
Moby-Dick (Grades 9-12) 
 

The characters and action in Herman Melville’s great American novel are introduced in a program designed to 

capture the imagination and interest of all students. Whether they have read an abridged version or immersed 

themselves in the full-length novel, the Moby-Dick program enhances students’ understanding of the adventures 

and trials of whaling.  

 

Teachers are invited to work with us in setting the goals of the Moby-Dick program 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sperm Whale  

 Discuss the Sperm Whale skeleton, the three products of the sperm whale & its favorite food (squid) 

 Contrast the differences to Baleen Whales using the Jacobs Gallery skeletons 

 Tell of the sinking of the whaleships Ann Alexander and Essex 

 

In 1820, the Nantucket whaler, Essex, was attacked and destroyed by a whale. (Mention Nathaniel Philbrick’s 

In the Heart of the Sea and Revenge of the Whale). Melville is known to have made use of a published account 

of the Essex incident when he was writing Moby-Dick….as Moby-Dick was being published, another whale 

rammed and sank the New Bedford whaler Ann Alexander. When Melville heard the news, he wrote, “I make 

no doubt it is Moby Dick himself, for there is no account of his capture… I wonder if my evil art has raised this 

monster.” 

 

There was a whale known as Mocha Dick. His first reported appearance occurred in 1810, when a grey, bull 

sperm whale attacked a whaleboat near Mocha Island, off the coast of Chile. … Mocha Dick is credited with 

numerous attacks in which boats were destroyed and men were killed. American explorer and author Jeremiah 

N. Reynolds published his account, "Mocha Dick: Or the White Whale of the Pacific: A Leaf from a 

Manuscript Journal" in 1839. This publication contains an account of a whaler taking a prodigious white whale, 

presumed to have been Mocha, in 1839 (70 feet long, 22 feet longer than our whale in this gallery). Another 

white sperm whale was taken in 1859 (that whaler also thought it to be Mocha Dick).  

 

Random Fact: The two known white whales alive today are 1. Migaloo, an albino humpback whale first spotted 

off of Australia in 1991 at the age of 3-5 years old. He now appears to have skin cancer or skin cysts due to his 

lack of protective pigmentation. 

2. An all-white calf was spotted with its normal-colored mother off the cost of Australia in 2006. 

(I am not including naturally white species, such as the beluga) 

 

 

Whaleboat  

General overview of whaleboat craft and gear – Bring the chase to life 

Clumsy cleat, loggerhead (recall Flask… “recklessly standing upon the top of the loggerhead…to get a 

better view”) , harpoons (mention the special harpoon made by the blacksmith, Perth, for Ahab, using 

horseshoe nails and Ahab’s best steel razors & Ch 36, The Quarterdeck, pp145-6, the 3 harpooners 

drinking from the socket of their harpoons to ‘The death of Moby Dick’), lances, gear such as the lantern 

keg and bailer (recall Chapter 48, The First Lowering, swamped boat, overnight wait for rescue) 

 Cutting–In Tools: (Cutting In, chapter 67) 

 



Lagoda 

 Provide students with a general orientation to the whaleship. 

 False Gun Ports (Ch 87, The Grand Armada, p. 321),  

 Hoops, (Ch 35, The Mast-Head – 3 mast-heads manned sunrise to sunset, The Masthead, chapter 

35, “,,,to a dreamy meditative man it is delightful” 

 Cutting-in-Stage (Ch 67 & 68), “ten barrels to a ton,” recall Queequeg on monkey line held by 

Ishmael 

 Mainmast (Ahab nailing the “doubloon” to mast as an incentive to kill Moby Dick – Ch 36); 

 Try-works (Ch. 96, The Try-Works, “Besides her hoisted boats, an American whaler is 

outwardly distinguished by her try-works,” “the whale supplies his own fuel and burns by his 

own body,” & Bailing the Case (Tashtego falling in & being rescued by Queequeg) 

 Carpenter’s bench with vice  

 

Go A-Whaling 

 Focus on the process of signing up for a voyage (Ch. 16, The Ship) 

 Hunting of the whales (Ch. 48, The First Lowering) 

 Division of labor on the ship (Ch. 33, The Specksnyder) 

 Top-sail and hoops (Ch. 35, The Mastheader) 

 

Harpoons 

 (Chapter 4, Ishmael describes Queequeg’s morning routine) “I was watching to see where he kept his 

razor, when lo and behold, he takes the harpoon from the bed corner, slips out the long wooden stock, 

unsheathes the head, whets it a little on his boot, and striding up to the bit of mirror against the wall, 

begins a vigorous scraping, or rather harpooning of his cheeks…afterwards I wondered the less at this 

operation when I came to know of what fine steel the head of a harpoon is made, and how exceedingly 

sharp the long straight edges are always kept.”  

 Harpoons are typically barbed or toggled to hold fast under pressure upon entering whale 

 Explain double vs. single flue 

o Single flue supporters: Asymmetry causes it to jog to one side, pressing the blunted side 

outwards against the skin and making it less likely to come loose 

o Single flue opposition: Asymmetry makes it less stable than a double flue since it will jog to one 

side, which causes it to wobble and come loose 

o Double flue – causes a wide tear, and though there are two barbs it still often slid free 

 Toggle Iron – Invented by Lewis Temple, New Bedford resident, in 1848 (Melville sailed on the 

Acushnet in 1841, published Moby-Dick in 1851). Though it revolutionized the whaling industry, 

Temple never patented it. This harpoon head swivels upon entering a whale’s blubber, resulting in a “T” 

shape that would hold fast as the whale thrashed about.  

 Look at the lances. These were used to kill the whales, and were always kept sharp and well-oiled. 

Notice that the iron shaft and wooden handle are considerably longer than those of the harpoon. 

Harpoons were meant to be thrown short distances and become lodged in the whale, whereas lances 

were always hand-held and were designed to drive deep (repeatedly) into the whale to reach the vital 

organs. 

 Electric harpoons/lances never became popular, as they required larger whaleboats, were cumbersome, 

and required extra crew 

 Poisoned/acid harpoons and lances were unreliable, as the vial did not always remain intact before the 

harpoon head fully pierced the whale. 

 Highlights of Exhibit:  

 Temple Toggle Harpoon – Actually forged by Lewis Temple (Holy Grail of harpoons) 

 Makah Tackle Bag and Sheath – Only ones known to exist 

 Makah Harpoon – 12 feet, 4 inches long; only fully intact Makah harpoon in the world 



 Greener Gun – Made in England, this 60lb swivel gun was the single most important harpoon 

cannon developed in the 19
th

 century 

 Swivel-Gun (Bow-mounted Cannon) – America’s answer the Greener Gun 

 Not nearly as popular or successful, one of only a few still in existence (most were 

melted down) 

 Steps in Harpoon Construction 

 

 

Art of Seeing Whales 

 This show draws on three unique collections of art and artifacts to visually describe human interaction 

with whales over time, and considers culture, biology and whaling history in artistic representation from 

the 16th to the 21st century. 

 Much of the visual art in this exhibition was inspired by the writings of Herman Melville, who at the 

time was both an author and a common sailor. He shipped out on the 1st voyage of the Acushnet in 

January 1841. 

 Encourage the students to find the art work directly inspired by Moby-Dick. 

 

Davis Deck/Azorean Whaleman Gallery/Cape Verdean Gallery 

 Give students time to view the waterfront. Remind them of the scenes in the early chapters of Moby-

Dick 

 Mention the Latin motto of the city, “Lucem Diffundo” which means “I spread the light,” reflecting the 

widespread preoccupation with whaling and whale oil 

 More than half of the American whaling vessels afloat were based in New Bedford, or across the 

Acushnet River in Fairhaven. The city's economy was centered not only on its whaling fleet, but also on 

the shipyards, sail lofts, rigging lifts, shipsmiths, chandlers and other businesses that served the fleet. 

 Azorean Whaleman Gallery – What was the first stop for the Pequod and most other ships on long 

voyages? Why? Use the chart to tell the story of the first leg of the journey. 

 Cape Verdean Maritime Exhibit – Second stop on the Pequod’s journey. Why did whaleships stop here? 

 Work your way around the rest of the exhibits. Herman Melville jumped ship in the Marquesas, a group 

of islands in French Polynesia south of Hawaii. 

 

 

Use any of the other exhibits (scrimshaw, ship models, Jacobs Gallery, etc.) to address characters, events, or 

ideas from the novel, or to aid in the students’ comprehension of the general whaling story. 

 

 A model used in the filming of Moby-Dick is in the Art of the Ship Model exhibit. 

 Images of early New Bedford in the Harboring Hope exhibit can give a sense of what was described in 

the early chapters of Moby-Dick 

 

 


