
Making 
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from Text:

Herman 
Melville’s 

Moby-Dick



This lesson includes three sections:

INVESTIGATE (15 min.)
Click through the following slide deck to learn more about 
the American novelist Herman Melville.

INQUIRE (15 min.) 
Analyze a series of artistic prints to make meaning from key 
passages or events in Melville’s famed novel Moby-Dick.

IMAGINE (30 min.) 
Follow the steps in the Activity Guide to create a work of art 
inspired by a passage from Moby-Dick or another literary 
work.



INVESTIGATE



Who is Herman Melville?
Herman Melville (1819-1891) was an 
accomplished writer -- a poet, novelist, and 
short story author -- whose fame grew 
posthumously. In fact, it wasn’t until 1919, 100 
years after his birth, that a true appreciation 
for his works grew, with Moby-Dick now being 
considered one of the great American 
novels. 

While Melville had many jobs, including that 
of a teacher, he sailed as a “greenhand” 
working on merchant and whaling ships at 
sea. These years of experience are reflected 
in many of his novels, including living with 
“cannibals” and taking part in a mutiny that 
ended with jail time. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ezQVgLDD2uw


  Where did Melville travel?
Herman Melville first sailed the 
summer of 1839 at age 20 from 
New York City on the merchant 
ship, St. Lawrence. In 1841, he 
joined the crew of Acushnet, a 
whaling ship from New Bedford, 
MA, bound for the Pacific Ocean. 
Melville also crewed on the Lucy 
Ann and served as a harpooner 
on the Nantucket whaler, 
Charles and Henry. 

In 1843 he joined the U.S. Navy 
and sailed on the frigate United 
States in the Pacific Ocean.

A whale-ship was my Yale 
College and my Harvard. 

—Herman Melville, Moby-Dick
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As a writer, Melville’s first few novels (Typee, Omoo, White-Jacket) 
were successful, yet his popularity had waned by the time he wrote 
Moby-Dick. The Whale, first published in London in 1851, was 
published as Moby-Dick in America. While it is a detailed and 
authentic account of whaling, Melville’s deep metaphors about the 
human spirit were not critically acclaimed or appreciated at first.

What do 
you think 
about 
Melville’s 
use of 
symbolism?

ALLEGORY:
A narrative that 
has a complex 

hidden meaning 
(often political or 

moral)

What is Moby-Dick an allegory for? 
What themes are underscored in Melville’s novel?

Nathaniel Hawthorne, author of the The Scarlet Letter, provided 
valuable to feedback to Melville on his draft of The Whale (later to 
be titled Moby-Dick), which chronicled the adventures of hunting a 
white whale. It was Hawthorne who suggested that Melville take 
the draft and rework it into an allegorical tale. 
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What 
symbolism 
might you 
or did you 
find in 
Moby 
Dick?

ALLEGORY:
A narrative that 
has a complex 

hidden meaning 
(often political 

or moral)

When Melville’s novel 
Moby-Dick was published in 
1851, critics panned the book. 
Only 3,000 copies of 
Moby-Dick were sold during 
Melville’s lifetime. 

Later in life, when he was a 
customs officer, Melville 
shifted his creative efforts 
towards poetry. Some argue 
he is the first American 
modernist poet. Melville 
melted into a bit of obscurity 
later in life. In fact, some 
questioned his existence.

“There are more people to-day who believe Herman Melville 
dead than there are those who know he is living. And yet if one 
choose to walk along East Eighteenth Street, New York City, any 
morning about 9 o'clock, he would see the famous writer of sea 
stories -- stories which have never been equalled perhaps in 
their special line. Mr. Melville is now an old man, but still 
vigorous. He is an employee of the Customs Revenue Service, 
and thus still lingers around the atmosphere which permeated 
his books. Forty-four years ago, when his most famous tale, 
Typee, appeared, there was not a better known author than he, 
and he commanded his own prices. Publishers sought him, and 
editors considered themselves fortunate to secure his name as 
a literary star. And to-day? Busy New York has no idea he is 
even alive, and one of the best-informed literary men in this 
country laughed recently at my statement that Herman Melville 
was his neighbor by only two city blocks. "Nonsense," said he. 
"Why, Melville is dead these many years!" Talk about literary 
fame? There's a sample of it!”

Edward W. Bok, NEW YORK PUBLISHERS' WEEKLY, NOVEMBER 15 1890

http://www.melville.org/hmobit.htm


  When did Melville die?
Melville died at the age of 71 on September 28, 1891, with only one obituary in the New York Times:

Herman Melville died yesterday at his residence, 104 East Twenty-sixth Street, this city, of 
heart failure, aged seventy-two. He was the author of Typee, Omoo, Mobie Dick, and 
other sea-faring tales, written in earlier years. He leaves a wife and two daughters, Mrs. 
M. B. Thomas and Miss Melville. -- The New York Times, September 29, 1891

Subsequent articles -- many days later -- gave a nod to the acclaim he deserved:

➢ Herman Melville, one of the most original and virile of American literary men, 
died at his home… Massachusetts Republican 10/4/1891

➢ A remarkable man of letters recently passed away in the person of Mr. Herman 
Melville…  New York Mail & Express 10/8/1891

➢ In its kind this speedy oblivion by which a once famous man so long survived 
his fame is almost unique, and it is not easily explicable… The New York Times 10/2/1891

http://www.melville.org/hmobit.htm


INQUIRE



  Time to question!
Artist Robert Del Tredici has created 
numerous prints inspired by Moby-Dick, 
including more than 40 items in the 
collection of the New Bedford Whaling 
Museum. Examine the works of art, inspired 
by the novel, which are shown on the 
following slides.

How can you use these as visual reminders 
of key events and themes of the book? 
Choose one to discuss how it relates to the 
essence of the corresponding chapter in 
the novel. How does the artist interpret the 
work of the novelist?

https://newbedford.emuseum.com/search/%22Tredici%22/objects/images?page=1


Chapter 5 - Breakfast



Chapter 5 - 
Breakfast



Chapter 37 - 
Sunset



Chapter 70 - 
The Sphynx



Chapter 76 - The Battering-Ram



Chapter 106 
- Ahab’s Leg



IMAGINE



  Time to create!
Be inspired by artists like Robert Del 
Tredici, Rockwell Kent, and Matt 
Kish who have created works of art 
related to quotations or events 
from Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick. 

Use the Activity Guide to engage in 
close reading of a passage from 
the book. Then create a work of art 
inspired by Melville’s words.

https://www.cincinnatiartmuseum.org/about/blog/library-blog-532019/
https://www.matt-kish.com/moby-dick-extracts
https://www.matt-kish.com/moby-dick-extracts


  Additional resources

AMERICAN EXPERIENCE: The Life of Herman Melville

MOBY-DICK BIG READ: Listen to the novel 

THE MELVILLE SOCIETY: Digital Resources

THE NEW YORKER: Herman Melville at Home

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/whaling-biography-herman-melville/
https://www.mobydickbigread.com/
https://www.melvillesociety.org/digital-resources
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2019/07/29/herman-melville-at-home


For more 
classroom activities, 

visit the 
New Bedford Whaling 

Museum website:

www.whalingmuseum.org
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