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HERMAN MELVILLE’S
“MOBY-DICK” AND THE
ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISTS

EVAN R. FIRESTONE

“Moby-Dick” served as a touchstone of literary source
and inspiration to the Romantic imagination of Abstract
Expressionism.

From the early 1940s into the 1970s there has been appre-
ciable mention in art criticism of relationships between
Herman Melville, more specifically, his Moby-Dick, and Ab-
stract-Expressionist painting. For example, writing about Jack-
son Pollock in 1943, Clement Greenberg observed that his paint-
ings have a “‘muddiness of color. . . that is the equivalent. . . of
that American chiaroscuro which dominated Melville, Haw-
thorne, [and] Poe...”' In his now famous 1952 essay, “The
American Action Painters,” Harold Rosenberg claimed, “The
American vanguard painter took to the white expanse of the
canvas as Melville’s Ishmael took to the sea.””?

Dore Ashton noted in 1962 that when European critics saw
“The New American Painting” exhibition in 1958-59, frequent
reference was made to Melville. She wrote, “The critics who
turned back to Melville were justified. . . His wonder and despair
of the human condition. . . [and] . . . the notion that art is a way
of probing for answers to the riddle of the cosmos [is] the view
of art that still dominates American painting.”?

Brian O’Doherty in 1973 saw a parallel between Jackson Pol-
lock and Ahab: ““Ahab’s quest for the whale, a multiform symbol
whose lineaments remain indistinct, which is sensed rather
than perceived, which forces contradictions on us with ab-
solute firmness, can be seen as a model of Pollock’s and mod-

composition board, 18%s x 23-7/8". Ohara Museum of Art, Kurashiki, Japan.

ernism’s quest for the absolute visual symbol which would
summarize knowledge and make the spirit whole.”* There was
sufficient allusion to Melville for Hilton Kramer to write in 1971:
“The art historians who are beginning to sniff out the Tenth
Street archives should be warned that not everybody took the
references to Melville seriously.”® Acknowledging the warning,
this essay nevertheless will proceed.

What makes art criticism’s Moby-Dick connection interesting
is a body of work by a number of artists associated with Ab-
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Fig. 1. Karl Knaths, Moby Dick, 1935. Oil on canvas, 41" x 277 ".

Neuberger Museum, State University of New York, Purchase, New York,
Gift of Roy R. Neuberger.
stract Expressionism which is inspired by, named after, or cre-
ated in homage to Melville’s novel. Artists who worked directly
with the theme of Moby-Dick in the 1940s and ’50s include Pol-

Olock, Seymour Lipton, Theodore Roszak, Paul Jenkins, William

Baziotes, Sam Francis, and Theodoros Stamos. Others are
known to have been intrigued with the book.® Monographs on a
number of these artists indicate in varying degrees the impor-
tance of Moby-Dick for their subjects, but they barely mention
Melville’s novel, if at all, in a larger context. The many scattered
references to Melville suggest the need for a study of the Melvil-
lean current in Abstract Expressionism.

Both art and criticism were affected by the Melville revival
which began in the 1920s.” Upon publication of Moby-Dick in
1851, the book generally received unfavorable notice, and it was
forgotten, along with Melville, for some seventy years. However,
beginning in the 1920s, articles and books on Melville were pub-
lished at an increasing rate. It is of some significance that the
Melville revival reached a notable plateau in the years 1949 to
1951, at a time when Abstract Expressionism was particularly vi-
tal and fully realized. In these years, three major Melville studies
were published: Howard P. Vincent's The Trying-Out of Moby-
Dick, 1949; Newton Arvin’s Herman Melville, 1950; and Jay Ley-
da’'s The Melville Log: A Documentary Life of Herman Melville,
1819-1891, 1951. Arvin’s book, in particular, was widely read in
artistic circles according to the artist Fritz Bultman, who recalls
that it was referred to as ““Moby Dick on the Couch’ because of
its psychoanalytic overtones.®

The first relevant visual document in this discussion is a pic-
ture entitled Moby Dick painted by Karl Knaths in 1935 (Fig. 1).
Knaths used this subject periodically for four decades; a paint-
ing entitled Moby Dick the Third Day was painted as late as




1970.° Knaths, essentially a Cubist, was one of the older genera-
tion of American artists admired by the emerging Abstract Ex-
pressionists. One thing he had in common with them, and with
American Scene painters and Regionalists as well, was the
search for an American identity coupled with a deeply felt chau-
vinism. Knaths, like several of the Abstract Expressionists, pur-
sued this search in the writings of Melville.'® In addition, the Ab-
stract Expressionists felt the need to compete with and surpass
the Europeans, and as Robert Motherwell remarked to this writ-
er, Moby-Dick for his generation was one of the few acceptable
legacies of the American past.'

Jackson Pollock’s appreciation of Moby-Dick is well known. It
apparently dates to the 1930s before his relationship with Lee
Krasner began in 1941.'2 He is reported to have read Moby-Dick
many times, and he named one of his dogs Ahab.'? It is also well
known that Pasiphaé (Fig. 2), painted in 1943, was originally en-

Fig. 4. William Baziotes, Moby Dick, 1955.
Oil on canvas, 60 x 72". Collection Mr. and Mrs. William A.M. Burden, New York.
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Fig. 2. Jackson

Pollock, Pasiphaé‘. 1§4. Oil on canvas, 5

titled Moby Dick. It was renamed after James Johnson Sweeney
told Pollock the legend of the wife of King Minos of Crete.'*
What either title demonstrates is Pollock’s fascination with
myth, which was shared by most of the young artists of the New
York School. In 1943 Gottlieb and Rothko wrote their oft-cited
letter to The New York Times which referred to mythological
themes, the validity of the archaic symbol, and the pursuit of
subject matter which is ‘“‘tragic and timeless.”'* Pollock and
others found these elements in Moby-Dick.

Melville scholars have demonstrated that the symbolism and
references to myth in Moby-Dick are prodigious. Literary critic-
ism has interpreted the whale variously as ‘‘the symbol of evil,
the Energies of Existence, Phallic Being, the Freudian Super-
Ego, the Parent, Life itself, and God (as Good, Evil, and Indif-
ent)...”'® For another critic, “the White Whale represents the
mythological dragons of both Western and Eastern tradition.”'’
Melville’s use of classical mythology is generally acknowl-
edged. The myths of Prometheus, Oedipus, and Narcissus fig-
ure prominently in Moby-Dick, with particular connections be-
tween Prometheus and Ahab. One scholar has stated that the
“struggle between Osiris and Typhon [Egyptian deities] forms a
basic part of the conception of Ahab’s struggle with Moby-
Dick.”'® Melville was undoubtedly a resourceful myth-user, but
in creating the struggle between Ahab and the whale he is just
as much a myth-maker, and that mythic struggle became part of
the American myth. Or, as Edward F. Edinger has written,
“Moby-Dick is the first major product of the American imagina-
tion to give authentic expression to the mythological depths of
the collective American psyche.®

Myth is central to Jungian psychology, and Pollock’s interest
in Jung, like his interest in Melville, dates to the 1930s. He ap-
pears to have been familiar with the basic writings of the psy-
chologist in translation as early as 1934.2° Subsequently, his
periods of analysis with the Jungian therapists Drs. Joseph L.
Henderson and Violet Staub de Laszlow between 1939 and 1941
intensified his interest in archetypal symbolism. For eighteen
months Pollock and Henderson discussed the symbolism of the
“psychoanalytic drawings,” which Pollock specifically pro-
duced for their sessions. He could not have failed to see Ahab’s
voyage as a profoundly archetypal quest and Moby-Dick as a
deeply primordial symbol. Jung, in fact, expressed the convic-
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tion in Modern Man in Search of a Soul, published in New York
in 1933, that Moby-Dick was ‘‘the greatest American novel.”?!

Judith Wolfe has pointed out that whether the title of Pol-
lock’s painting is Moby Dick or Pasiphaé, it makes little differ-
ence in Jungian terms, because both refer to the obsession of a
human being with an animal: Pasiphaé descended into a cave to
make love to a bull, Ahab pursued the whale. Since Jung felt
that in mythology great animals—for instance, ‘‘a whale, wolf or
dragon”—represent the unconscious, both titles allude to the
striving for union which brings psychic integration.?? “Ahab’s
mad pursuit of the whale is a kind of primitive, negative dia-
logue with the Self. His persistence. . . leads him eventually to
the corrective experience which teaches the ego, decisively,
the difference between it and the Self."?* This striving, the
search for unity with the unconscious Self, and the consequent
subordination of the ego, was called by Jung ‘‘the process of in-
dividuation,” and is a central aspect of Pollock’s life and work.

Another Pollock work that may be related to Melville is a
small gouache and ink picture entitled Blue (Moby Dick), c. 1943
(Fig. 3). According to O’Connor and Thaw, the title was not as-
signed by the artist, but has become standard through usage.?*
Whatever the authority for the title, it seems appropriate to the
painting. A small figure with a spear or harpoon may be seen at-
tacking a white whale-like form in"the lower-right third of the
picture. However, there is a swarm of other signs and symbols
as well.

In some ways, Pollock’s use of symbolism and his pictorial
structures are the visual equivalents of Melville's writing. One
Melville scholar has written that Melville's meanings “are not
single but multiple; not precisely equatable but ambiguous; not
more often reinforcing than contradictory. The symbolism of
Moby-Dick is not static but In motion.”’?* Another has observed
that the “narrative method found in Moby-Dick is the use of a
figurative language that within itself is both complex and unre-
solved.”?®* Newton Arvin saw Melville’s style as having ‘“‘the ca-
pacity to evoke movement, action, and all kinds of kinaesthetic
sensations. . .”?” Ultimately, Melville and Pollock both evoke the
interminable labyrinth, symbolically and structurally. We can
see Pollock, like Ahab, “with charts of all four oceans before
him. . . threading a maze of currents and eddies’ (Chapter 44). It
is not possible to know whether any of Pollock’s later paintings
were stimulated by Moby-Dick, but in view of the Jungian inter-
pretation that ““Melville was writing out of the universal arche-
typal theme of the night sea journey, or descent to the under-
world,”?® it is interesting to speculate on such works as Ocean
Grayness and The Deep of 1953.

A painting related to the abstract Surrealist imagery of Pol-
lock’s earlier work, although less complex and more poetic, was
painted by William Baziotes in 1955 and entitled Moby Dick (Fig.
4). Melville’s novel would seem to be a perfect vehicle for
Baziotes, with his repeated evocations of marine phenomena.
The symbolism of Moby-Dick, in motion, in water, and endlessly
suggestive, had appeal to Baziotes who apparently saw the sub-
marine world as analogous to the unconscious mind or imagin-
ation of the artist. Melville was one of the few Americans in-
cluded in Baziotes’ serious reading, which was concentrated in
European Symbolist poetry and literature.?® Although most Ab-
stract-Expressionist painting was intentionally vague and evoc-
ative, this picture seems to present its subject in a straightfor-
ward manner. Or does it?

| believe this painting refers to a specific chapter in Moby-
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Fig. 8. Paul Jenkins, Le Poisson Blanc, 1954.
Oil on canvas, 26 x 39”. Collection of the artist.

Fig. 7. Paul Jenkins, Hommage a Melville, 1953.
Tempera on paper mounted on canvas,
46-7/8 x 24-3/8". Collection of the artist.

Fig. 5. Seymour Lipton,
Moby Dick #1, 1946. Lead,
16". Collection of the artist.
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Fig. 6. Theodore Roszak, Whaler of Nantucket,

1952-53. Steel, 342 x 45 ".
Art Institute of Chicago.

Dick, Chapter 55, “Of the Monstrous Pictures of Whales.” This
chapter, and the two that follow—*Of the Less Erroneous Pic-
tures of Whales, and the True Pictures of Whaling Scenes” and
“Of Whales in Paint; In Teeth; In Wood; In Sheet Iron; In Stone;
In Mountains; In Stars” —have a built-in appeal for artists. In the
first of these chapters, Melville recounts the many curious im-
ages of whales, referring to the ancient “Hindoos,” the Egyp-
tians, Guido Reni, Hogarth, and many others. Some of these im-
ages looked like “an anaconda,” ‘“an amputated sow,” and “a
squash.” Melville concludes that:

... the great Leviathan is that one creature in the world

which must remain unpainted to the last. True, one por-

trait may hit the mark much nearer than another, but none
can hit it with any very considerable degree of exactness.

So there is no earthly way of finding out precisely what the

whale really looks like.

The inference, of course, is that Moby-Dick, most of all, can
never be known. As we look at Baziotes’ painting, we see a crea-
ture that resembles a beached seal, not a whale. Moby-Dick, a
symbol symbolized by the helix, remains an enigma.*®

Two sculptors, Seymour Lipton and Theodore Roszak, whose
works have correspondences with the vanguard painting of
their generation, were inspired by Melville’s novel. Lipton made
two relevant works in 1946, Moby Dick #1 (Fig. 5) and Moby Dick
#2. Lipton, who also was stimulated by myth, wrote:

Moby Dick consumed my interest at the time, but only be-

cause it rang bells deep in my being. It was the symbol of

destruction and the anti-Platonist conception that evil is

at the center of the Universe.*'
Lipton was intrigued with the violence of the subject, as Pollock
seemed to have been. His sculpture is suggestive of gaping
jaws and violent dismemberment: “And then it was, that sud-
denly sweeping his sickle-shaped lower jaw beneath him, Moby
Dick had reaped away Ahab’s leg, as a mower a blade of grass in
the field” (Chapter 41).

Roszak’s Whaler of Nantucket, executed in 1952-53 (Fig. 6),
suggests the jaws of a huge creature too, but also the prow of a
ship. In a talk given at the Art Institute of Chicago in 1955, Ros-
zak described the tremendous impact Melville had on him, and
how it is expressed in this work:

... | would regard Melville, one of the most richly en-
dowed artists that this country has produced, as one
whose meaning for us has not been fully explored. . . not
only in terms of American lore, but as one of the few Amer-
icans that could assimilate far-reaching influences of an-
cient and occult origin and weave there [sic] seemingly
strange allusions into the fabric of his national experi-
ence. ..

In Melville’s life, | believe that a crucial moment oc-
curred when he could no longer clearly separate the area
of his own pursuit from the enveloping wrath of his protag-
onist. In his great novel, Moby Dick, he traces the invisible
lines of this conflict at a point when Ahab and the whale
become increasingly indistinguishable, until finally they
becomeone. ..

Perhaps, you can see why | find this particular man of
letters and his work related to the problems of the artist
today; | became very much interested in the pattern that
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to have had special significance for some painters, Newman
and Rothko, for example.** Melville’s feel for the metaphysics of
color, the intertwining of red and white, of mortality and immor-
tality, is one more point of reference with painters of the New
York School.

In art criticism, Pollock has been compared to Ahab.** Ahab
has been seen to represent the romantic artist.*® Abstract-Ex-
pressionist painters in general have been compared to Ish-
mael.*” And of Ismael, a literary scholar has written, ‘‘He alone
is the artist who dares to make new symbols. .. *® All the com-
parisons involve the myth of the artist-hero. It is difficult to as-
sess the impact of a book like Newton Arvin’s Herman Melville
or Rosenberg’s “The American Action Painters.” Rosenberg’s
statement about “‘Ismael [taking] to the sea’ is perhaps the sin-
gle most memorable image in this very influential essay. | am in-
clined to agree with Brian O’Doherty that ““such writing is mater-
ial, somewhat raw material, for history.”** As the myth of the
artist-hero associated with Abstract Expressionism grew in the
'50s, criticism’s acknowledgment of Melville probably had as
much influence as the book itself.

The recognition of Melville’s great work and the emergence
of American expressionist painting and sculpture occurred at
the same time. Their impact was experienced in a period aspir-
ing to a truly American art and literature, a yearning which
quickly was posited in the new artists and Melville. In both, criti-
cism sensed expressions of an authentic American identity.
Comparing Pollock to Dubuffet, Clement Greenberg wrote in
1947, ““He is American and rougher and more brutal, he is also
completer.”® In the same year, in another attempt at defining
Pollock’s American character, Greenberg observed, “If the as-
pect of his art is not as originally and uniquely local as that of
Graves' and Tobey’s, the feeling it contains is perhaps even
more radically American.”*' This tone of writing prevailed in dis-
cussions of Melville as well. The following comments by New-
ton Arvin could have been written by Greenberg about Pollock’s
work:

In form alone Moby Dick is unique in its period, and that
too in a sense more special than the sense in which every
fully achieved work of literature is unique. Such a book
could only have been written by an American, and an
American of Melville’s generation, working as he did in a
kind of isolation from the central current of European writ-
ing in his time—an isolation quite consistent with his
keeping abreast of it intellectually—and while losing
something in consequence, gaining something indispens-
able he could not otherwise have had.**

The search to identify essential elements of the American ex- . 33

perience, on the part of criticism and art, compounds the my-
thologies with which the subjects of Melville and Abstract Ex-
pressionism abound.

Melville’s Moby-Dick and Abstract Expressionism are inter-
woven in the cultural history of the '40s and '50s. There are a
few instances of Melvillean references in later art, for example,
a piece called Ahab made in 1966 by the sculptor Bernard
Rosenthal (Fig. 12). But even here, although the sculpture has
the feel of the '60s, Rosenthal’s active career goes back to the
late '30s and '40s, and he had exhibited in New York in the early
'50s with Lipton and Roszak. That was the moment for Melville
and Abstract Expressionism, and the relationship now seems
almost predestined.

A shorter version of this article was presented as ‘“Melville’s Moby Dick and the
Abstract Expressionist Generation' in the Twentieth-Century Art session of the
Annual Meeting of the College Art Association, Washington, D. C., February 1,
1979.

| would like to express my appreciation to Western Carolina University for the
support given to me to research this subject.
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