BILLY BUDD: A STUDY IN SOURCES
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Abstract

B iy Budd, which is considered one of Herman Melville's best novelettes. is one of
those works in which the historical background plays a vital role in the development
of the action.

In order to appreciate this work the reader should bear in mind the primary theme if sefs
forth. that of a coinmon satfor, a midshipman, who sacrifices himself in his artempts to
seek justice. Billy Budd 1s g story which is baved on historical facts as it reveals the writer's
own story and experience as an ordinary seaman abourd the American frigaie, the United
States.

This paper, then, aitempty to indicate some of the historical incidents which Herman
Melville, the Amerwcan writer, used as & background to his “nouvelle” Billy Budd, such
as the Grear Mutiny af the Nore (Spithead Musiny), and the Somers case and the brual
svaenr of the navy, with special reference to Captain MacKenzie and midshipinan
Spencer
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“Background™ is “a term, like many others used in literary discussion. borrowed
from the kindred art of painting, where it signifies those parts of the painting agains!
which the principal objects are portrayed. [nliterature the term s rather loosely used
to specify either the setting of a piece of writing or the tradition and point of view
from which an author presents his ideas .,."!

Herman Melville’s Billy Budd. published ncarly thirty three years afier the death
of the writer. s a work in which the background plays a vital role: itis a tale which is
bascd on historical facts since it reveals Melville’s own story and cxperience as an
ordinary seaman aboard the American frigatwc, the United States. 11 also deals with
the Somers case and the brutal legal system of the navy.

This paper atlempis to indicate sormc of the historical incidents which Melville
uscd as a background to Billy Budd; it discusses the importance of Herman Melville's
own cxperience as a sailor on U,8.8.. United Staies, the Greal Muliny at the Nore
{Spithead Mutiny), and the Somers casc: Captain MacKenzic and midshipman
Spencer.

I shall also indicatc the importance of the nolorious Sonters casc Lo Melville's
story, a case which he also refers to in his novel White Jucker, in which he openly
attacks the navy and accuses Caplain MacKenzie of being a murderer.

From boyhood, Herman Melvillc had a great love for the sca and the life of a
sailor. He tricd many jobs, but they did not succeed in holding his interest for one
reason or another. He was really magnetized by the sea, especially after his first trip
to England in June 1837. He enjoyed his first trip so much that he was never able
afterward to resist the lure of the sea. On the other hand, Guert Gansevoort, Mcl-
ville’s cousin, was a very close fricnd and throughout Melvilie’s youth was in the
Unitcd States Navy, first as a midshipman from 1823 to 1837, and then after some
years as a lieutenant. As a boy of twelve, Gansevoort went to the sea on his first mis-
sion, from 1824-1827. Most of his time was spent on board ships. During his short
intervals on land, Gansevoort used to meet Melville 1o tell him more and tnore about
the sca and about his various adventurcs on board ships. Thus, his tricndship to Gan-
sevoort, the stories of his uncle Thomas Mclville about the sea and finally his lack of
interest in various johs he had attempted, all these factors together inade Herman
Melville anxious to have his own experiences as sea. In 1843, Melville “had cnlisted
in the United States Navy as an ordinary scaman in order to work his way home from
the Pacilic ... and he had been assigned to aniusignificant and therefore {considcring
his extraordinary pride) humiliating station aboard the frigate Unfted States. Morc
than one year later, the [rigate reached Boston, where Melville was honorahly dis-
charged from the Navy, This experience constituted a ueat unit of raw materials for
what he hoped would be another money-making potboiler.™? In fact, te mic, the last
sentence of this statemeut does not seem to be completely true because moncy was
not the only factor or even the main causc for Herman Mclville, (or for most writers)
to write a novel. Of course, mouey plays, and always will play, a vital role in our lives.
but it should uot be our maiu aim. Melville's experience in the Navy rcally provided
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very rich and “a ncat unit of raw materials™ for creating some of his best novels and
tales such as Moby Dick, Billy Budd, Benito Cereno, White Jacker, and many others.
[n Billy Budd, Melville’s main purpose was no doubt to attack the tyrannical and
oppressive behavicur of the officers of the navy in order to show how mean and inhu-
man these officers were toward the enlisted men. He severely attacked floggimg and
other abuses m the navy. Thus, money was not the motive in Melville’s mind when
he wrolce his books. He did not wish to sce his own people losing their freedom for
the sake of man-made laws,

The place of Billy Budd was mainly on board a man-of-war. The time of the story
was 1797 during the time of the revolution and of the British naval mutimes at
Spithead and the Nore. These twe mutinics had just been suppressed, the former
without bloodshed. The Great Muliny at Nore cost many lives and did enormous
damnage. The principal leaders were hanged as an example. Billy Budd has been
taken from the merchant, Rights-of-Man to serve on the British man-ot-war, H.M.S,
Indomirebie. Figuratively, Melville here used the name the Rights of Man for the ship
as if to say that sailors such as Billy Budd abways lost their rights as men when they
were taken by toree and impressed to serve on any man-of-war under the authority
ol a brutal navy. They lost their rights as inen when they lost the power to stand up
against the brutal treatment of the navy. But they had no cheice. There were alwuys
those “higher laws™ which thev must follow witheut any hesitation, or death and
destruction would be waiting for them. The reason for such mutinies was that the
sailors complained against their bad conditions in the navy and wanted to be dealt
with and treated as human beings, not as animals.

o lact. once, on hoard the Fucy Ann, Herman Melville was arrested along with
many others who were accused of being inutineers. They were kept in the brig of the
French [rigate, Le Reine Blanche, inirons and with poor feod. Almost the same thing
happened o Billy Budd when he was accused of being a mutineer. Thus, it seemed
that Melville, here, was telling his own story, and also the story of the common sailor;
of how badly accused sailors were treated by superior olficers in any navy, lu fact,
Melville was always against the navy and its brutal trecatment of the helpless crews.

Billy Budd has been tried and convicted on the mere suspicion of being the riug-
leader of a suspeeted mutiny, and later, for killing his superior officer, Claggart.
though Captain Vere was sure of his innocence and cqually eertain that Billy Budd
did not mean to kill the Master-At- Arms. When Vere noticed that Claggart was dead
his inmediate expression was that Claggart was “Struck dead by the angel of God!
Yet the angel must hang!™ Captaiu Vere was sure that Billy Budd struck Claggart
because Billy was outraged at the lies Claggart had told about him. He had a “tied
longue.” but a frec hand. Claggart’s hate for Billy Budd started al sometime even
before he had seen him, though Billy hitnsclf never knew of such hatred and further-
more. he was astonished when he lound out that this accuser was this saine Claggart
whom he would never have suspecied of doing such a thing. Billy Budd was hanged
at dawn on board the fndomitable. His only spoken words were. “God bless Captain
Vere!”
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As a matter of fact, what happened on board the fndomitable did not merely comce
from Melville’s creative imagination. On the contrary, the main situation in Bifly
Budd was carefully adopted hy the author from a similar situation in a notorious
naval case ealled the Somers case of 1842. Thus, oue must pay attentiou to this souree
for Billy Budd, a source which Melville himself refcrred to in Chapter 22 in the book.
The ease of mutiny on board the Somers was of great importance and of personal eon-
cern to Herman Melville beeause his first eousin Lieutenant Guert Gansevoort.
whom we have mentioned before, was the accuser of the three men who were con-
victed and hanged for being mutineers. The midshipman was Philip Spencer, son of
Secretary of War fohn C. Speneer, who insisted on a formal inquiry whieh officially
pardoned the officers. Among those who were exeeuted was *“ _. English Small, a
great favourite of the crew, who exclaimed, “God bless the flag!™ at the moment he
was run up to the yard-arm.”"3 We can easily notice how close Small’s ery was to Billy
Budd’s, “God bless Captain Vere.” James Fenimore Cooper’s severe attack on the
Somers case was well known and very influential. In his attack “*Couper gave evi-
deuce to show why the First Lieutenaut Guert Gansevoort deserved to be blamed for
the injustice together with the Captain. Melville had access to Cooper’s pamphlet,
soon after returning home from his own cruisc aboard the frigate United States.” In
faet, Guert Gansevoort had not only given the Captain the information which eon-
victed Spencer and the other two sailors, but he also senteneed Captain MacKenzic
and madc him issue such a conviclion so that the rest of the crew could see for them-
selves what was to become of the mutincers,

As we have mentioned, Mclville himself had referrcd to the Somers case in Chap-
ter 22 of Billy Budd:

Not unlikely they were brought to something more or less akin to that harrassed
frame of miud which in the year 1842 aciuated the commander of the U.S. brig-
of-war Somers to resolve, under the so-called Articles of War, Articles modcl-
led upon the Englisb Mutiny Act, to resolve upon the exeeution at sea of a mid-
shipman and two petty-officers as mutineers designing the scizure of the brig.
Whieh resolution was carried out though in a time of peacc and within not many
days sail of home. An act vindicatcd by a naval court of inguiry subscquently
convened ashore. History, and here cited without comment. True, the eir-
cumstances on board the Somers were different from those on board the
Indomitable, But the urgency felr, well-warranted or otherwise, was nueh the
same.

As we can see, here again Melville attacked the brutal system of the navy and the
“so-called Articles-of-War”. He referred to the case as “History”™. The casc then was
presented by the narrator, or Melville himsclf, as a piece of history which did not
need any comment. Melville also wantcd his reader to be sure that though the “cir-
cumstances” of the MaeKenzic case were not the same as those of Captain Vere or
Billy Budd, at lcast the two ineidents and the consequences were the same. Concern-
ing the Somers ease, “some forty-six years after the incident, the American Magazine
published an articlc entitled, “The Mutiny on thc Somers,” and that article elicited
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a retort in another magazine; a retort in which the word “Mutiny” was replaced by
the word “Murdcr”. Many readers had found the first article offensive beeause it
defended Captain MaeKenzie and glorified him as hero of the Somers incident,
“while it characterized the three hanged men as villainous ...”" In the “official”
report of the death of Billy Budd, such report came to he almost the same as that of
the three unfortunate men. The inaccurate account of Billy’s death appeared in the
“naval chronicle of the time,” under News From the Mediterranean. That aecount
said that Claggart, the master-at-arms had discovcred a plot to mutiny on aboard the
H.M.S. Indomitable. When hc reported to Captain Vere that the “ringleader was
one William Budd; he, Claggart, in the act of arraigning the man before the Captain
was vindictively stahhed to the heart by the suddenly drawn sheath-knife of Budd™.
Furthermore, the account alse accused the dead Billy Budd of not being an
Englishman, “hut one¢ of thosc aliens adopting English cognomcens”. The aeeount
went on 1o say that Billy Budd was unfortunatcly “mustered into the service under
an FEnglish name,” and that the “enormity of the crime and the extreme depravity of
the criminal™ appear worse when we know that the vietim, John Claggart was really
“respectable and discreet,” very efficient and very important and dependable to “His
Majcsty’s navy™ as a petty-officer. The criminal was hanged and “nothing arniss is
now apprehended ahoard the H.M.S. Indomitable.” The whole account was false of
course, but it ironically and safirically presented and clarified Herman Melville’s
attack on the inaccuracy of the press and on the brutality of the naval system.

In fact, Melville's references to the Somers case occurrced not only in Billy Budd,
but also in White Jucket (1850) which was also based on his experiences as a sailor on
board the American frigate the United States. In White Jacket, Melville called Cap-
tain MacKenzie a “murderer.” who executed thrce men “by color of material law”
in rime of pcace. In the Chapter entitled. “The Good Ordinances of the Sca,” Mel-
ville attacked the *Articles of War™ again:

Who put the greal gulf between the American Captain and the Aunerican
sailor? QOr is the Captain a creature of like passions with ourselves? Orishe ...
incapable of the shadow of crror? Or has a sailor no mark of humanity, no attri-
bute of manhood, that beund hand and foot, he is cast into an American frigate
shorn of all rights and dcfences, while the notorious lawlcssness of the com-
mander has passed into a proverb, familiar o0 man-of-war, The law was not
made for the captain! ...

So, the incident on board the Indomitable is not inerely the offspring of the author's
creative imagination. On the contrary, it is closely related to the Somters affair,
though the circumstances of the mutinies arc not the same. Melville uses the histori-
cal background as wcll as his own experience as a vehicle for very serious thought. He
warns the nations, and probably every nation, that the people should never give up
their freedom for security. He also cautions the country against layiug too mueh
stress on naval or on military authority and regulations. By onc means or other, Her-
an Melville wants to tell us in Bifly Budd that Billy Budd is really 4 victim of the so-
called “Articles-of-War,” or man-made laws. Melville then refers to the affair of the
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Somers 10 show us that the Midshipman Philip Spencer, along with the other two
sailors, is also the victim of the rules. Not one of them., including Billy Budd himself,
has any choice whatsocver; they have to follow the rules. May be these rules do not
do justice to the enlisted men, but in the eyes of the authoritics such rules are legal
and fair. When it comes Lo these man-made laws, the heroes or the innocent become
villains {Billy Budd, Philip Spencer and the other two sailors), while the real villaing
become heroes and are glorificd (Claggart, Captain MacKenzie and the officers).
Meanwhile, the punishment of the innocent is death by hanging and the vililication
of their reputations ufter deuth. The real villuin, on the other hand, is rewarded by
being glorified and immortalized. In a word, in the eves of those who inuke the laws,
and probably in the eyes of society, the “peuce-maker” becomes a mutincer and vice
versa. Thus, as long as thesc rules are legal, enlistcd men like Billy Budd or Philip
Spencer must follow them without hesitation. though they know for sure that such
rules are unfair. Consequently. the common sailor and unfortnnates like Billy
become the victims of the Jaw.

To clarily this, onc must deal, even bricfly. with the character and action of Cap-
tain Verg in relation to the hanging of Billy Budd. Captain Vere is prescuated in Billy
Budd us a wise. almost god-like character. who sacrifices Billy, knowing his inno-
cence, for the sake of a higher causc of justice, order and discipline. Bifly accepts his
dcath, blessing Captain Vere. How can we reconcile this upproval of Billy’s hanging
together with the bitter anger Melville had carlier felr against the Anicles of War in
the Somers casc and in White Jacket? Does this action fit into its background, or
rather, does such dramatic auction have any actual hackground. or was it merely fic-
tionul, indicating that this is Melville's affirmation and acceplance of God's will as
some critics 1end to belicve?

In his critical commentary on [3ifly Budd, An Introduction ro Fifiy American
Novels, Tau Ousby points out that:

Most obviously, the story is charged with allusions to the political upheavals of
the era in which it is set. Billy hinself represents, however unwittingly., some-
thing of that spirit of ‘newness’ and radicalism which had been expressed in the
French and American Revolutions. He comes from the Rights-of-Man, named
after Tom Paine's influcntial radical manifesio, to a ship that represents (0 Old
World and the old order of things. HMS Indomitable is a vigidly hierarchical
cominunity whosc lowest members are little betrer than slaves. The Captain’s
name ~ the Honorable Edward Fairfax Vere — is u small essay in aristocratic
lineage, while Claggart, with his deceptively polite and unassuming manner, is
a walking perversion of geniility.

These elemeuts, however, are subordinated to a deeper —in fact, a lundamen-
tal — allegory. The clush between Billy and Glaggart is presented as a confron-
tation of absolute good aud absolute evil. The carelvee and innocent Billy is (as
the narralive repcatedly insists) an Adain before the Fall. By his death he
comes a Christ-figure. His hanging is accompanicd by apparvently supernatural
phenomena ~ like the absence ol the usual muscular spasm in the corpse. He
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dics. like Clurist. lorgiving those who kill him. And after his death. the crew
cherish mementoes of him Itke sacred relies.®

In the introduction to Herman Melville: Selected Tales and Poems, Riehard Chase
suggesls that:

The relative failure of Billy Budd as a ficlional character can be accounted for
in a very simple manner. Mclville was too personally involved with Billy Budd.
Whelher he was piciuring his own son Malcolm (who shot and killed himself at
the age of twenty) or speaking of his own youth or of Christ or making a general
stalement of the perpetual sacrilice of boyish innocence of law and society, the
idea of Billy Budd appeared so overwhelmingly moving to the aged Melville
that he was not ahle to express it in artistically cogent language, Il the reader
wishes 10 look into the subterranean depts of the story, its “secret mines and
dubrous sides.” he mighl well begin with the large nwinber of figures of speech
Iaving to do with the act ofeating; forexample, the “mesmeric glance” of Clag-
gart at Billy Budd, which Melvile compares with “the hungry lurch of the tor-
pedo fish.” These metaphors show what Melville, in lus darkest vision of life,
is really saying. He is saving thal the “horrible vulturism ™ of the world, of which
he had written in Moby Dick, is a basic principle of things. Society. law. adult-
hood. wordly accomplishment can sustain themselves only by feeding on
yvouthiul innocence and gencrosity. In this scnse. the theme of Billy Budd, as
ol Mclville’s Typee, and, indeed, as of the sacrament of communion, 15 the
rilualistic sacrifice of the hero.

Burt even as Melville shows us these dark and terrible ideas. we are awarce that
he 1s counterposing another range of meaning, Nemther nature nor society is
totally destructive of what is admirable in hurnan life. By some genial liberating
grace, innocenee and beaury are empowerced (o rencw themsclves in the very
teeth of destruction. And so we are enable to fecl Billy Budd, though not quite
successtul as tragic drama, remains immensely moving as a drama of pathos and
myth.’

Caplain Vere condemnns 1o death a man whom he fecls 1o be innocenlt: a young
man whe scems like a son to him becanse be pnts the welfare of the state above every-
thing else. Realizing the necessity for Billy Budd's death as a saenfice to prescrve the
taw, Caplain Vere has then to suppress his personal feelings and to act at once.

Thas, Billy Budd’s blessing shows the simplioity, goodness, kindness and peace-
loving nature ol a young man who trustingly accepts death from his father. Such qual-
ittes make Billy Budd Christ-like. The comparison with Christ forgiving his enemies
and sacrilicing his life for mankind is elear and evideat here. Like Jesus Christ, Billy
Budd hesilales to lake any action to defend himself before the judges; he dies bles-
sing Captain Vere. Such blessing and memory will haunt Verc to his own death, Cap-
tain Vere later dies uttering the name ol 3illy Buadd.
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Thus, on a larger scale, “the hanging of Billy Budd,™ as seen by Chase, “at once a
death and a resurrection, has the same force in Melville’s story as the resurrection of
Hermione at the end of Shakespeare's The Winter's Tule, for both writers affirm that
in some magical way innocence and beauty still exist in the world, that however evil
nature and man may be, they are still graced with a kind of minimal creative princi-
ple. Claggart’s death is sudden and final. Captain Vere dies without having achicved
the fame that might othcrwise have come to him. But “the fresh young image of the
Handsome Sailor” lives on in the heart of men. Of Melville, of Shakespeare, and of
Sophocles {in Oedipus ar Colonus) it may be said that in the works of their advance:l
ape they took up the themcs of the pathos of death, the crimes of society, the magi-
cally creative and restorativc powers of nature, the myth of rebirth. We may note in
conclusion that Billy Budd reminds us of the strongly political quality of Melvillc’s
mind. For the hanging of Billy Budd is in a fairly dircct way a result of the French
Revolution and thus assumes a relationship with the great political ideas of the
nineteenth century, which Melville, as he tells us at the beginning of tale, “found so
crucial 1o the destiny of mankind. ™
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Billy Budd. Herman Melville. BUY.A Abraham may have caught young Isaac Melville compares the Captain's private conference with
Billy to Abraham's intimate discussion with Isaac, his condemned son, in Genesis 22:14€"8 of the Old Testament. according to the
Articles of War As stated in Article XXII of the Principles and Practice of Naval and Military Courts Martial, enacted in 1749: "If any
officer, mariner, soldier, or other person in the fleet, shall strike any of his superior officers, or draw, or offer to draw, or lift any weapon
against him, being in the execution of his office, on. any pretence whatsoever, ever Billy Budd, Sailor is a novella by American writer
Herman Melville left unfinished at Melville's death in 1891. Acclaimed by critics as a masterpiece when a hastily transcribed version was
finally published in 1924, it quickly took its place as a classic second only to Moby-Dick among Melville's works. Budd is a "handsome
sailor" who strikes and inadvertently kills his false accuser, Master-at-arms John Claggart. The ship's Captain, Edward Vere, recognizes
the innocence of Budd's intent but the law of .Herman Melville's Billy Budd is a short novel (novella) presenting the tragic story of a
young sailor falsely accused of attempting to organize a mutiny aboard a warship. As in Melville's masterpiece, Moby Dick, the action in
Billy Budd takes place at sea. Composition, Publication, and Editions. .Herman Melville completed a rough draft of Billy Budd several
months before his death in 1891. About three decades later, Melville's granddaughter gave the manuscript to a writer, Raymond
Weaver, while he was conducting research for a biography of Melville. After editing it, he include Continue your study of Billy Budd,
Sailor with these useful links. Context. Full Book Quiz.A These cookies allow us to count visits and traffic sources so we can measure
and improve the performance of our site. They help us to know which pages are the most and least popular and see how visitors move
around the site. All information these cookies collect is aggregated and therefore anonymous.



