub jects   to  ph i losophica l  monologues ,  and   t ransform 

h im  into  a   rowdy,  grog‐ lov ing  sa i lor  who  fa l l s   to  h is  death  of f   the   r igg ing .   In   th is  

vers ion  of  Moby‐D ick ,   the  en igmat ic  Bu lk ington,  whose  wi l l ingness   to  put   to  sea  

aga in  a lmost   immediate ly  a f ter  h is   las t  voyage  perp lexes   I shmael   (“The  Lee  Shore ,”  

Chapter  23) ,   inexp l icab ly  s tea ls  one  of   the  sh ip ’s   inva luab le   long  boats  and   takes  o f f  

for  home and   fami ly  –  w ith  Starbuck ’s  permiss ion!  

S tarbuck ,  h imse l f ,  as  p layed  by  Lev ine ,  best  known as   the  ser ia l  k i l le r   in  

S i lence  o f   the  Lambs   (1991) ,   i s  both  more  consp i rator ia l  –  he   i s  conv inced   that  Ahab  

has  so ld  h is   sou l   to  Satan  and   i s  gu i l ty  o f   the  cr ime of  “usurpat ion”  –  and  

antagonis t ic .  Roddam and  D iether  even  have   I shmael  and  Starbuck  s i t  down  for  a  

preposterous  heart ‐ to‐heart  about   the   fate  o f   the  sh ip .   In   the  end,   they  have   the  

F i rs t  Mate  s tay  beh ind  with  The  Pequod  dur ing   the   f ina l  pursu i t  o f  Moby‐D ick ,  and  

the  sh ip  goes   to   the  bottom after  be ing  consumed  in  a   f i re ,  not  sucked  be low,  as   i t   i s  

in  both   the  nove l  and   the  Huston/Bradbury  vers ion ,   in   the  whir lpoo l  o f   the  white  

whale ’s  wake.  

L ike   the  Huston/Bradbury  vers ion ,   th is  Moby D ick  a l so  a l ters   the  ends  o f  both  

Queequeg  and  Ahab.  Th is   t ime Queequeg’s   res ignat ion   to  h is  own death   fo l lows  

Ahab’s   re fusa l   to  ass i s t  The  Rache l .  D isavowing  h is  Capta in ’s  obsess ion ,  he   i s   t ied ,  

cataton ic ,   to   the  mast  and  near ly  washed  overboard   in   the  s torm scene   ( f rom 

“Candles” ) ,   coming  back   to   l i fe  a f ter  Ahab   tames   the  St .  E lmo’s  F i re ,  g rove l ing  at  h is  

feet ,  and  proc la iming  h im h is  god.  Ahab’s  demise  owes  more   to   the  1956   f i lm  than   to  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the  nove l .   Indeed,  Roddam and  D iether  must  have  been   impressed  with  Bradbury ’s  

a l ternate  end ing ,   for   they ,   too ,  have  Ahab  d ie  entang led   in  harpoon  l ines  and  

drowned by  h is  nemes is ,   though   th is   t ime Ahab   la ter   f loats   f ree .  

To   i t s  c red i t ,   the  Ha l lmark  vers ion  does  o f fer  us   in  an  ear ly   scene  a  g l impse  of  

Ahab’s  br ie f ly  ment ioned  young  wi fe  and  ch i ld   (“The  Sh ip ,”  Chapter  16) ;  does   restore  

Feda l lah  and  h is  men to   the  crew of  The  Pequod ;  does  cast  P ip ,  Ahab’s  b lack  cab in  

boy ,  overboard   (“The  Castaway,”  Chapter  93)  and  show h is   la ter  madness .   I t  even  

inc ludes  a   taste  o f   some of  Ahab’s  Shakespearean  speeches :  h is  “swerve  me”   ra i l ing  

at   the  gods   (“Swerve  me?  Ye  cannot  swerve  me,  e lse  ye  swerve  yourse lves!”  

[“Sunset ,”  Chapter  37] ) ,   for  example ;  and  Ahab’s  descr ipt ion ,   in  conversat ion  with  

the  carpenter ,  o f   the  per fect  man  (“ f i f ty   feet  h igh   in  h is   socks   .   .   .  a  quarter  o f  an  

acre  o f   f ine  bra ins   .   .   .  a   sky‐ l ight  on   top  of  h is  head   to   i l luminate   inwards”   [“Ahab  

and   the  Carpenter ,”  Chapter  108] ) .  Desp i te   the  c la ims  of   super ior i ty  on  “ ‘Thar  She  

B lows! , ’”   the  whal ing  scenes ,  however ,  a re  espec ia l ly  unsat i s factory . 16 Every   t ime we 

see  a  “whale”  when a  harpoon or   lance  p ierces   i t  and  unconv inc ing  b lood  spews,  we  

are   immediate ly  aware  of   the  art i f i ce .  Whether   i t   i s   the   faux  whale  models  we watch  

or   the  CGI  Moby  D ick  who breaches  Feda l lah ’s  boat  before  crush ing   i t  and  smash ing  

into  The  Pequod ,  we  are  never   for  a  moment  ab le   to  suspend our  d isbe l ie f .    

 

The Unmade Moby‐Dick    

Wil l   there  ever  be  a   fa i th fu l  mov ie  vers ion  of  Moby‐D ick?  Putt ing  as ide   the  

obv ious ,  and  perhaps  grave ,  prob lem of   the  commerc ia l  v iab i l i ty  o f   such  a   f i lm,  we 

can  neverthe less  s t ipu late  some essent ia l  prerequ is i tes .    

I t  must  be  humorous .  A l though  many  readers ,   inc lud ing  Bradbury  and  Roddam 

and  D iether ,   seem ob l iv ious   to  Melv i l le ’s   sense  of  humor,   the  book   i s   in   fact   f i l led  

with  h i la r ious ,  o f ten  scato log ica l ,   somet imes  sacr i leg ious ,  comic   touches  never  

cap i ta l i zed  on  by  e i ther   the  1956  or  1998   f i lms .  The   idea l  mov ie  Moby‐D ick  m ight  

focus  greater  at tent ion  on   the  “marr iage”  o f   the  “cosy   lov ing  pa i r ,”   I shmael  and  

Queequeg,  w i th  which  Melv i l le  has  a  great  dea l  o f   fun   (“A  Bosom Fr iend,”  Chapter  

10) .   I t  would  not  spare  us ,  as  both   f i lms  do ,  any  knowledge  of   the   f la tu lence  of  our  

fe l low mammal   the  whale ,  h i la r ious ly  dep icted   in  ”The  Pequod  Meets  The  V i rg in , ”  

(Chapter  81) .   I t  m ight  even  want   to   inc lude  some reference   to   I shmael ’s  d iscuss ion ,  

in  one  of   those  ceto logy  chapters   (“The  Cassock ,”  Chapter  95)   that   s tudents  and  
                                            

16 The 1956 vers ion, as mentioned above, was of course able to make 
use of actual  whal ing footage, whi le the 1998 Moby Dick  had to re ly sole ly on 
specia l  ef fects.   
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screenwr i ters   sk ip ,  o f   the  use  of   the  sk in  o f  a  wha le ’s  pen is  as  a  much‐pr ized ,  

waterproof   ra in  garment  or ,  as  our  “wicked”  narrator  suggests , 17  in  one  of  

l i terature ’s  greatest  puns ,  as  a   l i turg ica l  garment   for  an  “Archb ishopr ick .”   I t   i s   t rue  

that   the  censors  o f   the  1950s  or  a t   the  Ha l lmark  Ha l l  o f  Fame might  wel l  never  have  

permit ted  such   r iba ld  humor,  but  was  not  Melv i l le  h imse l f  ab le ,   in   the  heart  o f  

V ic tor ian  Amer ica ,   to   inc lude   just   such  obscen i t ies   in  a  book  he  h imse l f  knew to  be  

b lasphemous.18 

I t  must  make   I shmael  a  prominent  character  and   te l l   the  s tory   f rom h is  po int  

o f  v iew.  As  c r i t i cs   such  as  Robert  Zoe l lner   (and  before  h im Char les  O lson)  have  

def in i t ive ly   shown,  Moby‐D ick   i s   rea l ly   I shmael ’s   ta le ,   to ld  by  h im and,  u l t imate ly ,  

about  h im.  A l though  both   f i lms   reta in   I shmael ,  a t   least   in  a  cursory   fash ion ,  as   the  

s tory ’s  narrator ,   in  ne i ther   f i lm  do  we see   through  h is  po int  o f  v iew.  What  French  

says  o f   the  Huston/Bradbury  vers ion   i s   t rue  of  both :  “ [ I shmael ’s ]   ro le  as   the  

mediat ing  consc iousness ,  which  can  accommodate  contrad ict ions  and   ident i fy  

paradoxes ,   i s  e l im inated  a long  with  most  o f  h is  charm,  w it  and  humor”   (French  “Lost  

a t  Sea ,”  57) .  She  cont inues :    

 

I t   i s  as   i f  Melv i l le   i s   s t r iv ing   to  create  a  new  language  out  o f   the  o ld  one  by  

means  of  contrad ictory   juxtapos i t ions ,  a   language   in  which  paradox   i s   the  

centra l   fact ,   the   ru le ,  a   language  which  accommodates  Melv i l le ’s  v i s ion  of   the  

un iverse .  Huston,   in   the   f i lm  vers ion  of  Moby D ick ,  p rov ides  no  equ iva lent   for  

th is  d ia lect ic .  And  without   I shmael ,  w i thout  a  un iversa l   language,  whatever  

contrad ict ion  and  complex i ty  Bradbury  chooses   to   reta in   in  h is   scr ipt   seems 

forced,  heavy‐handed,  out ‐of ‐p lace ,   ideas  spoken  but  not  v i sua l ly  nor  even  

narrat ive ly   in tr ins ic .”   (58)    

 

D id   the  screenwr i ters ,  perhaps  mistak ing   them for  more  ceto logy ,   sk ip  over  as  wel l  

a l l   those  passages   in  which  Melv i l le  w i th  great  care  and  br i l l iant  prose  de l ineates  

I shmael ’s  growing  d is i l lus ionment  w ith  Ahab’s  vendetta?  That  aston ish ing  scene,   for  

example   (“A  Squeeze  of   the  Hand,”  Chapter  94) ,   in  which   I shmael   jo ins  h is   sh ipmates  

in   the   task  o f   squeez ing   the   lumps  out  o f  a   la rge   tub   fu l l  o f  wha le  sperm:    

                                            
17 “I  have written a wicked book, and feel  spot less as the lamb,” 

Melv i l le  wrote to Nathamel Hawthorne on November 17, 1851 (Melv i l le,  Moby-
Dick ,  p.  545). 

18 “This is  the book’s motto (the secret one), – Ego non bapt iso te in 
nominee – but make out the rest yoursel f ,”  letter to Hawthorne, June 29, 
1851 ( ib id.,  p. 542).  
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as   I  bathed  my hands  among  those  sof t ,  gent le  g lobu les  o f   in f i l t rated   t i ssues ,  

woven  a lmost  w ith in   the  hour ;  as   they   r ich ly  broke   to  my  f ingers ,  and  

d ischarged  a l l   the i r  opu lence ,   l i ke   fu l ly   r ipe  grapes   the i r  w ine;  as   I   snuf fed  up  

that  uncontaminated  aroma,  –   l i tera l ly  and   t ru ly ,   l i ke   the  smel l  o f   spr ing  

v io lets ;   I  dec lare   to  you,   that   for   the   t ime  I   l i ved  as   in  a  musky  meadow;   I  

forgot  a l l  about  our  horr ib le  oath ;   in   that   inexpress ib le  sperm,   I  washed  my 

hands  and  my heart  o f   i t .   (322)    

 

Were   they  not  even   tempted   to   inc lude   i t ,  a t   least   for   i t s  v i sua l  potent ia l   i f  not   for  

what   i t   te l l s  us  about  The  Pequod ’ s   so le  surv ivor?  That  amaz ing   f lashback   in  “A  

Bower   in   the  Arsac ides”   (Chapter  102) ,   in  which   I shmael   reca l l s  h is  ep iphan ic  v i s i t  

years  ago   to   the  enormous  ske leton  of  a  wha le  hau led  ashore  and   le f t   to   rot ,  

overgrown with   jung le  vegetat ion  on  a  South  Sea   i s land   in  which  he   f inds   the  

imag inat ive  means   to  see  beyond “the  mater ia l   factory”  o f  nature  and   t ranscend  the  

fear  o f  death ,  would  have  made  for  v i sua l ly  aston ish ing  c inema whi le  g iv ing  us  an  

unforgettab le  entrance   into   the  mind  of   I shmael .  And   that  moment ,   just  before   the  

f ina l ,   le tha l ,   chase  of  Moby  D ick   (“The  Symphony,”  Chapter  132)  when  I shmael  

imag inat ive ly  marr ies ,  as  pre lude   to  h is  own surv iva l ,   the  “ f i rmaments  o f  a i r  and  

sea ,”  “ the  gent le   thoughts  o f   the   femin ine  a i r ,”  and  “ the  s t rong ,   t roub led ,  murderous  

th ink ings  o f   the  mascu l ine  sea” :    

 

But   though   thus  contrast ing  w ith in ,   the  contrast  was  on ly   in  

shades  and  shadows without ;   those   two seemed one;   i t  was  

on ly   the  sex ,  as   i t  were ,   that  d is t ingu ished   them.  A lof t ,   l i ke  

a   roya l  czar  and  k ing ,   the  sun  seemed g iv ing   th is  gent le  a i r  

to   th is  bo ld  and  ro l l ing  sea ;  even  as  br ide   to  groom.  And  at  

the  g i rd l ing   l ine  o f   the  hor izon ,  a   sof t  and   t remulous  

mot ion  –  most  seen  here  at   the  Equator  –  denoted   the   fond,  

throbb ing   t rust ,   the   lov ing  a larms,  w i th  which   the  poor  

br ide  gave  her  bosom away.   (404)    

 

How cou ld   they  not  have   inc luded   that  as  wel l?  

I t  must  be   fa i th fu l   to  Moby‐D ick ’ s  metaphor ic   s t ructure .  As  any  carefu l   reader  

o f   the  nove l  knows,   the  nove l   i s  an   intr icate  weave  of   fact  and   imag inat ion .   I t  beg ins  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with  a  chapter  ca l led  “Loomings” ;  when P ip   i s   thrown overboard  and  p lunges   to   the  

bottom of   the  sea  he  sees  “God’s   foot  upon the   t read le  o f   the   loom,  and  spoke   i t ;  

and   therefore  h is   sh ipmates  ca l led  h im mad.”  The  word  “ loom” appears  no   fewer  

than   forty   t imes   in   the  book.  And  when,  as  we have   just   seen,   I shmael   reca l l s  h is  

t ranscendent  moment   in   the  presence  of   that  wha le  ske leton   in  “A  Bower   in   the  

Arsac ides ,”  on ly  a  weav ing  metaphor  w i l l  do :    

 

Now,  amid   the  green,   l i fe ‐ rest less   loom of   that  Arsac idean  wood,   the  great ,  

whi te ,  worsh ipped  ske leton   lay   loung ing  –  a  g igant ic   id ler !  Yet ,  as   the  ever‐

woven  verdant  warp  and  woof   in termixed  and  hummed around h im,   the  mighty  

id ler   seemed the  cunn ing  weaver ;  h imse l f  a l l  woven  over  w ith   the  v ines ;  every  

month  assuming  greener ,   f resher  verdure ;  but  h imse l f  a   ske leton.  L i fe   fo lded  

Death ;  Death   t re l l i sed  L i fe ;   the  gr im god  wived  with  youthfu l  L i fe ,  and  begat  

h im cur lyheaded g lor ies .  

 

Moby‐D ick   i s  a  book,  a  poem rea l ly ,  w i th  a  500‐p lus ‐page  contro l l ing  metaphor .  The  

f i lms  made  f rom  i t  a re  prosa ic ,   l i tera l i s t  g losses .  

Moby‐D ick  has  not   fared  wel l  a t   the  movies .   In  h inds ight ,  one  of   i t s  adaptors ,  

John  Huston,  would  wr i te ,   “Look ing  back  now,   I  wonder   i f   i t   i s  poss ib le   to  do   just ice  

to  Moby‐D ick  on   f i lm.”19 Moby  D ick ,   i t   seems,  cou ld  not  be  k i l led ;  but  we shou ld  not  

so   read i ly  conc lude   that  Moby‐D ick   cannot  be  adapted  by  some  future   imag inat ive  

wr i ter/d i rector  w ith  a  more  expans ive  concept ion  of   f i lm’s  poss ib i l i t ies ,  who has  

actua l ly  understood   the  book,  and   i s   ready   to  proc la im “Ca l l  me  I shmael .”  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