Melville’s “Moby-Dick”: Shifts in Narrative Voice and Literary Genres
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Reread the excerpt from chapter 1 of Moby-Dick below. Be sure to take note of the explanations of the
terms in bold. Then answer the questions that follow.

Worksheet 2. Ishmael and the Fates (teacher version)

Though I cannot tell why it was exactly that those stage managers, the Fates, put me
down for this shabby part of a whaling voyage, when others were set down for
magnificent parts in high tragedies, and short and easy parts in genteel comedies, and
jolly parts in farces—though I cannot tell why this was exactly; yet, now that I recall
all the circumstances, | think | can see a little into the springs and motives which being
cunningly presented to me under various disguises, induced me to set about performing
the part | did, besides cajoling me into the delusion that it was a choice resulting from
my own unbiased freewill and discriminating judgment.

the Fates: mythological figures that control the destiny of every man’s life from birth to death.

high tragedies: A tragedy was originally a play in which the protagonist did not achieve his goal. A
high tragedy follows a typical pattern that would have informed the audience of the time that the
protagonist would fail.

genteel: polite and refined, often in a way that is designed to attract attention.

farce: a comedic play that generally makes fun of the times in which it is written by setting up
improbable situations that provide slapstick humor.

cajoling: flattering someone in order to get them to do what you want.
delusion: a belief someone holds that goes against reality.
Questions:
1. What does Ishmael’s comparison of the Fates to stage managers emphasize about the Fates?

This comparison emphasizes that the Fates are in control of everything that happens. It also
brings in the imagery of the theatre that Ishmael uses in the following sentences.

2. What does Ishmael compare to the three types of drama—nhigh tragedies, genteel comedies, and
farces? What effect does this comparison have?

Ishmael compares the whaling voyages to these stage plays. This comparison makes the voyage
seem staged, as if it were following a script. At the same time, Ishmael does not associate the
voyage with any of the forms of drama he mentions here, making it unique and unpredictable to
its audience.

3. What does Ishmael realize about his part in the whaling voyage that he did not when he decided
to join?

Ishmael now realizes that his decision to join the voyage was not actually a choice he made of
his own free will, likely because he no longer believes in free will as he did at the time.
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