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Painting", Victorian Studies, 46:2 (Winter 2004), pp. 217-230
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Antebellum American Sea Narratives (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North
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Elizabeth Peyton, Nick Reading "Moby Dick", 2003, oil on wood panel, 38.1x30.5, collection of
Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, partial and promised gift of Mandy and Cliff Einstein;
photo © the artist and Regen Projects, LA
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1IXT77, TIMIWOV TNINKRYT M7 VATV TIINRD TR
Yael Burstein, Untitled, 2012, color photograph, injekt print, 162x250,

courtesy of the artist and Inga Gallery of Contemporary Art, Tel Aviv

,68x97 ,'TX71j7 ,2008 ,L.A. ,]""DWII1 7V7
1IX7T, TIMIYOV NININKRYT 1M172 VA1V TINRD T2T7TRA
Yael Burstein, L.A., 2008, collage, 68x97,

courtesy of the artist and Inga Gallery of Contemporary Art, Tel Aviv
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,35x35 ,]1Dj7 7V 117 ,2003 ,T"71 710 MT0N 17N 7D X77 170w 72
7XIW-N{7NKR I N7 RN AW, J1IRKT7 1IXR077 IXTN (DI
Gal Weinstein, Untitled, from the series Soul Blade, 2003, felt on cardboard, 35x35,
collection of Tel Aviv Museum of Art, acquired through a contribution

from the America-Israel Cultural Foundation
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Henry Shelesnyak, Untitled, 1980, collage and acrylic on paper, 50x35, collection of
Tel Aviv Museum of Art, acquired through a contribution
from the America-Israel Cultural Foundation 44
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{77 6:30 1X*T1,2013 ,Moby Dick Still Wonders ,jw1w-11 '01M 101 10N
Meirav Heiman and Yossi Ben-Shoshan, Moby Dick Still Wonders, 2013, video, 6:30 min
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1998 ,The Wailing Wall ,)nX1 70'n

"Wailers" njg1a 170X 7w 117w 100
;(1981) Ny1I02 N17P IND 111 7V 10102 yX1ap 78)
(1981-1945) 770 11271 (1981-1937) 771 *K'77 w170

Wailers are we.

We are Wailers. Don't get scared.
Nothing happening but out and way out.
Nothing happening but the positive.

(Unless you the negative.)

Wailers. We wailers. Yeh, Wailers.

We wail, we wail.

We could dig Melville on his ship
confronting the huge white mad beast
speeding death cross the sea to we.

But we whalers. We can kill whales.

We could get on top of a whale

and wail. Wailers. Undersea defense hot folk
blues babies humming when we arrive.

1IXIN (DX ,180.5X150 ,T1 7V A"DA1{70N1 1NY 1998 , The Wailing Wall ;jnx1 75'n
1IX7'N YN NIDIXRT M1 NINA  JNINRT 11AX777
Michal Na'aman, The Wailing Wall, 1998, oil and masking tape on canvas, 180.5x150,
collection of Tel Aviv Museum of Art, gift of Vera and Arturo Schwarz, Milan
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,180.5X150 ,T1 7V A"DAIY{70N1 1NY 1998 12741 111771 ,]NX1 70N
1IX7'D YN 1IDIXRT 71 7NN JINK7 113IX°77 [IXTIN 01X
Michal Na'aman, The White Whale, 1998, oil and masking tape on canvas, 180.5x150,
collection of Tel Aviv Museum of Art, gift of Vera and Arturo Schwarz, Milan
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1277w 017¥71,1974 ,0*IV10 DAY Y1977 1719 1T

1IXRT7T 1T 1M72 (DIXR ,26X39 (1171171 17X :017'Y)
David Ginton, Jumping into a Stormy Sea, 1974, black-and-white photograph
(photo: Ellen Ginton), 26x39, collection of Gordon Gallery, Tel Aviv
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1'IX71 27X [IWNY QDIX ,160X118 171 7V D011 ,2003 ,0TN WX 1D Y1I'W

Shibetz Cohen, Head, 2003, graphite on paper, 160x118, collection of Shimshon Adler, Tel Aviv
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Yael Yudkovik, Untitled (Behind), 2005, color photograph, inkjet print, 80x63
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T1271YN 1j7'1001 IX'N ,2011 JI7{77 11TVIR 7NN i7°27 11 707

Yael Yudkovik, from Infamy Club, 2011, mixed media installation
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Gilles Deleuze, Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation (Minneapolis:

University of Minnesota Press, 2005), p. 19
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism &

Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987),
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160x110 ,"70"A"T DATi1 7V D011 ,2013 ,W'DA WA12 W'DA W™D YN 11X

Eitan Ben-Moshe, Hammer Meets a Hammerhead, 2013, graphite on digital print, 160x110

75x60 ,*70"1"T DATi1 7V D011 ,2013 ,0"™71'N NN YN |T'X

Eitan Ben-Moshe, String Brain, 2013, graphite on digital print, 75x60
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Noga Linchevsky, Untitled, from the series Leviathan, 2006-2008, oil on canvas, 30x25
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55x48 ,T1 7V [NW1 "TIMWYUT V1Y 2012 ,(YINT 1T YW 7R T¥A) 477,01 702X i1

Noga Linchevsky, Day, Night (the Dark Side of Earth), 2012, industrial paint and oil on canvas, 55x48
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Sharon Etgar, Untitled, 1979, felt pen and pencil on paper, 3 units, 21x33 each
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Sharon Etgar, The Whale, 2012, collage on cardboard, 27x22
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Naama Miller, Untitled, 2008, pencil and graphite on paper, 97x290
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Anna Lukashevsky, Pet, 2008, digital drawing, 70x70
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Anna Lukashevsky, The Hero 2, 2007, digital drawing, 42x29.7
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Rami Maymon, Untitled (Differential Aesthetic), 2013,
inkjet print on aluminum object, 180x100x40
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Meirav Heiman and Yossi Ben-Shoshan, Moby Dick Still Wonders, 2013, video, 6:30 min
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Rami Maymon, Untitled (Urfa, Archaeological Excavation), 2009

b - . Color photograph, inkjet print in
P i _,_'_.t'_t_&_i_-_‘ awooden frame, 18.5x27.5; 38x57
-~ (see p. 80)

Something is not quite satisfactory in this photograph, or is it that
the mind finds satisfaction in the only place that the photograph
allows it, on the mat. Someone placed it there, with the careful
improvisation allowed by the topography, but for what reason? To
shade the geological-archeological strata that "asked" not to be
discovered? To protect walkers from a hole that gaped in the ground?
A staff of reed stretches between the edges of the hole, supporting
the surface against caving in, slightly raising it to create a gentle
silhouette of a pagoda, a tent or a house, that which is meant to cover
our bodies yet remains gaping in this case.

Many surfaces create a tension between dimensions here, at times
seemingly consenting to the vanishing point and spreading the surface
downward, at times static like papercuts, like screens (on the left,
the hole's blackness loses its depth until we seem to be facing a boat,
and the reed is the oar leading it across the water).

The play of strata in the work's title (Urfa, Archeological

Excavation) and its components - a hole in the earth, the surface and

a mat whose hues echo the sky - brings to mind the three topological
dimensions that Gilles Deleuze presents in The Logic of Sense.

Deleuze distinguishes between three archetypes of a philosopher,
presented by three directions of thought or three dimensions. For
him, the question to be asked is the question of the direction or
sense of direction, for thought in itself presupposes anchors from
which and towards which it will develop. The vertical (or the ascent)
responds to the Platonic archetype, the philosopher who aspires to
the heights, climbing from the cave towards the heavenly ideas. The
descent, into the depths of the earth, is the Nietzschean attempt to

reverse Platonic thought and lower it from the heavens (this approach
is represented by the story of Empedocles, who chose to hold onto the
hammer of the geologist and the speleologist on his descent into
the volcano). The surface - the locus of the Deleuzian revolution,
which leans on Stoic philosophy - undermines the dichotomous
distinctions between abyss and elevation in favor of sailing or
scurrying on the surface, where the logic of the lucid lurks.

What, then, is the movement lurking on the mat's surface? Is it not
reminiscent of the mat-makers lazily lounging about the Pequod's
decks, weaving the thread of time, warp and woof, chance and free will,
"nowise incompatible - all interweavingly working together"? The
rhizome, says Aim Delielle Liiski, seeks to present another metaphor
for the act of thinking, in which every capillary, stratum or axis
is forever connected with another limb. The mat is a centerless
system of horizontal bifurcations: according to Yehonatan Dayan
it is like the sea which Ishmael gazes at, the sea that is given to
countless currents and variables. This is the photograph's answer to
archaeology, the answer of the surface to the depths: a mat.
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Moran Shoub, As a Driven Leaf: The Story of Elisha ben Abuya
by Milton Steinberg / translated from English by Yosef Luz
(pseudonym of Yonatan Ratosh) / Tel Aviv: M. Neuman, 1946,
from the series Topographies in Books and Notebooks, 2012,

Inkjet print on Fine Art paper, 36.5x55
(see p.74)

The photograph shows a book - a battered, torn object, which the teeth
of time have clawn into, made into a topographic map or landscape. "As
a Driven Leaf A" - declares its spine, for what has faded, dissipated
and spread is always in a process of becoming further. Yet there
is something eternal in the very vulnerability of the book, in
the knowledge that the words imprinted in its pages are a story, a
historical story in this case, a "once upon a time" that cannot be
overthrown.

The story of Elisha ben Abuya sends invisible threads to Moby-Dick,
in the manner of ideas, "as smoke is driven away" (Psalms 68:2), to
bridge over distances. Ben Abuya, a Jewish sage from the third
generation of Tannaim, became a heretic following the failure of the
Bar Kokhba revolt (132-135 CE). The murder by the Romans of the rebel
leaders, who continued to observe the Torah despite Roman edicts and
persecutions, raised in full force the issue of divine providence.
It was against this background that ben Abuya sought to scandalize
and to establish himself as an apostate. His Otherness - recounted
in tractate Hagiga with the announcement by a prostitute that "he is
an other," his appearance "on a horse on the Sabbath", taken as the
title of a 1947 novel by Moshe Shamir, and in Milton Steinberg's novel
documented in the photograph - touches upon the otherness of both
Ishmael and Ahab.

The Hebrew names of both Ishmael and Elisha bear the call unto God
as a call for hearing and for salvation. Elisha's as well as Ishmael's
move from one world to another is anchored in a spiritual search,

rooted in mental distress and a wish to shock, as Ishmael testifies:
"whenever my hypos get such an upper hand of me, that it requires
a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately stepping
into the street, and methodically knocking people's hats off - then, I
account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can."

Just as Ahab - whose soul, which "fed upon the sullen paws of its
gloom," is embodied in rebelling against God, against a leviathan
which is presented (in Christian commentaries to the Book of Job) as
the symbol of God's cruelty to man - so does the bitter-hearted ben
Abuya deny all. His entering into the Orchard [Pardes] is one of the
earliest testimonies to mystical trends in Judaism, which according
to the Mishna were strictly forbidden: "Every one who tries to know
the following four things, it were better for him if he had never come
into the world, viz.: what is above and what is beneath, what was before
creation and what will be after all will be destroyed" (Hagiga 2, 1).
Does this prohibition not delineate with its words the ocean and its
many streams, the place where things lose their familiar dimensions
and the borders of perception and consciousness change?

As a Driven Leaf and Moby-Dick both narrate the tales of the
detached, one who has abandoned safe land in favor of a shaky
fluctuation upon the surface and between worlds, one whose wish
to merge them embodies the freedom of thought. It seems that
each "Other" shields one truth in his heart: the testimony of his

otherness, the words of a broken promise, the narration of a story.
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Noga Linchevsky, Untitled, from the series Leviathan, 2006-2008

Oil on canvas, 30x25
(see p. 64)

sy

In the ancient days of the universe, many waters quenched the planets
Mars, Earth and Venus. The surface of Venus was speckled with deep
oceans, with waters enough to cover the whole planet: with time,
however, the water receded, leaving behind only ravines, engraved in
the ground by the currents. How did Earth escape a similar fate? Was
it programmed in congruence with the human race? Such ideas are at the
basis of what is termed the Anthropic Principle, which Nathan Aviezer
discusses in the context of the arbitrary-dependent-religious
relation between the human body and the world.

It is in this climate of conditions essential for the body's
existence ("not too cold and not too hot, not too big and not too small,
not too hard and not too soft") that the drawings of Noga Linchevsky's
series Leviathan were made. They seem to demonstrate what scientists
term the Goldilocks Principle: the problem of the gentle equilibrium
between life and death.

The starting point for the series Leviathan is the River Thames
Whale, anevent that took placeon19 January 2006: a female Northern
Bottlenose whale lost its way in the Ocean and was observed
swimming upstream the Thames, passing along Parliament and Big
Ben, projecting the course of Mrs. Dalloway, Virginia Woolf's
protagonist, with the mythical light of the ancient sea, as it
safely moved towards its destruction. The heroic rescue attempts,
which were documented by live broadcasts, were accompanied by
questions about the causes of the fateful navigational error that
made the whale deviate from deep seas to the land. Huge cranes,

creatures of progression, lifted the whale, hands massaged its
body and many eyes tensely followed the events, as if their own
existence depended on its existence.

The drama brought to the surface the memory of the complex
dialogue between the one who sheds the animal's blood and the one
who saves it, between human civilization and nature. Such a dialogue
takes place in Melville's Moby-Dick, too, in the movement between
bisecting the whale (whose "tormented body rolled not in brine
but in blood") and Ishmael's reading, who seeks to tell the story
of the white whale in eco-poetical, ecological critical terms (as
interpreted by Eyal Peretz and Yehonatan Dayan).

Linchevsky's drawings lay out a chain of movements-actions,
which echo the disintegration of the body holding on to existence:
they shift between amorphism and rigidity, between tension and
relief. Deleuze and Guattari discuss the process of becoming, of
metamorphosis, and conclude that as we observe the world, we become.
Suchaprocess takes place inMoby-Dick and is present inLinchevsky's
series of drawings, which observe man as he is metamorphosed into
a whale and creates what Deleuze and Guattari term a compound of
sensations that requires nobody: an Ocean.
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Yael Yudkovik, Untitled (Behind), 2005

F Color photograph,
inkjet print, 80x63
(see p. 58)

What kind of sensation arises in us in the physical presence of the
savage? The "loutish" presence of his body, which our soul identifies
as flesh of our flesh, is both attractive and repulsive. Think of
Queequeg's pagan arm hugging Ishmael's body, stirring in him a
childhood memory: his stepmother, who abused him, is substituted in
his hallucination with a magical, comforting hand; the savage's touch
is the touch of the other.

The looking-glass of the savage - as shown by Montaigne in his
essay "0On the Cannibals" - has been used by civilizations since the
ancient Greeks to differentiate themselves from other societies,
deemed barbarous. The savage is placed on one end of the binary system,
with the civilized man on the other. But Queequeg, Ishamel says, was "a
creature in the transition stage - neither caterpillar nor butterfly."

Yael Yudkovik's male head wanders in such transitional zones: seen
from "behind," it subverts the interpretation of the face as the key
to man's inner essence, and adopts the method of Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari, who present the human body as an "agent" of reciprocal
sensual relations with the world, rather than as a reflective being.
In his book about Francis Bacon, Deleuze writes: "Bacon is a painter
of heads, not faces, and there is a great difference between the two.
For the face is a structured, spatial organization that conceals the
head, whereas the head is dependent on the body, even if it is the point
of the body, its culmination. It is not that the head lacks spirit:
but it is a spirit in bodily form, a corporeal and vital breath, an
animal spirit." The vanishing points delineated by the male head, the

escape routes from the face's socialization regime, lead (in Deleuze's
terms) to becoming an animal or metamorphosing into an animal, for
the animal's hypothetical nature is in the midst between inanimate
and man. This transitional state is linked with the nomadic quality,
with the motion from the constant to the changing, from the major to
the minor.

"What is it?" ask the viewers facing the man's head, only later
turning to "Who is it?" - a vagqueness stemming from the image's
abundant physicality. The luminous skin, taut around the skull,
and the scar carved in the nape "touch" the viewer's living body, the
same body that Maurice Merleau-Ponty posited as the foundation of
consciousness. The male hunter archetype is constituted in Yudkovik's
work in reverse: the hunter exposes his flesh as potential prey, while
gazing towards an empty space devoid of objects. The hunter seems to
embody the eternal yearning of the arrow that will never reach its
destination, as in Zeno's paradox.

Can one imagine another end to Melville's novel, in which the
white whale is hunted? The wall is torn asunder? In contrast to
the visible reality, the physical proximity of hunter and hunted -
to the point of merging in Ahab's case (his artificial leg, we remember,
is made of whalebone) - constitutes a distance that cannot be achieved
or domesticated. It is savage.
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David Ginton, Back of a Painting: Ekphrasis, 2001

Oil on canvas, 160x115.5
(see p.52)

"In this innovative, interdisciplinary painting, the English painter
argues against the assumption that the image can be adequately
described in words. In his view, words must always fail, because
pictures possess a residue of 'meaningless' marks that can not be
apprehended as signs."

The painting turns its back, but faces us. Flexible acrobatics
stretch and turn the hidden over the manifest, language over image,
and constitute a unique topology of contrasting thoughts-surfaces
that co-exist on the same plane, as in the Mobius strip image,
borrowed from mathematics and astronomy to Lacanian philosophy
and used by Efrat Biberman to analyze David Ginton's works. How can
one discuss a painting in which the words painted on its "back" argue
against words, and its lines - which create mimesis in the painterly
tradition of trompe-1l'oeil - point to the rejection of that very
tradition?

Maybe through a tale recounted to me by an English psychologist:
one of his patients, a man in his fifties, experienced strong
attraction to women only when he viewed them from their back. Delving
into his childhood during therapy raised the tale of his mother, a
hard-working woman who was often absent from home, and when at home
was preoccupied mostly with washing up and doing housework. Her back
turned to him as he played became a talking back. A movement of the
shoulder blade, a raised shoulder, all became a familiar, recognized
language. Ultimately, the turning of the back became a turning towards.
The mother's back became her unimaginable face.

The back-face dialogue as an expression of deviant unachievable
presence culminates in Chapter 86 of Moby-Dick, "The Tail." Melville
devoted this chapter to the limb that characterizes leviathanic
essence: its rounded stem that expands into two broad, flat palms, the
strength embodied in it sinews, its graceful yet appalling gestures.
It is not the first time in the novel where Ishmael seeks to capture
elusive elasticity with his words, and in this sense, the whale's
tail becomes a metonymy of Lacan's remainder, i.e. of the parts of
the essence, which in meeting the language remain forever outside
the linguistic category model. "The more I consider this mighty tail,
the more do I deplore my inability to express it," says Ishmael. The
whale's tail fractures the assumption that a back signifies that which
moves away from us while a face signifies that which draws nearer. The
front and back of this giant strength is the distance:; the "back" of
a painting hosts the distance, the otherness of the painting's face.

The Gintonian "backface," like Levinas' "lanqguage-face" (the
Hebrew title of Hagi Kenaan's book on Levinas), offers a starting
point for Ishamel's call from the depths of the invisible: "how [can
Il comprehend his face, when face he has none? Thou shalt see my back
parts, my tail, he seems to say, but my face shall not be seen. But I
cannot completely make out his back parts: and hint what he will about
his face, I say again he has no face."
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them together with a decisive line that threatens to nullify them. Michal Na'aman, The Wailing Wall, 1998
Could it be that, in striving to significance, Lincoln and Ahab both
lost hold of reality? The line that stretches through Shelesnyak's
work, says Gideon Ofrat (and I further stretch the line to his hero
Lincoln and his "double" Ahab), expresses a constant tension between

Oil and masking tape on canvas, 180.5x150
(see p. 48)

images of sought-after, almost utopian perfection, and its total
loss, their loss.
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Wailers are we

We are Wailers. Don't get scared.
2011 at www.gideonofrat.com [in Hebrew]. Nothing happening but out and way out.
Nothing happening but the positive.

(Unless you the negative.)

Wailers. We wailers. Yeh, Wailers.

We wail, we wail.

We could dig Melville on his ship
confronting the huge white mad beast
speeding death cross the sea to we.

But we whalers. We can kill whales.

We could get on top of a whale

and wail. Wailers. Undersea defense hot folk
Blues babies humming when we arrive.
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Henry Shelesnyak, Untitled, 1980

Collage and acrylic on paper, 50x35
(see p. 44)

How many characters are in search of an author in Shelesnyak's work?
Seemingly but one, its gaze turned forward to an imagined, utopian
space. The hand leans on an armchair's rest (oddly reminiscent of
a whale's head), as if attesting that true vision grows on the firm
foundation of the now. The legs vanish due to the quality of the Xerox,
washing the super-image of a leader who has become a myth onto the
world of replicated, "handled" images.

In his collages from the series Lincoln, Shelesnyak dealt with
the image of the American President (his childhood hero and role
model) and of his assassin, John Wilkes Booth. In the catalogue of
Shelesnyak's retrospective exhibition at the Museum of Art, Ein Harod,
Galia Bar Or focuses on the caption attached to the aforesaid image
of Lincoln in the book from which it was taken: "Feb. 9th 1864. A newly
discovered photograph published for the first time in this book" -
and finds in the relation between the caption and the photograph a
meaning that shifts the viewer between times and planes of reference.
How does knowledge of the leader's impending death influence the
viewer observing the dated photograph? And how does knowledge of the
artist's impending death influence the viewer of his dated work of
art? Was Lincoln apprehensive, at the time of the photograph, of the
approaching future, or was he confident of the imprint he had just left
on time?

The image of the president adhering to the photography paper brings
to mind the political theology prevalent in late-medieval Christian
Europe, the belief that the royal sovereign is endowed with two bodies:

one corporeal and perishable whose source is nature, and the other
spiritual and eternal, stemming from Divine grace. The ruler is thus
identified with the kingdom, as a wholeness that serves as a meeting
point between the worldly and the heavenly. The gaze in Shelesnyak's
work touches the fading body in Lincoln's photograph - and our own gaze
is drawn to the missing body of another leader, Ahab.

InChapter 33 of Moby-Dick, "The Specksnyder," Ishmael describes how
Ahab "politely" ransacks the social equality prevailing on whalers,
and imposes an irresistible dictatorship on the Pequod. Ahab draws his
sovereign-heavenly power from his damaged worldly body, and suspends
the authority and hierarchy of the "paramount forms of the sea" with
what may be termed "state of emergency" (or more specifically, "state
of exception," in Carl Schmitt's terminology), that is - the political
action taken in extreme cases, allowing for deviation from common
laws in a way that gives expression to the innate violence inherent in
every law.

Ahab's "present need," as befits the wide spaces of the ocean inwhich
the Pequod was sailing, stretched the application of its limitations
until the yearned-for capture of the whale and the return of order.
According to Yehonatan Dayan, Ahab's political power aggressively and
brutally demonstrates the paradox inherent in American democracy,
diagnosed already by Alexis de Tocqueville, who saw two tendencies
in the principle of equality: one leading to new thoughts, the other
forbidding thought altogether. The democratic principle, which
places equality of will alongside freedom of thought, enables Ahab
to instill in the crew of the Pequod an abstract ethos of the struggle
of good and evil and faith in common interests, when in fact they were
stripped of their freedom.

Leading the political ship in the name of some high-principle,
whether positive or negative, brings to mind the steps taken by
President Lincoln in the 12 weeks between the surrender of Fort Sumter
in April 1861 and his convening of Congress for a Special Session,
whose resolutions' legality is still a matter of legal and historical
controversy.

Lincoln is no Ahab, but his features resemble Ahab's jaw in Rockwell
Kent's famous illustrations for Melville's novel. Representation of
the real figure is merged into that of the fictional one, binding
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Elizabeth Peyton, Nick Reading "Moby Dick", 2003

Oil on wood panel, 38.1x30.5
(see p. 38)

His hands hold the book and his gaze is turned onward, to spaces that
cannot be expressed. This is how Nick is reading Moby-Dick. Is there
any other way to read the magical hallucination rife in the air? The
stifling afternoon when the model sat for the painter, submitting to
painting's routine staring, like a sailor aboard the Pequod? Elizabeth
Peyton holds a brush anchored within the history of portraiture and
a long dynasty of reader paintings. The traditional figure of a woman
reading or holding a book is replaced with Nick's delicate features
and the male painter - to whose gaze a reading maiden submits -
is replaced with a female painter. The book, the declared space of
language, remains as ever: an illegible patch of paint.

Opening the book in the painterly space raises the invisible
passion to the surface, silently offering what cannot be seen, the
experience of reading. The painting's title, unusually for reader
paintings, reveals the title of the book being read. Who is hosting
whom: the painting hosting the book? The book hosting the painting?
Does Moby-Dick, embodied as a white patch which is both painterly and
real, impart the hue's elusive character into Nick's face, infusing it
with terror? Or is it that, in the sensuous celebration of color, in
nature's full giving into the brush strokes (flowing over Nick's body
and behind his back), the white is constituted as the "great principle
of light," as the lack of color that shines its light on the objects?

Nick is reading, echoing the magic of the absent which imbues a
painting as such: a medium held by the surface. His gaze responds
to the many tales written by sailors, to the descriptions of the

marine experience as a reading through the ocean which necessitates
aunique seeing. Nick's "sea-eye" (the gift of reading the book) sails
in the book, deserting him for moments of contemplation and erring-
wondering. If "there is no frigate like a book to take us lands
away" (in the words of Emily Dickinson), then the painting is, like
Moby-Dick, sunk in its own invisible identity.
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- There is no Frigate like a Book

To take us Lands away

Nor any Coursers like a Page

0f prancing Poetry -

This Traverse may the poorest take

Without oppress of Toll -

How frugal is the Chariot

That bears a Human soul.

(Emily Dickinson, "There is no Frigate like a Book").
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In the parodical figure of Babbalanja, the Mardi island philosopher
who shies away from the priesthood and repents towards the novel's
end, Melville demonstrates his view that a philosopher is nothing but
a religious man, for he too seeks to capture eternal truth with his spirit.
On 10 November 1856, while touring Europe and the Levant, Melville
visited his friend Nathaniel Hawthorne — author or The Scarlet Letter, to
whom he dedicated Moby-Dick with admiration for his genius — who was
then United States consul at Liverpool; it may be that Melville's Ishmael
corresponds not with the name of the exiled son in Genesis, but rather
with that of the lesser-known Ishmael son of Nethaniah [Nathaniel], of
royal seed, from the Book of Kings. One evening, the two men went for a
long walk, finally sitting down in a hollow among the sand hills. Melville,
as he always did, began to reason of Providence and futurity, and of
everything that lies beyond human ken, and informed Hawthorne that
he had pretty much made up his mind to be annihilated but still did not
seem to rest in that anticipation. "It is strange,” Hawthorne concluded his

diary entry,

"how he persists — and has persisted ever since I knew him, and probably
long before — in wondering to-and-fro over these deserts, as dismal and
monotonous as the sand hills amid which we were sitting. He can neither
believe, nor be comfortable in his unbelief; and he is too honest and
courageous not to try to do one or the other. If he were a religious man,
he would be one of the most truly religious and reverential; he has a very

high and noble nature, and better worth immortality than most of us."'®

Hawthorne's conclusion might be prophetic. In referring to "most of

us," he may mean their contemporary American writers, at a time when

15 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Portable Hawthorne (New York: Viking Press, 1948),
p. 588.

Melville's fame was declining, only to shine again after his death, making
him an immortal author, the great light of his generation. He also touches
upon the uniqueness of Melville's poetics: the constant, simultaneous
movement towards two parallel plains and the persistent attempt to bring
them together in infinity. This is writing towards the void. Melville the
author is like a river flowing to the ocean, covering up and nullifying
the more the story is written and exposed. Albert Camus was wrong to
regard Melville as an existentialist: he is a mythological creator. Realistic
existences that are time- and space-dependent are deconstructed in his
writings from their specific particular foundations and deviate towards
the eternal.

Ishmael, the ordinary seaman narrating Moby-Dick, is one of several
of Melville's minor figures with literary leanings, such as Bartleby the
Scrivener, or the Usher to a Grammar School or the Sub-Sub-Librarian,
who supply for Ishmael the etymologies and literary sources at the
beginning of the novel; here, with the wave of his hand, the minor librarian
may open up all literary worlds; these tiny figures are the rivers flowing to
the sea, minute units of time and space congregating into eternity. The
means Melville chose to present the biggest topic, the biggest size — the
whale - is the tiniest size. Yet, when one considers it, in this aquatic novel
that turns around itself, the laws of physics are also subverted: unlike the

biblical Jonah, Melville's Ishmael is a man who swallows a whale.

The sea about which Moby-Dick was written keeps moving. Readings
pass and readings come and the sea abides for ever. Whales and captains,
mariners, renegades and casatways all, like concentric rings in the water,
are expelled and congregate again at the same point, thrown to the deep,
scratch soil from the bottom of the abyss and float back onto the morning
of that Monday, 3 June 1839, when the young Herman Melville was taken
on as an ordinary seaman aboard the small three-masted St. Lawrence,

from whose stern he first saw the open sea.
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"tend to the preservation of that individual, and [ ... ] its offspring. Natural
Selection, as we shall hereafter see, is a power incessantly ready for action,
and is as immeasurably superior to man's feeble efforts, as the works of
Nature are to those of Art. [ ... ] [A]ll organic beings are exposed to severe
competition [ ... ] including (which is more important) not only the life of
the individual, but success in leaving progeny.""!

Let us add eroticism to hermeneutics. Let us step on board the
Pequod in Chapter 95 and scan "a very strange, enigmatical object
[...] an unaccountable cone," described by Ishmael, which is the sperm

whale's penis:

Look at the sailor, called the mincer, who now comes along, and
assisted by two allies, heavily backs the grandissimus, as the mariners
call it, and with bowed shoulders, staggers off with it as [ ... ] he now
proceeds cylindrically to remove its dark pelt, as an African hunter the

pelt of a boa.'?

The description of the systematic dismemberment of the hunted whale
does not skip this important detail. The action here becomes a ritual act:
it is a castration ceremony. But it is no more than an echo of a ceremony
held previously at sea, in Chapter 41, where Ishmael describes the first
meeting of Ahab and the white whale: "And then it was, that suddenly
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.""* And if these
leading words and phallic symbolism that transfers penis to leg are not

enough, let us further examine Ahab's severed limb in Chapter 106:

11 Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or The
Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life (London: John Murray,
1859), pp. 61-62.

12 Moby-Dick, pp. 350-351.

For it had not been very long prior to the Pequod's sailing from
Nantucket, that he [Ahab] had been found one night lying prone
upon the ground, and insensible; by some unknown, and seemingly
inexplicable, unimaginable casualty, his ivory limb having been so
violently displaced, that it had stake-wise smitten, and all but pierced
his groin; nor was it without extreme difficulty that the agonizing

wound was entirely cured.'*

Moby-Dick suddenly becomes an eco-poetic theater of the absurd. The
curtain is raised; onto a stage covered with blue undulating cardboard
waves enters the white whale, swimming about. A grief- and madness-
stricken Shakespearean king follows him; they struggle, in a clinch. The
whale reaps off the king's penis and the king extracts a boat-shaped sickle
and chases the whale's penis. In the background, a rope hangs down
from the ceiling, lowering a coffin decorated with hieroglyphics, upon
which lies a tattoo-covered sailor who breaks into a monologue about
endangered animals.

This stream of reading, however, also changes its current. The struggle
between man and whale over the right to be called a supreme predator
charges Ahab's character with exceptional intensity. From the ship's
carpenter who mends his leg, he requests mighty limbs and shoulder
blades, the body of a giant, a monster. As Ahab attacks Moby Dick, he
sheds human dimensions and becomes a demiurge. Physics mingles
into metaphysics, and their combination disperses a mythical haze. And
who is the monster? What was Moby Dick and what was Ahab? Like an
ocean whirlwind, the novel exposes its depths and covers up again. "I have
written a wicked book," Melville would say, having finished writing it, like

a poet returning to the land of the living from the netherworld.

13 Moby Dick, pp. 159-160.
14 Moby-Dick, p. 385.
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Indeed, may God preserve us from this ferocious living meat grinder.
Yet, in Moby-Dick Melville leaves the sharks behind and heads for the
deep waters of the sperm whale. The white shark is excluded to shallow

waters, to the author's footnote:

As for the white shark, the white gliding ghostliness of repose in that
creature, when beheld in his ordinary moods, strangely tallies with
the same quality in the Polar quadruped. This peculiarity is most
vividly hit by the French in the name they bestow upon that fish. The
Romish mass for the dead begins with "Requiem eternam” (eternal
rest), whence REQUIEM denominating the mass itself, and any
other funeral music. Now, in allusion to the white, silent stillness of
death in this shark, and the mild deadliness of his habits, the French
call him REQUIN.®

This footnote is hidden in the chapter dealing with the whiteness of
the whale, where Ishmael attempts to analyze the sense of alarm and
nameless horror which Moby Dick awakened in him. The feeling is
similar, but the deadly, wide jaws that might suddenly leap from the
waves, the teeth of the ocean, have undergone a conversion in the
passage from Mardi to Moby-Dick. In his laboratory, his writing room,
Melville, an alchemist of literature and sea, metamorphosed a shark
into a whale.

Indeed, when examining Moby Dick's actions in the novel's final
chapters, during the chase, a pattern of behavior is revealed that is not
befitting a sperm whale. Moby Dick dives under Ahab's boat and shoots
up perpendicularly with wide-open jaws; when the people fall into the
water, he closes on them with ever-decreasing circles. This is a shark's

attack mode.

10 Moby-Dick, p. 164.

In the early 19th century, simultaneously with the publication of
"Mocha Dick," whalers began reporting a change in the behavior of
sperm whales. Ships returning from South America, instead of presenting
abundant bounty of spermaceti and blubber with hair-raising tales of
bravery, described voyages of horror against deadly, aggressive creatures.
One incident that became especially renowned was the sinking of the
Essex: in 1820, it came upon an enormous sperm whale, some 85 feet in
length, floating motionless on the surface with its head facing the ship. It
made no attempt to flee at the sight of the ship, but went on floating and
assessing it with its gaze, as the pulleys were lowering the whaling boat to
sea. Suddenly, it hurled itself towards the ship, and the men of the Essex
discovered to their horror, just as their bow was attacked and crashed, that
it was they who had been hunted by the whale.

Moby Dick, drowning Captain Ahab's Pequod in exactly the same
way, is a relative of Mocha Dick and the whale of the Essex. Although not
anomalous, he expresses the anomalous event that Melville had touched
upon. It was an evolutionary fluctuation, a metamorphosis stemming
from an ongoing process.

The history of whaling is as ancient as the history of writing. The
ancient Norwegians and Japanese hunted whales trapped in shallow waters
already in the third millennium BCE. But in the 17th century, along with
industrialization and the proliferation of maritime trade, the scale of whaling
expanded. Within two centuries, the accelerated killing brought the whale to
near-extinction. The distorted figure of the white whale is thus a portentous
omen, like that used by Poseidon to demonstrate his dissatisfaction with
human behavior; just as he placed Charybdis on Odysseus' way, so he set
Moby Dick at humans, in order to let them know they had distorted nature
and deviated from the set course. Moby Dick is an ecological monster.

One can read Moby-Dick as a war between species: Ahab against
Moby Dick, man against whale. The struggle of evolution is about gaining

advantages, which, as Darwin notes in Chapter 3 of The Origin of Species,
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as sperm whales, abound. And since some harpooners believe that whales,
like the silver ore in Peru, run in the veins through the ocean, we must
traverse Moby-Dick's longitudes at Melville's poetical latitudes.

Mardi and a Voyage Thither is Melville's third novel and first work of
fiction. Many scholars view it as a preliminary draft for Moby-Dick; the
journeys undertaken by the novel's protagonists through the allegorical
islands of the Mardi Archipelago travel within the amniotic fluid in which
the white whale's embryo had already been swimming, hidden from the
eye. The buds of Melville's marine poetics and philosophy, first seen in
Mardi, reached their full blossom in Moby-Dick. But where is the whale?
For Mardi's narrator and nameless hero departs from his ship after three
years of navigating around the Galapagos, without finding even one whale.
Indeed, except for one enchanted vision appearing from phosphorescent
waves, the whale is absent from Mardi — but Ishmael is there.

Mardi's narrator and nameless hero, henceforth Taji (the name of an
inferior demi-god in the Mardi islanders' folklore, which he had adopted),
is a philosopher and amateur scientist. Like Ishmael, Taji often delays his
plot for the sake of reflections and rhetorical sailings on various topics,
such as the sea currents, the nature of the winds, and mostly the creatures
of the ocean. Under his probing eye the face of the water becomes the
glass ceiling of a gigantic aquarium, as he talks about the valiant sword
fish (which he calls a "Chevalier"), the lordly shovel-nosed shark and its
retinue of pilot fish that apprise his vicinity for prey in return for tidbits
that fall from its fangs; he removes the wing of a dead flying fish, spreads
it to dry and examines its transparent isinglass in the sun; and in Chapter
XIII he even "commend[s] the student of Ichthyology to an open boat,
and the ocean moors of the Pacific."” In this chapter, Melville constructed

the frame used by Ishmael for the "Cetology" chapter in Moby-Dick

9 Herman Melville, Mardi and a Voyage Thither (New York: Library of America,
1982), p. 699.

(Chapter 32), in which he systematically classified the various genera of
whales; Taji, in contrast, classifies sharks: he recounts their names, colors,
signs and characteristics, even examining them by the effect they have
upon the seaman. Thus the blue shark evokes wonder with his dandyish
movements; the tiger shark stirs up deep loathing for its scavenging way,
following ships to pick up garbage flung to sea, or a wretched sailor;
whereas the white shark evokes horror.

The whaler does not fear the whale. This is the rule by which those who
dare the ocean's giants live. Writing about Mocha Dick, Reynolds notes
the case of a harpooner who tried to kill himself after being accused of
cowardice. The only one who dares to exhibit fear in Moby-Dick is Pip, the
bell-boy. But the white shark is a different story altogether. Of all sharks,
asks Taji the whaler, may God save him from the white shark.

In 1833, zoologist Andrew Smith gave the white shark its generic
name Carcharodon, derived from the Greek karcharos, sharp or jagged
and odous, tooth. The white shark's length may reach 19 feet, its
weight — 2 tons. Its jaws have two upper and lower rows of teeth, four
in all; each row has 30 teeth; figure it: each sharp and jagged tooth
measures 4 centimeters. Throughout its life, the white shark breaks off
and replaces some 35-thousand teeth, thus maintaining ever-fresh and
hungry teeth. Its bite force can reach 18,000 Newton (almost 2 tons):
i.e., with each bite it compresses its body weight. When biting, it shakes
its head wildly; the scent of blood excites and stupefies its senses, and
it continues biting relentlessly, blindly, hither and thither, until it is all
over. The white shark has no spermaceti and therefore never rests: it is
forever in motion, a motion dictated by an instinct, dating back millions
of years, that translates the water fluctuating around it for its primitive
fish brain, always the same information: prey. For the white shark has
no enemies. It feeds on dolphins, seals, water fowls, fishes, humans. It
is always the survivor, the strongest and fittest of its species; already in

utero, the white shark consumes its womb-mate brothers and sisters.
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The white silhouette of Moby Dick's hump signifies him as essentially
irregular. Yet, in order to become irregular he must first belong to a
certain group or order from whose rules he will deviate. The rules that
Moby Dickbreaks are the rules of hunting, along with the hunter—hunted
power balance between man and whale. For, apart from the Orca whales,
most Cetacea, including the sperm whales (or Physeterida, which may
delight their chasers with a bumpy pursuit), with whom Moby Dick is
classified, from the smallest dolphin to the largest blue whale, are quiet,
gentle creatures.

How, then, was the monstrous whale born? What is its origin?

In 1839, at the time when ordinary seaman Melville set on his first
voyage, dividing his time — as he would in the novels he would later
write — between philosophical musings and marine adventures, the
New York magazine Knickerbocker published an essay by Jeremiah N.
Reynolds, a seasoned traveler. Reynolds — journalist, amateur scientist
and geographer who had sailed the world — was the inspiration for two
of the most famous American seafaring tales: The Narrative of Arthur
Gordon Pym of Nantucket by Edgar Allan Poe,® who was fascinated by
Reynolds' lectures on hollow earth (hell, some believed in those days,
was right under our feet), and Melville's Moby-Dick.

Reynolds' essay was titled "Mocha Dick: Or the White Whale of
the Pacific: A Leaf from a Manuscript Journal." Mocha Dick was a real
whale, named after the Mocha Island, at latitude 38°28' south, off the
shores of Chile. In the early 19th century, tales of whalers and sailors
encountering it began emerging from this area of the Pacific Ocean.
Most of the essay is a direct quote from the first mate of the whaler
Penguin, describing (with obvious pride) his part in the hunting of

Mocha Dick. However, as Reynolds wrote, "Before we enter into the

6 Edgar Allan Poe, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1838).

particulars of this triumph [...] it may be proper to inform the reader
who and what Mocha Dick was."”

Mocha Dick was an old bull whale, who had come off victorious
in a hundred fights with his pursuers. His ferocity and size — some 70
feet long — were enormous. He flung the water from his nose in lofty,
perpendicular volumes, roaring like the vapor of a powerful steam
engine. Barnacles, shells and other marine parasites had clustered
on his head, and on his back he carried a mass of harpoons and irons
stuck in his thick skin yet unable to pierce his armor, attesting to the
defeats of his chasers. Yet, according to Reynolds, his most singular
visual detail, stemming from his age or from being a freak of nature,
was his color: "he was white as wool! [...] Viewed from a distance, the
practiced eye of the sailor only could decide, that the moving mass,
which constituted this enormous animal, was not a white cloud sailing
along the horizon."

Mocha Dick undoubtedly wandered from Reynolds' essay into
Melville's novel, where he was resurrected as Moby Dick. However, this
is not a complete answer to the white whale's identity. For Mocha Dick
was named after the island of Mocha; what was Moby Dick named after?
There is no place named Moby, thus his name conceals a non-existent
place (utopia?), a void or an abyss that gapes in reality. We must continue,
therefore, scanning the horizon of possibilities for Moby Dick's origin.

From the shores of Chile the winds pull west to the tropical Pitcairn
Islands near the tropic of Capricorn, where the mutineers of the Bounty
settled, and north-south to the Galapagos Islands, also called the
Enchanted Islands, by reason of the many wild currents and eddies that

encounter you there. There, at certain seasons, the Cachalots, also known

7 Jeremiah N. Reynolds, Mocha Dick, the White Whale of the Pacific (New York:
Cameron & Ferguson, 1870; Scribner's Sons, 1932), p-S.
8 Ibid.

110



113

structure reminiscent of a pyramid or a sphinx or some kind of colossal
ancient structure. Their similarity is isomorphic, and the formal qualities
it shares with the wonders of the ancient world are exaggeration,
monumentality and imperviousness. Like them, Moby-Dick is a worldly
construction seeking to represent the heavenly. Such structures are
always built by a god-king; and the questions keep flowing, gushing,
seeking. Is this a novel written for the sake of Ahab, the Mogul captain, in
order to raise him to heaven through its pages? Are the boundless depths
of the sea analogous to the heavenly firmaments? Or is it perhaps written
for the sake of Moby Dick, the minister of the sea? Whose song is the
poet Ishmael declaiming?

O Captain, my Captain! Against whom did you prepare war in the
name of the devil? The moment the white whale emerges from the depths
is an epiphany. So it is written, so it is read. But is there any "revelation"
in a whale swimming the waters? What was Moby Dick — an animal or

a monster?

"Captain Ahab," said Tashtego, "that white whale must be the same that
some call Moby Dick."

"Moby Dick?" shouted Ahab. "Do ye know the white whale then, Tash?"
"Does he fan-tail a little curious, sir, before he goes down?" said the Gay-
Header deliberately.

"And has he a curious spout, too," said Daggoo, "very bushy, even for a
parmacetty, and mighty quick, Captain Ahab?"

"And he have one, two, three — oh! good many iron in him hide, too,
Captain,” cried Queequeg disjointedly, "all twiske-tee be-twisk, like
Him - him -" faltering hard for a word, and screwing his hand round
and round as though uncorking a bottle — "like him — him - "
"Corkscrew!" cried Ahab, "aye, Queequeg, the harpoons lie all twisted
and wrenched in him; aye, Daggoo, his spout is a big one, like a whole

shock of wheat, and white as a pile of our Nantucket wool after the great

annual sheep-shearing; aye, Tashtego, and he fan-tails like a split jib in
a squall. Death and devils! men, it is Moby Dick ye have seen — Moby
Dick — Moby Dick!"

No, it is no regular whale. The Indian, the African and the Polynesian,
who are familiar with the animal and spirit kingdoms, are well aware of
this. Like a matter of holiness or of heresy, he has been removed from the
proprietary form. This whale has a name, his movements are strange, all
past attempts to hunt him have failed, his color is unusual and his size,
power, agility and intelligence far exceed those of all his species.

However, Starbuck, the first mate, is no marine novice either.
"Vengeance on a dumb brute! cried Starbuck, 'that simply smote thee
from blindest instinct!"*

Indeed, after all, it is nothing but a marine mammal that in ancient
times resembled an enormous seal, and as its food on earth became scarce,
its fins, packed with blubber and blood, forced him into the deep waters
to eat, breed, survive. Let us consider the movement of the water, the
thoughts. The questions keep flowing, gushing, seeking. What was Moby-
Dick? An animal or a monster? A question is now added: what is monster?

The etymology of the word derives from the Latin monstrum, meaning
a portentous sign announcing the wrath of the gods to humans. Cicero
and Varo debated its origins: the former claimed it originated in monstrare,
meaning to show, whereas the latter considered it derived from monere,
i.e. to warn. The monster is always visible and can be pointed to; its form
bears witness to its irregularity.

"There she blows! — there she blows! A hump like a snow-hill! It is
Moby Dick!"

3 Moby-Dick, pp. 142-143.
4 Moby-Dick, p. 144.
S Moby-Dick, p. 446.
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South Pole. He never returned home. There was nothing to interest
him on land. As an exile, he kept wandering and telling his tale. He had
become - so he realized one day, seated atop the mast — a wandering
tale. Years later, in Tomakomai harbor in Japan, he bought paper, ink
and a sharpened pen (which had caught his eye as it reminded him of
the shark-tooth stylus used by the islanders of the South Seas to tattoo
their skin) and settled to write down his past. However, he had told his
tale so many times, that the facts all whirled in his memory as in the
whirlpool that had sunk his ship; the images trickled into each other,
identities and meanings metamorphosed into each other, events became
signs, simple occurrences seemed like portentous symbols, until he was
no longer certain of his own part in that drama: had he played the part
of an ordinary seaman, an experienced harpooner tattooed all over, or a
gloomy, scarred captain? Therefore he wrote like the open sea on whose
waves he had wandered, submitting to the changing winds and currents,
intertwining reality and imagination without let or hindrance. Finally,
when his work was done, he discovered he had painted a whale with his
words.

"What the white whale was to Ahab, has been hinted; what, at times,
he was to me, as yet remains unsaid."
about the whiteness of the whale (Chapter 42), in which he discusses

the color unique to Moby Dick’s skin. In his usual manner, he ties in

Thus Ishmael begins the sermon

his reflections and experiences with examples from nature, literature,
history, architecture, ethnic habits, theology, mythology and etymology,
raising hypotheses and counter-hypotheses; against the holy dimension
of whiteness he presents its horror, against its nobility - its terror, against

its attraction - its repulsiveness; concurrently he will realize that white

2 Herman Melville, Moby-Dick [1851], Norton Critical Edition, edited by
Harrison Hayford and Hershel Parker (New York: W.W. Norton, 1967), p. 163
(henceforth, Moby-Dick).

as a thought is no different from white as a color, as a non-chromatic hue
that simultaneously embodies the colors of the rainbow, absorbing and
exuding concomitantly every possible meaning.

And what was the white whale to Ishmael?

Moby-Dick is a mysterious novel. Its power is in its vagueness, in that
great invisible, which despite all that is revealed within its pages seems
to reveal nothing at all. Like the sea, it remains open. The questions it
raises remain unanswered, and therefore continue echoing themselves,
asked again and inviting many readings. And the readings turn up
in reading. Melville's Ishmael is not a heteronym, i.e. a doppelganger
or fictitious narrator; he does not write: he reads. Like Father Mapple
sermonizing the biblical tale of Jonah (Chapter 9), Ishmael sermonizes
the tale of his whale, reading into the things which he himselfis writing
about the things that he himself has experienced: reading into the
experience makes the world into a narrative complex creation, existence
opens up as a book, the details of reality undergo dramatic encoding
and mataphorization; life joins literature through textual capillaries,
bodies meet bodies and their movements in space are intertwined
with corresponding affinities; the mythical-poetical foundations of
reality are exposed. This is an engorged, vibrating world, where each
revealed object has a hidden meaning. But who is wise enough to read
all these? Prophets, sorcerers and shamans are required here, for even
the stars balancing in the heavens and their touching courses outlining
white letters on the night's black pages; even flocks of birds laying out
scrolls among the ever-changing clouds; and even the forlorn albatross
turning its circles, the squid's vast mass slowly radiating its long arms
from the center, and the whale's vectorial spray that evaporates in the
horizon with countless flickers of water and light — all these are the secret
hieroglyphics that adorn the walls of the universe's maze.

Thus Moby-Dick was written as a reading of the ancient, literary

foundations of human existence. There is something in the novel's
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Epilogue

Suspended attention is a testimony and a gaze. As he drifts through the
silent sea, Ishmael weaves a course of escape and suspense alike. Ishmael
responds to the ticking of the clock that allots minutes, hours and days, to
the infinite series of the sea as they flow along beyond one-dimensional
and decisive stances, and offers us the way of creation, which, according
to Blanchot, draws those who are devoted to it beyond the point where it
experiences impossibility.

If we sought in our journey a gaze at the elusive, what does the whale
see when it gazes at us? Because of the positioning of its eyes, the whale
must see one distinct picture on one side and another distinct picture
on the other side, while "all between must be profound darkness and

nothingness."

63 Moby-Dick, Chapter 74 ("The Sperm Whale's Head — Contrasted View"), p. 279.

Sailing into the Void

Yehonatan Dayan

The river is a miserly poet,
Bestowing its beautiful poems
Upon none but the sea

— Marwan Makhoul, "The River"!

It was early on a Monday, 3 July 1839, when the young Herman Melville
was taken on as an ordinary seaman aboard the small three-masted St.
Lawrence, from whose stern he first saw the open sea. In the midst of
the journey he first experienced the odd phenomenon, well-known to
seafarers: in the absence of visible land, the horizon is blurred and lost,
and as the clouds and the sea foam disappear, blue takes control of all

hues, water and sky trickle into each other and the world turns over.

The Pequod eventually sank, taking all her men — bar one - into the
unaccountable depths. Answering the sailors of the ship that picked
him up into her bosom from the desolate sea upon which he had been
floating, the castaway replied after a long silence: "Call me Ishmael."
He joined them on their journey. He performed his chores with forlorn
calm, but during moments of leisure he would fascinate them with tales
of his adventures, into which he would weave his strange reflections.
When they moored on one of Peru's desolate shores for fresh water,
he secretly deserted them and boarded another ship, headed for the

1 Marwan Makhoul, "The River," in Land of the Sad Passion Fruit (Beirut: Al
Jamal, 2011) [in Arabic].
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out a closed space for linear and solid things. It is the difference between a
smooth (vectorial, projective, or topological) space and a striated (metric)
space: in the first case, 'space is occupied without being counted' and in
the second case 'space is counted in order to be occupied'."

Melville intertwines the two spaces: a hooped-Ahabian space and a
rhizomatic space that is a marine-leviathanic-Ishmaelite unhooped space:
"to any one not fully acquainted with the ways of the leviathans, it might
seem an absurdly hopeless task thus to seek out one solitary creature in the
unhooped oceans of this planet. But not so did it seem to Ahab, who knew
the sets of all tides and currents; and thereby calculating the driftings of
the sperm whale's food; and, also, calling to mind the regular, ascertained
seasons for hunting him in particular latitudes; could arrive at reasonable
surmises, almost approaching to certainties, concerning the timeliest day
to be upon this or that ground in search of his prey."*®

Ahab, the worldly embodiment of the hooped space, takes mystery from
the world through a practical procedure — a magical technique characteristic
of the hunt-painting on cave walls. Tracinglines on the chartis an anticipation
of an awaited result, acquiring control of the whale. The awe attendant to
this act despite everything stems from the fact that the Ahabian monomania
(whose object is a whale, i.e. a signified objecting to signifying) abrogates
the gap between representation and reality and views the one as the direct,
inalienable continuation of the other. Miraculously, Ishmael relates, a heavy
pewter lamp hangs over Ahab's head (rocking with the motion of the waves),
casting shadows over his brow "till it almost seemed that while he himself
was marking out lines and courses on the wrinkled charts, some invisible
pencil was also tracing lines and courses upon the deeply marked chart of

his forehead."” The hunting courses projected onto Ahab's brow offer a

55 Deleuze and Guattari, supra, note 53, p. 361-362.
56 Moby-Dick, Chapter 44 ("The Chart"), pp. 171-172.
57 Moby-Dick, Chapter 44 ("The Chart"), p. 171.

chart different from the (static) one he drafted. The lines of this chart, which
points to a critical awareness of the space's liquidity, turn Ahab's body - like
that of the whale - into an illegible text.

And what about the line? With its complex twists, with its exposed
ends, it can create and destroy.

In the chapter "The Line"™® Ishmael describes the line used by
whalemen to seize the whale. As in many other chapters in the novel,
Melville combines here a detailed (at times exhausting) description with
a philosophical narrative. The whale-line — with details of its varying
materials, thickness, its coils twisting like deadly snakes — is the illusion of
control represented in the form of the hunter. For the line, as Robert Tally
notes, is a metonymy and a representation of an unrepresentable totality,
or in Melville's words: "the wrapper and envelope of the storm."®

In her thoughtful essay on the line, Aviva Uri described it as "a ray
we do not yet know the essence of. But I see it clearly; everything we
do, outline or engrave brings us to tears with our incapacity, with our
knowledge's incapacity, a line's end, is there an end?""" Like Uri, Ahab
sees the world in the paper, but a chasm lies between them regarding
knowledge and control. The knowing line is about to be bound around
Ahab's neck and drag him to the abyss. This cruel fate, Melville tells
us, does not stem from Ahab's idiosyncratic hubris but rather from an
existential foundation: "But why say more? All men live enveloped in

whale-lines. All are born with halters round their necks."®?

58 Moby-Dick, Chapter 60, p. 238 ff.

59 Robert T. Tally Jr., Melville, Mapping and Globalization: Literary Cartography in the
American Baroque Writer (London: Continuum, 2009), p. 132.

60 Moby-Dick, Chapter 60, p. 241.

61 Aviva Uri "The Line," The Boundaries of Language: Perspective on Israeli Art of the
Seventies, translated by Richard Flantz, edited by Mordechai Omer (Tel Aviv
Museum of Art, 1998/2008), p. 576.

62 Moby-Dick, Chapter 60, p. 241.
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rather an accessible open space for those "tormented with an everlasting
itch for things remote."*® Thus, the space is not an unbridgeable abyss but

a basis for discussing an event without abrogating its inherent mystery.*
The Chart: Lines and Hunting Courses

"Had you followed Captain Ahab down into his cabin after the squall
that took place on the night [...] you would have seen him go to a locker
in the transom, and bringing out a large wrinkled roll of yellowish sea
charts, spread them before him on his screwed-down table. Then seating
himself before it, you would have seen him intently study the various
lines and shadings which there met his eye; and with slow but steady
pencil trace additional courses over spaces that before were blank."°
Take your eyes off Ahab's resolute figure for a moment, Ishmael
suggests at the opening of the chapter "The Chart." Uncover with me, the
omniscient narrator, the descent to that hidden space in the belly of the
ship, where Ahab is revealed in his strength and weakness alike, struggling
to capture an image and bring it to the surface. In this act, in descending
to the layers hidden from the eyes of his team of hunters, Ahab becomes
an artist working under cover of a broken promise. Instead of wondering
about the sublimity of the existential void, Ahab chooses to view it as a
surface for a line and a course for hunting. The ownership of the image, of
the whale, is what will repair the breach and constitute the expansion of
the body, the restoration of the stump. However, Ahab traces courses over
spaces that were blank before, representing former voyages of pursuit of
the whale. With his stubborn (and idiosyncratically expressive) repetition,

which seems to try to create a magical image-drawing circle, Ahab exposes

48 Moby-Dick, Chapter 1 ("Loomings"), p.16.
49 See Ascher, supra, note 46, p. 188.
50 Moby-Dick, Chapter 44 ("The Chart"), p. 171.

the impossibility of returning to the origin; thus his character is dissolved
into that of Bartleby the Scrivener, doomed to make copies.

Yet, it is not just the characters of Ahab and Bartelby that merge into
each other; in his very choice of a "chart,” Melville opens an almost infinite
reading of questions of representations, which we can touch upon only
briefly here.

Is there an object that can fold a world into itself? — this is what the
Melvillian chart asks, pointing at the novel Moby-Dick, which has become
a spatial net seeking the whole truth in an attempt "to include the whole
circle of the sciences, and all the generations of whales, and men, and
mastodons, past, present, and to come, with all the revolving panoramas
of empire on earth, and throughout the whole universe."!

Since the charted surfaces drafted by Melville's words are not the
territory>> (for real territories refuse be charted), one may ask how
the surface holds real depths whose threshold it is. Melville's literary
cartography embraces two spaces, unfolded by Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari, adopting Moby-Dick's nomadic approach. In A Thousand
Plateaus,” Deleuze and Guattari seek to subvert traditional forms of
chronology and Euclidean geometry, and attack the binary relation
between representative text and represented world.>* They regard the
nomad's space as different from that of the state, which demonstrates
ownership of territory: "The model is a vertical one; it operates in an open

space throughout which things-flows are distributed, rather than plotting

S1 Moby-Dick, Chapter 104 ("The Fossil Whale"), p. S1.

52 Inan echo to philosopher and scientist Alfred Korzybski's statement that "the map
is not the territory."

53 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia, translated by Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1987).

54 See Ariella Azoulay and Adi Ophir, "A Thousand Plateaus: Proposition XIV.
Situation,” Theory and Criticism 17 (Fall 200), pp. 123-130 [in Hebrew].
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Inn, we recall, enabled the assumed visibility of the oil painting — but in the
marine space the shadows prevail, blending in the light until they sink into
darkness. At the heart of the savage literary darkness, between appearance
and disappearance, seeing the invisible occurs.

In his book about the structure of images, Georges Didi-Huberman
fractures the boundaries of gazing at art, which recognizes only three
categories: the visible, the legible and the invisible. "There is, however,
an alternative to this incomplete semiology. It is based on the general
hypothesis that the efficacy of these images is not due solely to the
transmission of knowledge - visible, legible, or invisible — but that, on
the contrary, their efficacy operates constantly in the intertwining, even
the imbroglio."”® Didi-Huberman's "whale" - the intertwining gaze —
demands the abstention from clarifying everything immediately in favor
of what he terms (and Melville would probably have adopted) "suspended
attention."**

We will pause, nevertheless, as befits the Pequod's stubborn movement,
over Ishmael's words that constitute the whale as unrepresentable. The
question "what is seen" or "what is visible" is interesting in relation to
the question "what can be said." Ishmael observes and sees — but we,
the readers, are only provided with testimony of the seeing. For, as Eyal
Perez writes, "the novel Moby-Dick is presented as the testimony of one
Ishmael, a survivor to a terrible disaster at sea, for which there are no other
witnesses. Here the problem of the literary text is allegorically presented as
the problem of an utterance, an utterance telling of a disaster, an utterance
that can have no external guarantee, no external authority, other than its

actual taking place."*

43 Georges Didi-Huberman, Confronting Images: Questioning the Ends of a Certain
History of Art, translated by John Goodman (Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania
University Press, 2005), p. 16.

44 Ibid.

If we choose to ascribe the unrepresentability of the whale to the
question of testimony, it is not linked — according to Jacques Ranciere —
with the failure of representation, but with the transition from what he
terms the politics of representation to the politics of aesthetics. In an
essay titled "Are Some Things Unrepresentable?” Ranciére points to
what he considers the over-use of the idea of unrepresentability.** He
identifies the politics of representation already in Aristotle's writings,
with a premise that there are some topics that can be treated with artistic
tools and others that are wholly unrepresentable (this is Ishmael's
claim, too). The politics of aesthetics, which replaced the politics of
representation, subverts this distinction in favor of a claim of counter-
representation, i.e. a system liberated of the limitations of representation
forced upon it by the preceding politics.

Ranciére criticizes both these politics since they both use — though
under different flags (development of sublime forms, the singularity
of phenomena) - the discourse of non-representation, which is based
on or adjacent to representation. This is not the place to expand on this
fascinating question,*” but Ranciére's suggestion may remind us that,
despite Ishmael's assertion that the whale is the "one creature in the world
which must remain unpainted to the last," his full testimony - the huge

floating novel Moby-Dick — does not outline an impassable boundary but

4S5 Eyal Peretz, Literature, Disaster, and the Enigma of Power: A Reading of Moby-
Dick (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), p. 19; see also Shoshana
Felman and Dori Laub's discussion of the Holocaust as an "event without
witness" in Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Lierature, Psychoanalysis, and
History (New York: Routledge, 1992).

46 See Anat Ascher's essay "The Political Dimension of the Unrepresentable:
Ranciére, Lyotard and the Silence of the Archive," in A.D. Liiski, RealityTrauma
and the Inner Grammar of Photography (Tel Aviv: Shpilman Institute of
Photography, 2012), p. 178 [in Hebrew].

47 See Jacques Ranciére, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics, edited and translated by
Steven Corcoran (New York: Continuum, 2010).
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like a fine engraving. As Merleau-Ponty's "disciple," Ishmael suggests that
we view the act of engraving and the visual sign as an intellectual stimulus
that creates an idea of the image, which the image is but a chance of its
birth within us.* If Ishmael could have drawn Ahab from the deep waters,
he would have taught him the body's savage modes of plunging itself in

other bodies without sinking to oblivion.
Of the Monstrous Pictures of Whales: The Unrepresentable

Why, then, is the great leviathan "that one creature in the world which
must remain unpainted to the last"?

In three chapters at the heart of the novel (Chapters 55-57), Ishmael
recounts the chronicle of failure to represent the whale — a chronicle
which, one should note, Ishmael himself is part of. In fact, this chronicle
is artistically woven by Melville from the very first pages of the novel. The
extracts supplied by the Sub-Sub-Librarian (in the chapter "Extracts"),
having gone through all allusions to the whale in any book whatsoever,
provide a view of "what has been promiscuously said, thought, fancied
and sung," but turn out to be of no value. With typical Melvillian irony, the
consumptive usher, researching the etymology of the whale, is presented
dusting old lexicons and grammars and reminded of his mortality by
the dust. Browsing through book stalls — like a vagrant in the realms of
representation — is as good as turning one's back to life.

A similar claim is raised in Ishmael's criticism of the history of the
representation of whales in plastic art. From the most ancient extant
portrait "purporting to the whale's" in the cavern-pagoda in India, through
signs over the shops of oil dealers, high and low art alike fail to find a

way to present the true form of the whale "as he actually appears to the

37 Moby-Dick, Chapter 68 ("The Blanket"), p. 260.
38 Merleau-Ponty, supra, note 32.

eye of the whaleman."” The "eye against eye" model that arises in various
contexts in the novel, more than seeking the eye—hand context within
the realistic painting method, points at that primal wonder mentioned
by Claude Lefort in his introduction to Merleau-Ponty's book, a wonder
born from the fact of seeing, from the very double meeting of the world
and the body with the source of all knowledge. Lefort maintains this
wonder transcends the boundaries of understanding.*

The total failure which Ishmael points at weaves the link between
representation and death, for many of their familiar representations are
based on stranded whales; such representations "are about as correct as
a drawing of a wrecked ship, with broken back, would correctly represent
the noble animal itself in all its undashed pride of hull and spars."*' Should
the reader wonder about the relation between the living model and the
artist, then Ishmael, the Melvillian narrator, intertwines it, too, within the
fabric of loci in the field of representation, where there is "nothing to see."

The stability of things as they are seen is one of the most significant
anchors in the world; the constancy of the visible often serves as a standard
for judgment, a controlled form. It is for a good reason that seeing serves
as a model for understanding and thinking, whereas the light, its ally,
is perceived as a "means" allowing to capture the invisible into its realm.
Understanding, it is often said, means seeing clearly. But it is exactly from
that which Maurice Blanchot termed "the imperialism of the light" that the
whale emerges as a standard deviation. "The living Leviathan has never yet
fairly floated himself for his portrait. The living whale [...] is only to be

seen at sea in unfathomable waters."** Opening the window in the Spouter-

39 Moby-Dick, Chapter 55 ("On the Monstrous Pictures of Whales"), p. 224.

40 Claude Lefort, "Préface,” in Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Loeil et I‘ésprit (Paris:
Gallimard, 1964).

41 Moby-Dick, Chapter 55, p. 227.

42 Ibid.
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describes as the "transformation which the empty fullness of this space
demands." Bulkington's death occurs on the fault line of the clash of
civilizations, when a touch of land grazes the keel and makes his ship
perish. His stoneless grave is sunk within a dichotomous frame (sea/
land), whereas another "grave" — Queequeg's coffin, to which the castaway
Ishmael holds on - raises onto the surface the interim zone, the delicate
weave intertwining dimensions and essences (in this case, life and death).

Queequeg's coffin (Chapter 110), which was destined for a final
repose, turns its meaning due to the savage's conceit about changing his
mind about death. Queequeg "could not die yet." His sovereign choice to
live is granted to him by force of his ancient, mysterious language, and the
choice of life is constituted almost together with the choice of art. "With
a wild whimsiness" he begins carving and covers the wooden surface
of the coffin with copies of his tattoos — the marks of pain on his body.
The hieroglyphics that the prophet and seer of his island had tattooed on
Queequeg's body outline a mystical treatise on the art of attaining truth;
but Queequeg, who cannot read or write and is thus free of recognizing

the signifier,*

accepts himself as a riddle "whose mysteries not even
himself could read.”

Ishmael's conclusion from the tale of the mariner Bulkington, that
"in landlessness alone resides highest truth," responds to the inherent
enigmaticism of the marine space and is summed up in a saying that can
attest to his stance on the question of the gaze in the world and in art: "all
deep, earnest thinking is but the intrepid effort of the soul to keep the open

independence of her sea.”*' This space is not interpreted, as I suggest, as

29 Maurice Blanchot, "The Song of the Sirens: Encountering the Imaginary," in
The Book to Come, translated by Charlotte Mandel (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 2003), p. 9.

30 Asnoted by Bainard Cowan, see Yehonatan Dayan, supra, note 27, p. 185.

31 Moby-Dick, p. 97.

an isolated autonomous space, but as the renunciation of ownership and
liberation from binary fixations. Both sight and thought are required to
give up their ownership of control and knowledge, to set sail and to view
the world through the eyes of savages.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, using his idiosyncratic philosophy-poetics
language,® considers painting not only his favored medium of art, but
also a space of sensitivity facing the world. Painting could provide the
example of attaining that primal worldly contact that phenomenology
seeks, the contact of the "savage eye" that reveals a visibility independent
of language. "We force things into explanatory schema that may not give
us the clarity we desire. What we neglect is the most primordial way in
which we encounter things in the world. Thus, returning to the things
themselves is recovering the primitive encounter with the world."*
Unlike Ahab, who hates "that inscrutable thing"** and therefore seeks to
see the world through a rational frame, Merleau-Ponty seeks the riddle
of the vision at the heart of things: "When through the water's thickness
I see the tiled bottom of the pool, I do not see it despite the water and the
reflections; I see it through them and because of them."**

The surface shimmering its elusive depths is Merleau-Ponty and
Ishmael's suggestion against Ahab's modes of vision. For Ahab, the white
whale signifies a screen that must be removed — "that wall, shoved near

me"3® — whereas Ishmael weaves the eye and the wind towards the whale,

"crossed and re-crossed with numberless straight marks in thick array"’

32 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, "Eye and Mind," in The Maurice Merleau-Ponty
Reader, edited by Ted Toadvine and Leonard Lawlor (Chicago: Northwestern
University Press, 2007), pp- 351-378.

33 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (New York, Routledge,
2002), p. vii.

34 Moby-Dick, Chapter 36 ("The Quarter-Deck"), p. 162.

35 Merleau-Ponty, supra, note 32, p. 371.

36 Moby-Dick, p. 144.
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Melville's language is intertwined throughout the work with affixes of
negation: the "nameless perils of the whale," the awe which one "cannot
describe" and his "incontestable character.” Even his whiteness, to which a
whole chapter is dedicated, "is not so much a color as the visible absence
of color."”! Ishmael's assertion in Chapter 11 that "there is no quality in

"22 gutlines the reader's

this world that is not what it is merely by contrast
course to associate all linguistic negations with the whale.

The whale's truth is negation, but even that is not inclusive and
remains as a borderline disorder. Melville — like his hero Bartleby** —
"would prefer not to," and deviates from his linguistic frame to create what
Gilles Deleuze terms the "language of the whale."** Deleuze interprets
Melville as he interprets (with Félix Guattari) Kafka, as authors who
sought to fracture the literary systems within which they lived, authors
whose writing embodies "minor" or "minority" literature, i.e. that which "a
minority constructs with a major language,” the language of majority and
mainstream.”®

Ohad Zehavi discussed minor literature, saying: "One need not
avoid the order word. It should be acknowledged in order to avoid its
order, to avoid the death verdict it carries, its oppression, to utilize
its revolutionary potential, the escape routes it opens. The common
meaning must be neutralized and a new meaning must be created, on

the surface, which will continuously escape it."*® In the tension between

21 Moby-Dick, Chapter 42 ("The Whiteness of the Whale"), p. 169.

22 Moby-Dick, Chapter 11 ("Nightgown"), p. 5S.

23 Herman Melville, Bartleby, the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street (Brooklyn, NY:
Melville House Publishing, 2010).

24 Gilles Deleuze, "Bartleby; Or, The Formula," in Essays Critical and Clinical,
translated by Daniel W. Smith and Michael A. Greco (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1997), pp. 69-90.

25 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, translated by
Dana Polan (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), p. 16.

the birth of America (the New World) and the death of Europe (the Old
World), Yehonatan Dayan opines, an American writer like Melville must
confront his European literary — and especially English — heritage, "and
perform and act of 'erasing writing,' writing on water, an act which is
like writing and erasing what has just been written, a textual construct
whose movement destroys the very foundations upon which it has
been built.””” The language prevailing in the marine spaces chooses
movement, Ishmaelite nomadism, in favor of a new meaning that escapes

the harpoons of punctuation, in favor of a whale.
The Lee Shore

Just after the Pequod sails off like fate on her journey to the ocean,
Ishmael unfolds (almost like a last means of holding on, or as the
moment of remembering fear) the sea/dry land binary system with
which Melville debates throughout the novel. In the short chapter
(Chapter 23) titled "The Lee Shore," he tells the story of the tall
mariner Bulkington, just landed from a dangerous voyage, but like all
mariners "the land seemed scorching to his feet" and now returning to
sea.”® Thus, two "civilizations" are unfolded alongside each other, two
cultural entities against which man defines his identity.

Dry land is the safe and stable home port, that holds "all that's kind to
our mortalities," whereas the sea is an incalculable "howling infinite" in

whose center the takeoft to the metaphysical is enabled, which Blanchot

26 Ohad Zehavi, A Logical Novel: Gilles Deleuze in-between Philosophy and
Literature (Tel Aviv: Resling, 2005), p. 31 [in Hebrew].

27 Yehonatan Dayan, Aquapoetics: A Reading in Moby-Dick (Tel Aviv: Resling, 2012),
p- 19 [in Hebrew].

28 Scholars have identified him as Harry Bolton, described in Melville's Redburn: His
First Voyage, or Melville's cousin Thomas Wilson Melvill, a veteran of four whaling
voyages.
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In most whalers, Ishmael says, the mast-heads are manned almost
simultaneously with the vessel's leaving her port. Even though the ship
may have a long journey before reaching her cruising ground, the "eye"
stands above, as if to fulfill the stipulations for constituting a gaze. First
stipulation: blindness, the empty white page that enables the appearance
of an image, or in the terminology of marine space: sunset in the "infinite
series of the sea” and "sublime uneventfulness." Seeing depends on
blinking, on the floodgate moments that block the flood of images to
allow the eyes to open again. Second stipulation: in contrast to Matisse's
good armchair, the place intended for gaze must be destitute "of anything
approaching to a cosy inhabitiveness, or adapted to breed a comfortable
localness of feeling." At the head of the mast, where "you stand upon two

thin parallel sticks,"'®

the constituted gaze enables the vitality of the gazed.
An active gaze is not a house, and from this rickety open place, Ishmael

invites us to the seen and the written.
Etymology: The Language of the Whale

The response to the whale as to a dark silhouette emerging from the sea,
a vast invisible bulk which no mortal man can "preserve all his mighty
swells and undulations,"” changes Ishmael's perception as a spectator.
In the space where things (unaccountable shades) are crowned as legible
signs (ship and whale), a chasm gaped. The whale became a wandering
language.

The relationship between whale and language is constituted
already in the novel's opening ("Etymology"), which derives the
meaning of the whale from its transformations in various languages.

A quote from Hackluyt delineates the boundaries/limitations of the

16 Moby-Dick, Chapter 35 ("The Mast-Head"), p. 137.
17 Moby-Dick, Chapter 55 ("On the Monstrous Pictures of Whales"), p. 228.

language: "While you take in hand to school others, and to teach
them by what name a whale-fish is to be called in our tongue leaving
out, through ignorance, the letter H, which almost alone maketh the
signification of the word, you deliver that which is not true."'® Ishmael,
the teacher and interpreter, takes it upon himself to teach others, and
the information is intended to outline the whale's form. "It is some
systematized exhibition of the whale in his broad genera, that I would
now fain put before you," thus Ishmael opens the chapter "Cetology,"
which idiosyncratically announces the Borgesian irony prevailing
in the classification system of a certain Chinese encyclopedia.'” The
intention to sort whales and classify them under distinct categories
depends on a dubious science that has not determined whether a whale
is a fish, and is limited to Ishmael's clear-cut classifying assessment:
the visible.

In his system, the bodies of whales are classified according to their
size, in categories derived from the world of printing: the folio whale, the
octavo whale and the duodecimo whale. Is this not the very embodiment
of poetic language, that can create the visual? Discovering a well of milk
in the middle of a city?*° The whales sail along like open books through
the wide ocean, and Moby Dick is the white folio upon which the false
analogies and illegible open spaces are written.

"Like... as..." — Ahab reigns in the simile to describe Moby Dick's spout
"like a shock of wheat" and his whiteness "as a pile of Nantucket wool." In
vain. Melville created a whale that is a stepson to language; which, rather

than seeking the simile, wishes to state what the whale is not.

18 Moby-Dick, "Etymology" (p. 1).

19 See the introduction to Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of
the Human Sciences, translated by anon. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1971), p. xv.

20 See Hezi Leskali, A Well of Milk in the Middle of the City: Poems, 1968-1992 (Tel
Aviv: Am Oved, 1992) [in Hebrew].
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interpretive impulse, confusion, anger and doubts. Ishmael is in need of
a light that creates visibility and the opening of the Inn's back window
announces the plethora of wonders about that long, agile black mass in
need of definition. His arrival at "a final theory of my own, partly based upon
the aggregated opinions of many aged persons with whom I conversed
upon the subject," constitutes the image as the viewer's imagination, the
sum of his thoughts about it. The thought about the image is derived from
its modes of function or from its actions and their consequences.

What did Ishmael see? It seems that he saw the essence of what
Lessing — in his Laocodn: or, The Limits of Poetry and Painting — termed
a pregnant moment, from which a sequence of actions may be inferred,
although only part of that sequence may be depicted in the painting:’ "The
picture represents a Cape-Horner in a great hurricane; the half-foundered
ship weltering there with its three dismantled masts alone visible; and
an exasperated whale, purposing to spring clean over the craft, is in the
enormous act of impaling himself upon the three mast-heads."

The visual pregnant moment is art's unique way of compensating for
its temporal limitations, whereas ekphrasis — as Wendy Steiner points in
The Colors of Rhetoric'® - is a literary ruse or rhetorical trope based on
this visual pregnancy. Thus poetry must imitate visual art by making time
stand still, or more precisely: "by referring to an action through a still
moment that implies it.""" At this datum point, slowly undulating along

the equator, the question of the novel's gaze is to be determined, in the

9  See Efrat Biberman, Visual Texti(a)lies: Narrative and Gaze in Painting (Ramat-
Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, "Interpretation and Culture"” series, edited by
Avi Sagi, 2009), p. 26 [in Hebrew].

10 The term "pregnant” in itself creates a clear visual image; see Wendy Steiner, The
Colors of Rhetoric: Problems in the Relation between Modern Literature and Painting
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982).

11 Ibid., p. 14. The painting of the whale at the Spouter-Inn may be perceived as a
pregnant moment that is both visual and literary.

tension between the still and the moving, between dry land and the sea.
Ishmael's status as a spectator is about to change in the passage from the
safe land he is treading as he observes the oil painting at the Inn to the days
when he will be drifting upon stormy seas.

Hans Blumenberg, in Shipwreck with Spectator, lays out one course
among his many studies of the creation of concept or metaphor, through
which man seeks to understand himself and his world. In analyzing
the common metaphoric paradigms for representation of existence, he
identifies — against a storm and a ship wrecked at sea — an "uninvolved
spectator on dry land."* This stance of a spectator calmly gazing at
the plight of another, first raised by Lucretius, embodies the human
limitation against whose shores even the project of enlightenment
crashed: the uninvolved stance, derived from watching reality and
negating the possibility of acting within it."* In the matter at hand, this
metaphoricalness is essential for the image of the whale, which will
emerge as a living being demanding something of the spectator; for "the
question to ask of pictures from the standpoint of poetics is not just what
they mean or do, but what they want."* Ishmael will be answering the
whale's "being" demand, the demand of an image as a living being, only

when the rug is pulled under his feet."

12 Hans Blumenberg, Shipwreck with Spectator: Paradigm of a Metaphor for
Existence, translated by Steven Rendall (Chicago: MIT Press, 1997), p. 10.

13 Itisinteresting to add in this context that while Ahab represents in his way the
vision of enlightenment and progress in his search for empirical truths — Ishmael
uses a different, savage wisdom, which adopts the language of myth and nature's
mystery.

14 WJT. Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want? The Lives and Loves of Images (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2005), p. xv.

15 Obviously, Ishmael views a real whale from atop the mast, and not a representation
of one, as he did at the Spouter-Inn; but it is due to his response to the living whale
that his stance about representation changes, and constitutes (as we later see) the
unrepresentable.
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The "call" is registered as preceding talk and words — and, for us, that
powerful primal moment of looking at a thing before it elucidates
itself, or at the moment when it emerges as a sigh, as deviating from
language, and, as we later suggest: as a whale. And the call cries
"Read me as Ishmael," like one submerged in a language seeking to be
heard, to be read as an open book, as a system of signs that demands
deciphering.

The question of the visual image's readability, raised in the title of
Ernst Gombrich's famous essay "How to Read a Painting,"” drifts along
the great Ekphrasis ocean, as ancient as the shield of Achilles described
by Homer and as language's talent to provide the object of art with a voice.
James Heffernan, in his discussion of ekphrasis,* defines it as the verbal
representation of graphic representation, an equation that embodies
the possibility of cross-referring its limbs and offering an echoing title
to Gombrich's: "How to See a Text." However, the binary structure
drafted here to present the dramatis personae is alien to seafarers, who
wander along coiling currents, who have swum through libraries and
sailed museums and hold a dialogue with the writing eye and with the
narrative intertwined in the gaze. For the works in the exhibitions do
not seek translation or reciprocal representation, but rather a mutual
bearing of the yoke of representation's blocked moments, of the invisible
topics indicated by the visual and verbal image alike. Herman Melville,
beyond his novel Moby-Dick, sent his hands "among the unspeakable
foundations [...] of the world," and it is there — towards the elusive — that

the works in the exhibition turn.

3 The original title of the essay eventually published as "Illusion and Visual
Deadlock." See Ernst H. Gombrich, Meditations on a Hobby Horse and Other
Essays on the Theory of Art (London: Phaidon, 1963).

4 James AW. Hefternan, "Ekphrasis and Representation,” New Literary History, 22:2
(Spring 1991), pp. 297-316.

S Moby-Dick, Chapter 32 ("Cetology"), p. 135.

Loomings: A Suggested Gaze

Ishmael's existential decision to get to sea is tied in with a material basis,
with the gaze and its object. The yearning sailing to the watery part
of the world is perceived and explained firstly as the eye's journey ("I
would [...] see the watery part of the world") and as a marriage between
a material being and its poetics: "Yes, as every one knows, meditation
and water are wedded for ever." As Gaston Bachelard noted in Water and
Dreams, in the creator's imagination matter functions as the conductor
opening up the "imagination of forms" and "imagination of essence."”
Thus Ishmael's character is adjusted as a master-storyteller but no less so
as areader, a viewer and even an art critic.

When Ishmael enters the Spouter-Inn, his eye is averted to a very large
oil-painting so thoroughly besmoked "and every way defaced, that in the
unequal cross-lights by which you viewed it, it was only by diligent study
and a series of systematic visits to it, and careful inquiry of the neighbors,
that you could any way arrive at an understanding of its purpose.”® This
section, opening the novel's third chapter, is a fascinating description of
an encounter between a viewer and a work of art; this encounter, beyond
its transformative character — testimony to the fact that something had
been done to the painting, through language — constitutes a status of a
spectator based on modes of perception, the essence of being a spectator.
Ishmael views what seems like an abstract Turneresque painting, and
seeks to research and examine the "unaccountable masses of shades and
shadows" — but what first seems like an attempt to describe what he

sees becomes a description of his state of consciousness and sets out an

6 Moby-Dick, Chapter 1 ("Loomings"), p. 13.

7  Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams: An Essay on the Imagination of Matter,
translated by Edith R. Farrell (Dallas Institute of Humanities and Culture, 1999).

8 Moby-Dick, Chapter 3 ("The Spouter-Inn"), p. 20.
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Suspended Attention

Dalit Matatyahu

Ilike a good grip; I like to feel something in this slippery world
that can hold
— Herman Melville, Moby-Dick

The Affidavit

I shall ere long paint to you as well as one can without canvas® the thin
line that divides and stitches together words and visual images. They
lie together in bed, at times maintaining with purist jealousy a distinct
territory that delineates and differentiates the unique characteristics of
each medium, at times conducting bitter power struggles, then making
love, deviating into each other's space in order to touch the similar, the
reflection of their loneliness and their mutual helplessness.

The visual and the verbal, the eye and the ear, are the protagonists of
this exhibition. Alongside each other and together live Herman Melville's
novel and a selection of works of art; some are aware of their identity,
others have been baptized for the context, but all ask (if they could ask)
"Call me Moby Dick."

"Call me Ishmael," the words that open the novel's journey, touch

upon the unraveled ends of the entangled meetings of word and image.

1 Herman Melville, Moby-Dick [1851], Norton Critical Edition, edited by
Harrison Hayford and Hershel Parker (New York: W.W. Norton, 1967), p. 390
(henceforth, Moby-Dick).

2 To paraphrase the opening of Chapter 55 ("Of the Monstrous Pictures of
Whales"), Moby-Dick, p. 224.
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Foreword

What is the use of a book without pictures? — thus Lewis Carroll's Alice
wonders as she looks at a literary text with no illustrations. Is her thought
relevant for us, too? We spend years perusing books devoid of pictures,
yet while reading we conjure up accurate and animated visual images:
Anna Karenina throwing herself under the carriage of a train, or Ahab
shooting into his death against the ocean's exalted, infinite beauty.

The exhibition "Moby Dick" touches upon the ancient ongoing
dialogue between literature and art; it abandons the media wars and the
striving for hierarchical differentiation between them in favor of contact
points and identical meaning, in an attempt to say the unsayable and see
the indescribable. The works in the exhibition, mostly by young Israeli
artists, assert the process of creation as a persistent pursuit of an elusive
image. Placing them alongside a literary work does not pander to Alice's
request for illustrated texts (one should remember that the novel Moby-
Dick has had countless illustrations, including, most famously, Rockwell
Kent's immortal woodcuts, as well as quite a few descendants within
visual art, such as works by Frank Stella, Jackson Pollock or Richard
Serra) - but deals with each medium's wish to echo the presence of the
other, to share the qualities of the sailing gaze which has long realized
that the path of creation is a perpetual formation and that, like the white
whale, it eludes being grasped.

I would like to extend thanks, firstly to the participating artists —
some consciously "Moby Dickian" and some who happily embraced
this context — for agreeing to join the voyage. Thanks to Amon Yariv
and Shlomit Breuer from Gordon Gallery, Tel Aviv and to collector
Shimshon Adler, for lending works to the exhibition. Special thanks
are due to Mandy and Cliff Einstein and the Museum of Cotemporary
Art, Los Angeles, for their enthusiastic willingness to lend Elizabeth

Peyton's work, which serves as a key to the visual-verbal dialogue in the

exhibition. Deep thanks to Irith Hadar who set wind in the sails and
sent on to the great ocean; and to Yehonatan Dayan, for his fascinating
essay in the catalogue, a ripple from his book Aquapoetics, which offers a
unique reading of Moby-Dick.

Heartfelt thanks to Dalit Matatyahu, curator of the exhibition, for
delving into the depths and raising sensitivity to the surface, and warm
thanks to all who participated in the work: to Magen Halutz, for the
accurate design of the catalogue and to Alva Halutz for the graphic
production; to Daphna Raz, for the editing that navigates words to their
destination; to Tamar Fox, for the translation into English; to the staff
of the Museum Library: Yaffa Goldfinger, Amy Dinnerstein, Dafnit
Moskovich, Noa Dagan and Yifat Keidar, for their attention and help to
the curatorinlocating references; and to Raphael Radovan, who removed
all obstacles from the project's meandering path. Grateful thanks are due
to many others of the Museum's staff, who fully collaborated in bringing
about the exhibition.

Suzanne Landau

Director and Chief Curator
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