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Melville's Prints: 
David Metcalf s Prints and Tile 

Robert K. Wallace 

H erman Melville's granddaughter Eleanor Melville Metcalf was a central fig-
ure in the preservation of his books, his manuscripts, and his art collection, 

as well as in the revival of his literary reputation. In 1942 she donated one hun-
dred books from his personal library to the Harvard College Library. Ten years 
later, she donated nearly three hundred engravings from his personal art collec-
tion to the Berkshire Athenaeum in Pittsfield, Massachusetts. One of the engrav-
ings now in Pittsfield, Satan Exalted Sat by John Martin, had been a personal 
favorite of Eleanor's son David Metcalf; he remembers it in his boyhood bed-
room.' Two additional engravings from Herman Melville's collection remain in 
David Metcalfs possession. So does a Persian tile that Melville brought back 
from the Middle East in 1856-57. These three objects are a substantial addition 
to our knowledge of Melville's imaginative life; my account of them in these 
pages will be augmented by a photograph of David Metcalfs mother as a young 
woman. 2 

Numerically, these three art objects add little to the nearly four hundred 
engravings that have now been documented from Melville's collection. 3 

Aesthetically, biographically, and imaginatively, they add a great deal. Visually, 
David Metcalfs two engravings depict Roman architectural vistas of great power 
and beauty. Biographically, they provide our first evidence that Melville col-
lected two Italian artists he admired greatly: Piranesi (1720-78) and Raphael 
(1483-1520). Like the two engravings after Claude Lorrain that have recently 
surfaced from the collection of Priscilla Ambrose, these Roman architectural 
engravings help us to see connections among Melville's activities as a collector of 
books and prints, as a writer of poetry and prose, and as a well-traveled student 
of art. 4 So does the Persian tile that David Metcalf inherited from Melville's col-
lection of art. The tile is itself an object of considerable visual beauty. Molded in 
low relief with richly colored underglaze painting, its medium is unique in 

r Eleanor Metcalf briefly mentions the books and 
engravings in her biography of Melville (Metcalf, pp. 
29 3, 29 5). Satan Exalted Sat is one of six framed 
engravings that she donated to the Melville Room of 
the Berkshire Athenaeum along with 287 unframed 
engravings (see Wallace, "Melville's Prints and 
Engravings," p. 86). For a reproduction of this engrav-
ing, see Wallace, Melville and Turner, p. 464. 

2 I am grateful to David Metcalf for graciously allowing 

me to examine these objects and to reproduce them in 
this essay. 

J In addition to the several hundred engravings that 
Eleanor Metcalf gave to the Berkshire Athenaeum in 
1952 are fifty-two that I have recently inventoried in 
essays on "The Reese Collection" and "The Ambrose 
Group" (see Works Cited). 

4 These imaginative concerns are addressed throughout 
the essay on "The Ambrose Group." 
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Melville's art collection so far as is currently known. This painted tile adds a new 
dimension to an Islamic interest already evident in Melville's known activities as 
a poet, traveler, and collector of books and prints. This art object, too, shows his 
extensive cultural and imaginative range. 

After examining the three art works that David Metcalf has preserved from 
Melville's collection, we shall be better able to appreciate the photograph that he 
has preserved of his mother at the locus of that collection, Melville's writing 
desk. Each of these items helps us to imagine the life that Melville lived in the 
house on East 26th Street in New York City whose layout, contents, and fam-
ily history are skillfully reconstructed in the companion essay by Hershel Parker. 

INVENTORY OF ITEMS FROM MELVILLE'S COLLECTION 

I have recorded names and titles as they appear on the works themselves. 
Brackets enclose additional information that I have supplied. 

I. Giovanni Battista Piranesi, artist and engraver. Arch ef the Emperor Marcus 
Aurelius. No. XXXVI [in The Campo Marzio ef Ancient Rome, published in 
Rome in 1762. 14 1/ 4 x 9 1/ 4 inches.] 

2. Giovanni Volpato after Pietro Camporesi. Raphael's Loggia at the Vatican. 
[Frontispiece to Giovanni Ottaviani, Raphael's Loggia at the Vatican, published 
in Rome by M. Pagliarini in 1782, 22 3/ 4 x I 5 5/8 inches.] 

3 . [Rectangular tile with the figure of a horseman and a bird. Composite body, 
molded and underglaze painted. Qajar period, mid-19th century. 13 1/2 x IO 

3/ 4 inches.] 

Two RELATED OBJECTS 

I. Photograph of Eleanor Melville Thomas as a young woman at Herman 
Melville's desk, photographer unknown. 

2. Colored engraving of a French packet boat off the Dover coast, 19th century. 

PIRANESI, ARCH OF MARCUS AURELIUS, AGE OF THE ANTONINES 

Melville's copy of Piranesi's etching of the Arch ef the Emperor Marcus Aurelius 
(figure r) is exceedingly sharp and clear. From the strong diagonals of light and 
shade, to the receding vista of architectural space, to the vigorous vegetation 
rooted on the arch, to the capital letters engraved on its face, one could hardly 
wish for a clearer example of Piranesi's bold artistry. Melville's most conspicuous 
tribute to Piranesi appeared in Clarel, the epic poem of a pilgrimage to the Holy 
Land that he published in 1876. The canto entitled "Prelusive" begins with these 
words: "In Piranesi's rarer prints, / Interiors measurelessly strange." The poem 
explores those "interiors" in such a way that the editors of the Northwestem-
N ewberry edition suggest that Melville may have had personal access to 
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Piranesi's cover design for the Carceri as he composed his words (pp. 789-91). 
"Prelusive" concludes by inviting the reader to 
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Figure 1. Ciouanni Battista Piranesi, 
Arch of the Emperor Marcus 
Aurelius, engraved for The Campo 
Marzio of Ancient Rome, 1762. 
Collection of Dauid Metcalf. Photo: 
Robert Nicoll. 
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Dwell on those etchings in the night, 
Those touches bitten in the steel 
By aqua-fortis, till ye feel 
The Pauline text in gray of light; 
Turn hither then and read aright. (2.35.1-2, 33-37) 

We now know that the poet who wrote these words had at least one Piranesi 
etching in his own collection, though we do not yet know when he acquired it. 

Piranesi published the Arch of the Emperor Marcus Aurelius (the so-called "Arco 
di Portogallo") as part of The Campo Marzio of Ancient Rome in 1762 (no. 597 in 
Wilton-Ely). John Wilton-Ely notes that the Campo Marzio etchings represent a 
fascinating blend of archeology and fantasy, for they depict some of Rome's 
"most prominent remains with later accretions dramatically stripped away" (2: 
613). The letterpress in Latin at the bottom of Melville's print indicates that 
Piranesi has envisioned the Arch of Marcus Aurelius "before it was destroyed 
because of the Hippodrome." The letters A and B engraved on the face of the 
arch indicate the original position of "anagylphs" (sculptured ornaments in low 
relief) that currently "ornament the Capitoline building." Letter C indicates the 
"Column of Cochliodes of the same Marius." 5 Verbally as well as visually, this 
print conveys the kind of architectural and archaeological information that 
Melville had actively sought out when he visited Rome in 1857. 

Melville's journal during four weeks in the city records a fascination with 
Roman walls, arches, and architectural vistas of all kinds, and several of the 
entries take on retrospective interest in view of his acquisition of the Arch of the 
Emperor Marcus Aurelius as envisioned by Piranesi. On 27 February he saw "nat-
ural bridges of thousands of arches" in the "ruins" of the Baths of Caracalla. 
Here, as in the Piranesi etching, "there are glades, & thickets among the ruins-
high up." On I March, walking along the Aurelian wall, he was impressed by 
the "height looking down from walls." Later that day he took note of the "Arch 
ofDrusus," the "Arch of Janus," and the "Great arch over arch" at the ruins of 
the "Palace of the Cesars" Uournals, pp. 106-9). On 12 March, he took note of 
"the arch" after visiting the Coliseum. This was most likely the Arch of 
Constantine, immediately adjacent to the Coliseum, the triumphal arch famous 
for having incorporated eight of the original reliefs from the Marcus Aurelius 
arch among its "sculptural fragments from older Roman monuments" Uournals, 
pp. III, 485; Macadam, p. u7). When Melville visited the Capitoline Museum 
on 28 February and again on 5 March, he would have seen the "anaglyphs" from 
the Marcus Aurelius arch whose original position is indicated in his copy of the 
Piranesi etching Uournals, pp. 106, 109).6 

Piranesi's etched Arch supplements these entries in the 1857 journal. But 
Melville's fascination with the walls and arches of Rome had predated his visit to 
that city, as readers of Moby-Dick will recall from the chapter on "The Tail." 

5 A decade later Piranesi engraved the Column of 
Marcus Aurelius (the Antonine Column) as part of his 
Trefeo o sia Magnifia Colonna Coclide (1774-79); see 
Wilton-Ely, 2: 743, 768. 

6 These include the famous relief sculpture of Marcus 
Aurelius in a horse-drawn cart, mounted in the stair-
well of the Palazzo de! Conservatori since the six-
teenth century. Melville would also have seen the cel-
ebrated equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius in the 

Piazza de! Campidoglio outside the museum 
(Macadam, pp. 63, 59-60). He did not mention these 
particular works in his often cryptic journal entries. I 
mention them here because of their strong associations 
with the triumphal arch of Marcus Aurelius in 
Melville's engraving--and in view of my subsequent 
discussion of the importance of Marcus Aurelius in 
Melville's imaginative life. 
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Ishmael attributes the power of the whale's tail to the "triune structure" of its 
musculature, with "fibres" of the middle layer "running crosswise between the 
outside layers .... To the student of old Roman walls, the middle layer will fur-
nish a curious parallel to the thin course of tiles always alternating with the stone 
in those wonderful relics of the antique." The Roman wall and the whale tail 
provide equal support for Ishmael's assertion that "real strength never impairs 
beauty or harmony, but it often bestows it; and in everything imposingly beau-
tiful, strength has much to do with the magic." As further evidence Ishmael 
offers Eckermann's impression of "the naked corpse of Goethe," whose "massive 
chest" Eckermann compares to "a Roman triumphal arch" (pp. 375-76). 
Piranesi's engraving of the triumphal arch of Marcus Aurelius provides a graphic 
link between the young novelist who published Moby-Dick in 18 5 1 and the 
elderly poet who collected prints until 1891. It provides a graphic embodiment 
of the idea that "in everything imposingly beautiful, strength has much to do 
with the magic." 

All of the technical, visual, and architectural pleasures of Piranesi's rendering 
of this particular arch would have been augmented for Melville by the associa-
tion with Marcus Aurelius himself (A.D. 120-180), one of the individuals 
Melville most admired in antiquity (or in any other age). His most explicit trib-
ute is the fourth book of Clarel, in which Ungar presents "Aurelius Antonine" 
as "A Caesar wise, grave, just, benign," a "Lord of the world" with "most con-
siderate heart" (4.20.45-52). 

This praise is amplified in "The Age of the Antonines," a poem that Melville 
published in Timoleon in 1891, the year of his death. Melville sees the "Age" of 
Marcus Aurelius and his fellow Antonines as the "summit of fate," the "zenith 
of time," the "Solstice of Man." He writes: "Back to the Past one glance be 
cast-/ The Age of the Antonines!" (Complete Poems, pp. 235-36). Piranesi had 
created one such glance to the Past with his image of the Arch cif the Emperor 
Marcus Aurelius-especially since he had "dramatically stripped away" such "later 
accretions" as the Hippodrome (in Wilton-Ely's words). 

Melville's interest in the "Age" of Marcus Aurelius also informs Billy Budd, the 
prose manuscript he had left unpublished at his death. Gail Cofiler has drawn sev-
eral connections between that story and "The Age of the Antonines." She shows 
that Melville conception of Billy was strongly influenced by Antinous, the Greek 
youth beloved of Hadrian, who had preceded Marcus Aurelius as the founder of 
the Age of the Antonines. Melville had admired sculptures of young Antinous at 
both the Vatican and the Villa Albani in Rome in 1857; Cofiler shows that his 
appreciative journal entries blossomed more than thirty years later in his charac-
terization of Billy as the human epitome of beauty and strength combined. She 
also notes that this literary association was augmented, in Melville's own home on 
East 26th Street, by "a more than life-sized bust of Antinous on a pedestal" 
(Cofiler, pp. 257-63, 306). After Melville's death, the bust of Antinous was con-
spicuous among the "gilt-framed engravings and objects d'art" from his collection 
that his widow Elizabeth installed in the apartment to which she moved on 18th 
Street, as remembered by their granddaughter Eleanor (Metcalf, p. 290). 

Cofiler traces a second connection from Marcus Aurelius Antonine to Captain 
Edward Fairfax Vere: the Roman emperor's original name was Marcus Aurelius 
Verus (as indicated on the title page of his Meditations). This fact, coupled with a 

7 
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series of Roman allusions in Melville's development of Captain Vere's "stoical" 
persona in Billy Budd, establishes a rich web of historical reference whose inter-
pretive potential is fully activated when Vere exclaims, after Billy kills Claggart, 
"Struck dead by the angel of God. Yet the angel must hang." Cofller notes that 
Antinous himself, according to the powerful cult that grew up after his death, 
had sacrificed his young life in devotion to Hadrian and the Empire. Yet Marcus 
Aurelius, even though "he was a Hellenophile like his adoptive grandfather 
Hadrian," was "unsympathetic to the devotees of Antinous." Therefore, "fol-
lowing the lead of Antoninus Pius, he ordered the eradication of the cult" 
(Cofller, pp. 253-68). Billy Budd, then, like "The Age of the Antonines," Clare[, 
and Melville's Roman journal, activates historical associations that are imagina-
tively preserved, and graphically evoked, in Piranesi' s engraving of the Arch of the 
Emperor Marcus Aurelius. 

Pictorially, Melville's copy of Piranesi's Arch relates to other prints in his per-
sonal collection. In its depiction of an architectural ruin, it resembles antiquarian 
prints that he acquired of cathedrals and abbeys in England and France; several 
of those, such as Croyland Abbey, also have trees conspicuously growing from 
their elevated decay (Wallace, "Reese Collection," no. 34). Piranesi's Roman 
etching also relates to Ravenhill's English engraving of The Gate of Black Friars, 
leading to St. Peter's Street, Canterbury, lately taken down (Wallace, "Reese," no. 
24). The gate in Canterbury, like the arch in Rome, is overgrown with vegeta-
tion. A more permanent similarity is represented by the phrases "lately taken 
down" and "destroyed" in their extended titles. Each of these eighteenth-cen-
tury engravings preserves a formidable architectural structure that had come to 
exist in memory only. 

Piranesi's overgrown arch adds to Melville's collection of specifically Italian 
architectural sites. Among these are five of the prints that have recently surfaced 
from the collection of Priscilla Ambrose: two ancient Italian seaport scenes after 
Claude Lorrain; two bucolic Italian landscapes after Herman van Swanevelt; and 
another after Richard Wilson (Wallace, "Ambrose Group," nos. r-5). The 
engraving after Wilson's Evening depicts ruins of structures thought to have been 
built by Roman emperors at either Tivoli or the Bay of Baiae. In both subject 
and style, Wilson's pictorial image had anticipated Melville's verbal impression of 
the ruins he saw at the Bay ofBaiae in 1857: a "singular melting together of art 
in ruins and Nature in vigor" (Journals, p. ro4). 7 Piranesi's Aurelius Arch provides 
a comparable urban blending of artful ruin and vigorous Nature, especially in its 
upper reaches. 

A perfect complement to Piranesi's Arch of the Emperor Marcus Aurelius as the urban 
locus of the Roman Empire is Melville's engraving of Ancient Rome after the paint-
ing by J. M. W. Turner (figure 2). Turner's subtitle for the original painting drew 
attention to The Palace of the Caesars restored as well as to The Triumphal Bridge and 
Agrippina landing with the Ashes ef Germanicus. John Gage has documented the degree 
to which Turner's depiction of ancient Rome was "an exercise in archaeological 
restoration in the manner of C. R. Cockerell and J. M. Gandy" (Butlin and Joli, p. 
23 r). But Piranesi was a more "dynamic" influence upon Turner's manner of glanc-

7 Other Italianate ruins among Melville's print collec-
tion now at the Berkshire Athenaeum include Morning 
and Maecenas' Villa at Tivoli after paintings by Wilson, 
View of Rome from Tivoli after Gaspard Poussin, and 

11,e Golden Bough and Regulus after Turner (repro-
duced as figures IO, 12, 13, 15, and 24 in "The 
Ambrose Group"). 
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ing back at the past in Ancient Rome. Turner followed Piranesi by making fanciful 
accretions, as well as ruthless subtractions, in recreating the Age of the Antonines 
(Powell, pp. 176-84). The stark clarity ofPiranesi's Aurelius arch and the hazy atmos-
pherics of Turner's Triumphal Bridge have one interesting detail in common: the 
sharp lines of light and shade fall from nearly the same angle in each print. 

The contrasting but complementary ways in which Piranesi and Turner each 
overlay the architectural residue of Ancient Rome with an imaginative restora-
tion of the ancient reality provide a pictorial analog for Melville's depiction of 
various Italian architectural sites in poems he grouped together as "Fruit of 
Travel Long Ago" in Timoleon. In "Venice," he views the "long arcade" and the 
"marble garlandry" of the Ducal Palace through a Darwinian analogy of coral 
accretion and evolution. In "Pisa's Leaning Tower," the "tiers of architraves" 
suggest the "impending" fate of "a would-be suicide." "Immured" within the 
walls in "In a Church of Padua" are hidden confessors, "descending into con-
sciences / Where more is hid than found." The "tribes of pinnacles" in "Milan 
Cathedral" are suspended between the "synodic hierarchies" of the heavens 
above and the "haze" that covers the "plain" below (Collected Poems, pp. 238-
242). These and other "Fruit of Travel" poems in Timoleon represent a kind of 
archaeological work in Melville's own past, for they derive from the visit he 
made to Italy more than three decades before they were published in 1891. 

9 

Figure 2. A. Willmore after J. M. W. 
Turner, Ancient Rome, enRraved for 
The Turner Gallery, 1859. Hennan 
Melville Collection, Berkshire 
Athenaeum, Pittsfield, ,\1assachusetts. 
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One final retrospective association activated by Melville's ownership of 
Piranesi's Arch concerns the lecture on "Statues in Rome" that he delivered in a 
series of American cities after returning home to Pittsfield in 1857. In this lecture 
he pictured the Coliseum as "mountain-chains of ruins waving with foliage 
girdling me round." He then spoke of "restoring the shattered arches and ter-
races" so as to "repeople them with all the statues of the Vatican" (Melville, 
"Statues in Rome," p. 404). This imaginative action on the lecture platform 
anticipated some of his imaginative work as a poet and print collector during the 
next three decades. His acquisition of Piranesi's Arch of the Emperor Marcus 
Aurelius was one way to "restore the shattered arches and terraces" of the Age of 
the Antonines. Acquiring the bust of Antinous was one way to "repeople" them 
with "all the statues of the Vatican." Those two objects alone, in the house on 
East 26th Street in New York, helped him to continue in private the imagina-
tive activity that he had enacted in public during his 1857-58 lecture tour. 

Turner's Ancient Rome is another engraving from his collection that would 
have enhanced this imaginative activity. So are the engravings of Hadrian and 
Antoninus Pius among the "Ancient Busts" that he collected in printed form; 
these also helped him to repeople the ancient spaces with the faces of the 
Antonines (Wallace, "Berkshire," pp. 73, 74). Melville's copy of Byron 
Contemplating the Coliseum (figure 3) was a fine counterpart to his own attempt 

Figure 3. A. Dick efter W. Westall, Byron Contemplating the Coliseum, engraving. Herman Melville Collection, Berkshire Athenaeum. 
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to imagine himself into the ancient spaces. So were the vignettes after Turner in 
his sixteen-volume edition of the Life and Works ef Lord Byron (Sealts, nos. 112 
and 369), now at the Houghton Library. One of the title-vignettes was Turner's 
The Walls ef Rome with the Tomb ef Caius Sestus (figure 4). 

On 27 February 1857, "after much trouble & sore travel without a guide," 
Melville had "managed to get to Protestant Burial Ground & pyramid of Cestius 
under walls." Here he saw the tomb of John Keats (A.D. 1821) next to that of 
Caius Cestus (12 B.C.) (Journals, pp. rn6, 467). In Turner's vignette, the small, 
poignant burial scene in the foreground contrasts with the looming pyramid 
among the ancient walls. By the time of Melville's death and burial a few months 
after publishing Timoleon in 1891, this tiny vignette in his book collection con-
trasted with the imposing Arch in his print collection in much the same way. 

&!$-JI!. 
l®!\ll'Wll\lt&"l!'. Jl'l;Jlil"lil!!\l!ldtll -'It. a...,_ 

II 

Figure 4. Edward Finden efter I M. 
W. Turner, The Walls of Rome 
with the Tomb of Caius Sestus, 
1833, title-page of v. 7 of The Poetical 
Works of Lord Byron (Boston: 
1853?). Herman Melville's copy. 
Harvard College Library. 
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Figure 5. Giovanni Volpato after Pietro 
Camporesi, Raphael's Loggia at the 
Vatican, frontispiece to Giovanni 
Ottaviani's Raphael's Loggia at the 
Vatican, 1782. Collection of David 
Metcalf Photo: Robert Nicoll. 
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RAPHAEL, THE VATICAN, BILLY BUDD 

Melville's copy of Giovanni Volpato's engraving after Pietro Camporesi's 
depiction of the Loggia ef Raphael at the Vatican (figure 5) is another splendid ren-
dering of architectural space. This Italianate print is likely to have had as many 
biographical, authorial, and pictorial associations for Melville as Piranesi's engrav-
ing of the Arch ef the Emperor Marcus Aurelius. This large engraving, in imperial 
folio, was published in 1782 as the frontispiece to Giovanni Ottaviani's three-
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volume compilation of the visual splendors of Raphael's Loggia.~ Volpato's 
depiction of the Loggia, like Piranesi's depiction of the Arch, is boldly drama-
tized by slanting diagonals of light and shade. Here, too, increasingly minute 
human figures are positioned so as to articulate a receding architectural space that 
is anchored by the sheltering shape of the Roman arch. The one site is outdoors, 
the other within a building, but each combines that which is transient and per-
manent in the human condition. 

Melville visited Raphael's Loggia at the Vatican on 2 March 1857, the day 
after his walk along the Aurelian Wall. In his journal he noted "The Loggie-
piazzas-sky seen between columns-Adam & Eve-The Eve-Faded bloom of 
the paintings.-Staied in Vatican till closed." A week later, after "recovering 
from the stunning effect of a first visit to the Vatican," he returned for a "delib-
erate walk through the galleries." This time he took note of "frescoed ceilings 
which, like starry skies, no man regards-sb plentiful are the splendors" (Journals, 
pp. ro8, rro). In Volpato's engraving we see the frescoed ceiling of Raphael's 
Loggia as well as the ambient light that falls into its "piazzas" from the "sky seen 
between columns." We also see some of the "Adam & Eve" that Melville had 
seen in the Loggia; clearly visible under the upper curve of the foremost arch is 
the Expulsion ef Adam and Eve (see also figure 6). In his 1857 lecture, Melville 
asserted that "Nearly the whole of Rome is itself a Vatican on a large scale" 
("Statues in Rome," p. 405). In his print collection this verbal formulation is 
admirably embodied by the spacious engravings he acquired of Raphael's fres-
coed Loggia and Piranesi's etched Arch. 

Melville's interest in Raphael was not limited to the frescoes in the Vatican. 
In his journal for the return visit to the Vatican on 8 March, the entry about the 

8 I am grateful to Marjorie B. Cohn, Curator of Prints at 
the Fogg Library at Harvard, for helping to identify the 
source of Melville's print. For access to Raphael's 
Loggia at the Vatican, and assistance in acquiring 

reproductions. I am grateful to Maria Serlupi Crescenzi 
and Daniela Valci of the Vatican Museums and 
Galleries. 

IJ 

Figure 6. Raphael's workshop, Expulsion 
of Adam and Eve, 1515-17, ceiling.fresco 
in Raphael's Loggia, Vatican Museums 
and Galleries. Photo: Vatican Archives. 
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"splendors" of the "frescoed ceilings" is immediately followed by "Coronation 
of the Virgin-Raphael-the faces so like his masters Perugino's in the next 
room" (p. r ro). On 26 March in Florence he recognized in paintings by Giotto 
the "predecessors of the Peruginos & Raphaels" he had seen in Rome. "Saw a 
large painting, not referred to in my handbook, which contained many faces, 
attitudes, expressions & groupings I had noted at Rome in Raphael. 
Undoubtedly Raphael took from this, or some yet older painting. But still more, 
the whole spirit was the same" (p. r r 5). He also took note of paintings by Raphael 
at the Quirinale and the Doria Pamfili palaces in Rome and at the Reale 
Pinacoteca in Bologna (pp. rro, rrr, rr6, 499). In Naples he had singled out a 
"Madonna by Raffael" from a "vast collection of other pictures I but glanced at" 
at the Museo Barbonico: the "face of Raffael's Madonna [is] touchingly beauti-
ful" (p. 103). 

Melville's interest in Raphael in Italy in 1857 had been anticipated during his 
visit to England in r 849. His journal entry for an excursion to Hampton Court 
on r r November noted that the celebrated "Cartoons" (Raphael's original 
depictions of the Acts of the Apostles for the tapestries at the Sistine Chapel) "are 
not well disposed for light" (Journals, pp. r6, 284). Viewing conditions were no 
doubt better for the Raphaels among the "superb paintings" that Melville saw 
during his two visits to the private collection of Samuel Rogers in December 
(pp. 44, 46). Two Raphael oils were among the most celebrated "gems" of 
Rogers's collection. One was Christ on the Mount of Olives, which the poet had 
hung, "immediately on a level with his eye," above his "writing table" between 
"the fireplace and the window" ("Rogers' Treasures," p. 1533). The other was 
Madonna and Child, which Elizabeth Rigby Eastlake was to remember as "one of 
the master's sweetest compositions; the child standing with one foot on his 
mother's hand. It had been reduced by ruthless rubbings to a mere shadow, but 
the beauty was ineffaceable: hanging-how well remembered!-in the best light 
on the left-hand wall in the drawing room" (p. 508). 

Melville's access to the well-lighted Raphaels in Rogers's collection may have 
informed a peculiar passage he wrote in Moby-Dick soon after seeing them. 
Immediately after the reference to the "Roman triumphal arch" in "The Tail," 
Ishmael contrasts the "robustness" of Michelangelo's "God the Father in human 
form" with the idea of "divine love in the Son" as depicted in the "the soft, 
curled hermaphroditical Italian pictures, in which his idea has been most suc-
cessfully embodied." The latter class of "pictures, so destitute as they are of all 
brawniness, hint nothing of any power, but the mere negative, feminine one of 
submission and endurance, which on all hands it is conceded, form the peculiar 
practical virtues of his teachings" (p. 376). This passage does not specify Raphael, 
but it does typify the seraphic side of his style as represented in Rogers' s collec-
tion. The author of Moby-Dick would gain a much fuller vision of Raphael's 
style, as well of its relation to the "brawniness" of Michelangelo, with whom he 
contested, when he was finally able to visit Rome and see the Vatican with his 
own eyes. 

After Melville returned from the Mediterranean in 1857, and then moved his 
family from Pittsfield to New York City in r 86 3, his interest in Raphael con-
tinued in the books he collected. The most obvious example is the 1880 edition 
of an illustrated biography by Nancy R. E. Bell (pseud. N. D'Anvers) (Sealts, no. 
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55). In addition to twenty-four engravings depicting the painter and his works, 
Bell's Raphael offered a convenient summary of the fifty-two Biblical subjects 
depicted in the Loggia (Bell, pp. 66-70). It also provided a compact history of 
the ongoing vicissitudes of the Cartoons, which had been transferred from 
Hampton Court to the South Kensington Museum since Melville's visit in 1849 
(pp. 71-75). 

Melville's interest in Raphael extended to other books about Italian art. In his 
copy of Bohn's Guide to the Knowledge ef Pottery, Porcelain, and Other Objects ef 
Virtu, he underlined the phrase "Raphael Ware" in a passage explaining that 
Majolica is sometimes called by that name. He also underlined the statement that 
"Raphael furnished patterns for this ware, and even painted some ef it" (Cowen, 3: 
440-41). A more standard marking appears in his copy ofValery's Travels in Italy, 
acquired in Florence in 1857. In Valery's account of the Sciarra Palace in Rome, 
Melville's brackets a passage contrasting the "grace" of Raphael's Christ deposited 
in the Tomb ("full of the most touching expression and admirable purity of 
design") with the "the terrible Cesare Borgia with Machiavel" by the same artist 
in the same collection (Cowen, u:373). 

More extended markings and annotations appear in the five-volume edition 
ofVasari's Lives ef the Most Eminent Painters that Melville acquired in 1862 (Sealts, 
no. 534a). He marked several passages in the chapter devoted to Raphael, includ-
ing one on the "characteristic propriety" with which the young Urbinese had 
painted the figures of doctors in a room of the Vatican. Melville also marked 
Vasari's praise of Raphael's portrait of Pope Junius in the Vatican: "This is an oil 
painting, of so much animation and so true to life, that the picture impresses on 
all beholders a sense of awe as if it were indeed the living object." The next page, 
about Raphael's relation to Michelangelo, inspired a variety of marks and anno-
tations. Melville drew a long marginal line alongside the passage indicating that 
Raphael's graceful early style had been transformed in "grandeur and majesty" 
after a friend allowed him to pay an unauthorized visit to Michelangelo's most 
recent work in the Sistine Chapel. He also underlined Vasari's report that 
Michelangelo considered this unauthorized access to be an "injury to himself." 
At the foot of the page Melville drew a bracket and question mark next to an 
editor's note claiming that the "the manner of Raphael was rather injured than 
ameliorated" by the influence of Michelangelo (Vasari, 3: 20, 22, 23). Below that 
note, Melville wrote, "Good deal of the Virgil about Raphael." He also wrote, 
"The inimitable imitator," keying this phrase with an "x" to Raphael's assimila-
tion of Michelangelo in the middle of the page. 9 

Melville's interest in Raphael relative to Michelangelo also shows in Vasari's 
chapter on Sebastiano del Piombo. In a footnote about Michelangelo's wish to 
use the "laborious" and "painstaking" Sebastiano as a "lance" with which to "lift 
the Urbinese from his saddle," he circles the word "Urbinese" (4:65). Later, in 
the chapter on Titian, Melville marks a passage in which Sebastiano had argued 
that "if Titian had [at a certain moment] gone to Rome, and seen the works of 
Michelangelo, with those of Raphael and the ancients ... he might then have 
rendered himself the equal to the Urbinese or Buonarroto, as regarded the great-
est foundation of all, design" (5:385). Melville underlined the word "design" at 

9 I am grateful to Hershel Parker for generously sharing 
the notes he made of Melville's annotations in his copy 

of Vasari (a work that was not available to Cowen for 
Melville's Marginalia). 

15 
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the end of the latter passage, and again a few pages later, where Vasari defines 
design as "that grace and completion whereby Art goes beyond the hand of 
Nature" (5: 394-95). This whole cluster of markings and annotations-about the 
inspiration Raphael received from Michelangelo, and the latter's use of 
Sebastiano against the former, and Sebastiano's admiration of both in the ultimate 
achievement of "design"-reflects Melville's own growing concern with the 
complexities of artistic inspiration and aspiration. 

Melville had access to considerable additional information about Raphael in 
his copies of books by Joshua Reynolds, Leader Scott, and Goethe. Melville 
acquired his copy of Goethe's Travels in Italy (which also included the 
Autobiography, Sealts, no. 228), in 1849, so it may have begun to influence his 
writing as early as Moby-Dick. But most of the markings appear to have been 
made during or after Melville's own visit to Italy in 1857, for on one page he cal-
culates that he and Goethe were each thirty-seven years old when they first 
arrived in Rome (McIntosh, p. 389-92). In Goethe's account of Rome, Melville 
marked a passage about Raphael's Tranifiguration at St. Peter's (Montorio). He 
also marked Goethe's declaration that "I reckon a new-birth day,-a true new 
birth from the day that I entered Rome" (Cowen, 5: 202, 205). This gives per-
sonal application to the idea of a "renaissance." 

When Melville arrived in Bologna in 1857, he noted Raphael's "St. Cecilia" 
among the paintings in the Gallery there (Journals, p. 116). In his copy of Travels 
in Italy, he drew a marginal line alongside Goethe's response to the same paint-
ing in 1786. 

First of all the Cecilia of Raphael! It was exactly 
what I had been told of it; but now I saw it with my 
own eyes. He has invariably accomplished that which 
others wished in vain to accomplish .... But in order 
to understand Raphael aright ... it is necessary to 
study his masters and predecessors. These, too, had a 
standing on the firm soil of truth; diligently, not to 
say anxiously, they had laid the foundation, and vied 
with each other in raising, step by step, the pyramid 
aloft, until, at last, profiting by all their labors, 
and enlightened by a heavenly genius, Raphael set the 
last stone on the summit, above which, or even at which, 
no one else can ever stand. (Cowen, 5: 192) 

Here, too, admiration for Raphael himself is combined with a rich understanding 
of the complexities of his relation with various "masters and predecessors." 

Melville did not make any extensive annotations in his copy of Leader Scott's 
The Renaissance of Art in Italy (Sealts no. 451.1), published in 1883, but the mere 
ownership of this lavishly illustrated history shows the depth of the knowledge 
available to him on Raphael, Michelangelo, and the whole Italian tradition that 
these two artists, between them, exemplified. Scott, after presenting 
Michelangelo as the "culminating genius of the Renaissance," devotes an entire 
chapter to "The Heralds of Raphael" in painting. The part of the chapter per-
taining to Raphael himself is abstracted in the table of contents as: "Raphael, his 
youth, his father's influence-life in Perugino's school-the peculiar character-
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1st1cs of the Umbrian school-too limited for Raphael's genius-connection 
with Court of Urbino-life in Rome and Florence-gradual formation of per-
fected style-travels-principal works-Vatican frescoes and easel pictures-his 
high aims and sentiment, etc." (Scott, xv). The frontispiece for the book, the first 
of its more than two hundred engraved illustrations, is Raphael's lv!adonna della 
Casa Colona (in the Berlin Museum). Other engravings after Raphael include 
The Virgin and Child "della Casa Niccolini," The Battle of Constantine, The School ef 
Athens, The Defeat of Attila, and God appearing to Isaac (Scott, pp. 265-74). This 
book, Bell's book on Raphael, and Melville's close attention to Raphael in the 
journals he kept and the books he annotated all show that the engraving of 
Raphael's Loggia was of intense interest to him. All of this material, individually 
and in concert, was in his possession by the time he published the poem "Art" 
in Timoleon in 1891. 

Melville's eleven-line poem does not name any individual artist. Nor does it 
specify any particular kind of art form. The poem condenses Melville's lifetime 
experience as a maker and perceiver of art, as a writer of words increasingly 
imbued with his knowledge of the visual arts. 

In placid hours well-pleased we dream 
Of many a brave unbodied scheme 
But form to lend, pulsed life create, 
What unlike things must meet and mate: 
A flame to melt-a wind to freeze; 
Sad patience-joyous energies; 
Humility-yet pride and scorn; 
Instinct and study; love and hate; 
Audacity-reverence. These must mate, 
And fuse with Jacob's mystic heart, 
To wrestle with the angel-Art. 

( Collected Poems, p. 231) 

The "unlike" elements that "meet and mate" in Melville's poem include many 
that had fused in Raphael's heart and art-especially during the period in which 
he and Michelangelo had wrestled with each other in the mystic enactment of 
their Papal commissions. 10 Raphael was the designer and coordinator of the 
entire space of the Loggia, not only of individual frescoes painted on the ceiling 
(most of which were painted by artists in his workshop). 

At the Vatican in 1857, Melville had walked from the Loggia of the one artist 
to the Sistine Chapel of the other Uournals, p. ro8). By the time he published 
"Art" in 1891, he knew much more about the complex dynamics through which 
each of those spaces had been created. The engraving he acquired of Raphael's 
Loggia (including the engraved bust of Raphael himself above its entrance) would 
have served as a graphic reminder of the striking dichotomies that meet and mate 
in his own poem. Douglas Robillard effectively argues that the phrase ''Jacob's 
mystic heart" at the end of "Art" alludes to a rich tradition of pictorial interpre-
tation as well as to the Bible itself He offers Salvator Rosa's "delineations of the 

10 Melville \Vas attentive to con1pdrable dynan1ics in 
Turner's relation to Claude-in annotations he made 
as well as in prints he collected. Sec the section on 

"Claude, Turner, and 'Art"' in Wallace, "The 
Ambrose Group," pp. 41-47. 
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Figure 7. Raphael's workshop, Jacob's 
Dream, 1515-17, ceilin,R fresco in 
Raphael's Loggia, Vatican Museums 
and Galleries. Photo: Vatican Archives. 
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tale of Jacob" as one pictorial analog, wondering if Melville may have had access 
to engravings of those works (Robillard, p. 250). One delineation of the tale of 
Jacob that Melville had seen is the mystic vision of Jacob's Dream painted on the 
frescoed ceiling of Raphael's Loggia (figure 7).11 

Raphael's influence on a poem such as "Art" is complex, many-sided, and dif-
ficult to fix with precision. His influence on Billy Budd is more specific, though 
in some ways indirect. Another of the books in which Melville recorded his 
strong interest in Raphael is the copy of Hazlitt's Criticisms on Art that he 
acquired in 1871 (Sealts, no. 263a). 12 Melville marked passages pertaining to 
Raphael in two separate essays: "The Fine Arts" and "The Pictures at Hampton 
Court." Hazlitt opens his comprehensive survey of the fine arts of the Western 
World with a celebration of Raphael's perfection in portraying "nature." He 
defines this concept as the nature of beauty and truth as found in Greek statues 

I I The attribution of individual frescoes among the 
painters who painted the ceiling of the Loggia under 
Raphael's supervision is still a matter of dispute. 
Nahmad and Centi side with those who believe that 

Jacob's Dream was painted by Gian Francesco Penni 
from a design by Giulio Romano (Nahmad and Centi, 
p. 37). They reproduce a detail of this work in brilliant 
color from a modern restoration (p. 3 8), but it is diffi-
cult to know how much detail or color Melville would 
have been able to see in the "faded bloom" of the 

Loggia in I 8 57. All we can say for sure is that he 
looked closely on two different occasions-and that his 
second, more "deliberate" walk revealed enough of 
the "frescoed ceilings" that he compared them to those 
"starry skies" that "no man regards-so plentiful are 
the splendors" Uoumals, p. I 10). 

12 For a more detailed examination of Melville's annota-
tions in Hazlitt's Criticisms on Art in relation to the 
prints he collected and the poetry he wrote, see 
Wallace, "The Ambrose Group," pp. 44-47. 
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and Raphael's paintings, especially as seen "in his Cartoons, and in his groups in 
the Vatican." Melville marked several passages in which Hazlitt counters Joshua 
Reynolds' characterization of Raphael as an "ideal" artist. Hazlitt offers Raphael 
as proof that "the ideal is not the preference of that which exists only in the mind 
to that which exists in nature, but the preference of that which is fine in nature 
to that which is less so." The engraving Melville acquired of Raphael's Loggia 
would have reminded him of Hazlitt's argument as well as of the space through 
which he had walked. 

In the essay on Hampton Court, Hazlitt reserves his highest praise for Raphael's 
celebrated Cartoons. "All other pictures look like oil and varnish ... but here the 
painter seems to have flung his mind upon the canvas; his thoughts, his great ideas 
alone prevail; we look through a frame, and see scripture-histories, and are made 
actual spectators of actual events." Melville marks the passage in which Hazlitt 
declares these works to be "a sort of revelation of the subjects of which they treat." 
He also marks the assertion that these works are "unique productions in the art" 
because they present "visible abstractions of truth and nature" whose "ends" are 
rendered seemingly "without any means" (p. 77). After this passionate introduc-
tion, Hazlitt turns immediately to the Death of Ananias (figure 8), "one of the 
noblest of these noble designs." In a four-page paragraph on this one design, he 
praises Raphael's depiction of "the convulsed and prostrate figure of Ananias on 
the floor." One might imagine that the "forehead" of this "stupendous" figure 
had been "driven into" with "a sharp instrument," so intense is the "violent con-
traction of the muscles." Ananias has fallen "so naturally that it seems as if a per-

r9 

Figure 8. Raphael, Death of Ananias, 
cartoon for Vatican tapestry, 1515. 

Courtesy of the Board of Trustees of the 
Victon·a and Albert :'v111seum, London. 
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son could fall in no other way," yet this same posture is equally "expressive of a 
person overwhelmed by and in the grasp of Divine vengeance" (pp. 78-81). 

Melville did not mark this particular paragraph in the essay on Hampton 
Court, nor, so far as we know, did he acquire an engraving after the Death of 
Ananias. But he did show an awareness of Raphael's depicted scene, as well as of 
Hazlitt's verbal recreation of its action, in the climactic scene of Billy Budd, the 
one in which Billy Budd's "convulsed" blow to Claggart's prominent forehead 
causes the victim's body to fall to the floor in such a way that Captain Vere, 
standing over the "prone one," immediately declares: "It's the divine judgment 
on Ananias! Look!" (Billy Budd, pp. 98-100). Without alluding explicitly to 
either Hazlitt or Raphael in this scene, Melville weaves them deeply into its ver-
bal and psychological texture. 13 

Melville's assimilation of Hazlitt's response to Raphael's Death ef Ananias in 
Billy Budd is another of the gifts to posterity from Eleanor Metcalf She had pre-
served the manuscript of this unpublished story in the family "bread box" before 
passing it on to Raymond Weaver-who had in turn published the first biogra-
phy of Melville, followed shortly by Billy Budd itself, early in the l 920s (Metcalf, 
pp. 289-94). 

PERSIAN TILE, PERSIAN PoEMS,VEDDER's ART 

The tile that Melville brought back from his visit to the eastern shores of the 
Mediterranean in 1856-57 depicts a narrative scene dominated by a princely fig-
ure on horseback overshadowed by a large, fantastic bird (figure 9). A label on 
its wooden frame bears the name of a frame shop on Fourth A venue near 
Melville's house on East 26th Street. David Metcalfs mother always referred to 
this work as the "Persian tile." The tile is from Persia. It is nearly identical to a 
Qajar tile that entered the collection of the Metropolitan Museum in New York 
in 1883 and was exhibited by the museum in 1993 (no. 39 in Carboni and 
Masuya). Carboni and Masuya explain that the horseman depicted in the color-
ful underglaze painting of this striking design is "probably a prince, since the ani-
mal can be described as the fabulous bird Huma, whose shadow was cast only 
over persons of royal status" (p. 44). 14 

This object, too, casts new light into several areas of Melville's life and art. 
Biographically, it adds retrospective interest to his 1856-57 journal, and especially to 
his encounters with various merchants along the eastern shore of the Mediterranean, 
such as the ones in Constantinople who "fleeced me out of 1/2 dollar, following 
me around, selling the fallen mosaics" (Journals, p. 59). Authorially, Melville's acqui-
sition of this Persian tile relates to Clare!, the epic poem that he set in the Middle 
East and that is permeated by references to Islamic culture as well as that of the 
West. Melville's Middle Eastern and Islamic interests are also evident in books and 
prints that he collected. One of the prints that Eleanor Metcalf gave to the Berkshire 

I 3 Because the Death of Ananias and the other Cartoons 
were "not well disposed for light" when Melville saw 
them at Hampton Court in 1 849, one supposes that he 
,vas responding as 111uch to Hazlitt's words as to 
Raphael's image as he composed what was eventually 
to become chapter 19 of Billy Budd. Of course, he may 
have had access to an engraved image of the Death of 
Ananias as he wrote Billy Budd in New York. At the 

Vatican in 1857, he probably saw the Sistine tapestries 
for which the Carroons had served as models (in which 
the image of each Cartoon is reversed), but he does not 
mention having seen then1 in the journal. 

14 For help in identifying this tile (as well as its meaning 
in the Islamic tradition to which it belongs) I am grate-
ful to Stefano Carboni of the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art. 
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Athenaeum in 1952 was his copy of the Festival ef Al-Mohurram (A 219). Another 
was an engraving of fifteen Persian and Greek Medals (A 231). The best-known 
Persian books in his collection were The GCtlistdn by Sa' di (Sealts no. 434) and the 
Rubaiyat ef Omar Khayyam (Sealts, no. 391). He acquired a second version of the 
Rubaiyat in the deluxe 1886 edition illustrated by Elihu Vedder (Sealts, no. 392), 
Vedder being the living artist to whom he dedicated Timoleon in 1891. 

The Huma, whose bent neck and flowing tail preside over Melville's Persian 
tile, makes two celebrated appearances in The GCtlistdn, or Rose-Garden.'' One of 
these concludes a paragraph that Melville marked in the prose translation of the 
poem that he acquired in 1868 (see figure ro). The passage appears in the story 
about a vizier who, having been dismissed, refuses to be reinstated (tale I 5, chap-

15 Each appearance is cited in the E11cyclopedia of Islalf! 
(Leiden), which defines the Huma as "the bearded vul-
ture, the largest of the birds of prey of the Old World, 
which is usually found in regions of perpetual snow; it 
carries off the bones of dead animals, breaks them on 

rocks, and cats the fragments, which led the Persian 
poet Sa'di to say that the Huma was superior to all the 
other birds because instead of feeding on living flesh it 
ate only bones" (New ed., 3: 572). 

2I 

Figure 9. Rectangular Persian tile with 
the figul'f ~( a horseman and a bird. 
Composite body, molded and under-
glaze painted. Qajar period, mid-nine-
temth century. Collection of David 
'vletcalf Photo: Robert Nicoll. 
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Figure 1 o. Markings by Herman 
Melville in his copy of Sa'di's Gulistan. 
The Yale Collection of American 
Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library. 

HARVARD LIBRARY BULLETIN 

••. They wh~ ~e .seated. in rueicllrnd pf •• ~~tit~~··. 
ltlet,1~••cl~··tber~~t~e~ .• ~f ••llleff .t11~utlt~•= 
they tear their, papetS mld b~rk their J>CDS{~ i 
are .. de~vere<l fr~lll the ~n,~s• an~ t.o~~et <>f 
slmlde:re,rs.'j •••... The • l{iIJg" sai<I,. ~·.Of'~ ~th, ,,,r 
smnd i~ need tf a llll\11 of such. ~ufficie~~Y: for ttt; 
admillistration :Of our ~ve~tlle~t,••. !'ffViiier. % 
observed, that the proof of a man's J.,ei:ng suffi.., 
ciently 'Wise, \Vas his n<>t· < jtt. s~e}i,j 
matters. The Homai is hon llove an/ 
other birds,.. f>ecause it feeds on. bones, and.· in-' ,_, : :: :._: :_- :·.:"_, ... ,,_.-, 

jur~ not antliy.ng •. .. • ·• .. · .. •. • .• 
Parable •... Theyaske1 aSy~s~ tWhr.tlo 

yon.cli~e ~e servile.!l()Cie~ of the.ponr•·. Jle 
l'8plied,. u Bec11use f ·eatthe remains ot'lil.s hunt-. 
ing, . and • live ·• gii~ded frotll t ttUl<!,itUtti(Jti' 
of· my ·.· enelllies, · Under the .. p:r<>teetlon of• Jil.g. 
va.lour.u .·. 'I'hey. asked, .(' ¥()\V thllh you ar,~ 
-qnder the sha4ow of his prot.eeti.on~ · •d.•gr.ter, i • 
fully acknowl~dge his.• l,enefieellee,.· wltydoyfJtt 
notappr,o;ieh ne,areri •·•so ... llS.tfJ ·. IT ~to9Jit in~ 
the• circle of his prin~ipal servant.$,. atld to • 
numl>eN<l a.nt(,)ngst hjs favourite mjniste,rs 1'' lie 
i-epliedt. • .. ·I. am· nfJt so co~dellt of ~Y' $fety 
frOIJl • hi• severity. lf <· th~ · .G,ueber, Ijglit.$ · tile. · 

fire 

ter 1). Melville marks a series of sentences that confirm the wisdom of the vizier 
in withdrawing from public affairs. The sentence about the Huma provides poetic 
confirmation: "The Hamai is honoured above all other birds, because it feeds on 
bones, and injures not any living creature." In the Preface to Sa'di's collection, 
Melville marked a striking presentation of a similar theme with double underlines 
and quadruple marginal markings: "Whosoever stretches out his neck claiming 
consequence, is beset by enemies from all quarters. Sady lies prostrate, freed from 
worldly desires; no man attempteth to combat with one who is down on the 
ground" (Cowen, 8: 174). The Huma in Melville's Persian tile stretches out his 
neck to confer consequence on the Persian prince, not to claim it for himsel£16 

Both of Melville's copies of the Rubaiyat are in the translation by Edward 
Fitzgerald. The 1878 Boston edition without Vedder's illustrations includes a 

16 The passage about the power of the Huma to confer 
princely status occurs in tale 3 of chapter 1 of the 
Gulistdn, a tale in which Melville marked a sentence 
referring to an animal of another stripe: "Imagine not 

every desert to be empty, for perhaps a tiger may be 
there asleep" (Cowen, 8: 176). For a pioneering dis-
cussion of Melville's literary use of the G,1/istiin, see 
Finkelstein, pp. 91-ro2. 
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number of marginal markings in Melville's hand, both in the biographical intro-
duction and in the poem itself Given the lack of any such markings in his copy 
of Vedder' s edition of the poem, these are the best direct evidence of those parts 
of the poem that caught his attention. Several marks in the introduction continue 
the theme of separation from the larger society that Melville had singled out in 
The Gulistan-and that was to become a major theme of Timoleon. One passage 
that he marked indicates that Omar "has never been popular in his own Country, 
and therefore has been but scantily transmitted abroad." Another observes that 
"Irreligion" often separates "Thinking men" from society at large. Melville also 
marked a passage about "Prosody," stressing Omar's mastery of a quatrain in 
which "the penultimate line seems to lift and suspend the Wave that falls over in 
the last" (Cowen, 8: 66-67). 

Within the Rubaiyat itself, Melville marked eleven of Omar's one hundred 
verses. He was especially sensitive to images of tragic death and irreparable loss. 
These he marked in verses 19 ("I sometimes think that never blows so red/ The 
Rose as where some buried Caesar bled"), 43 ("So when the Angel of the Darker 
Drink / At last shall find you by the river-brink"), 44 ("Why, if the Soul can 
fling the Dust aside, / And naked on the Air of Heaven ride"), and 98 ("Yet Ah, 
that Spring should vanish with the Rose! / That Youth's sweet-scented manu-
script should close!"). At the same time, he was attracted to images of mysteri-
ous fate and human mutability. These he marked in verses 71 ("The Moving 
Finger writes; and, having writ, I Moves on"), 93 ("O threats of Hell and hopes 
of Paradise! / One thing at least is certain, -This life flies"), 96 ("The 
Nightingale that in the branches sang, / Ah whence, and whither flown again, 
who Knows!"), and 97 ("Would but the Desert of the Fountain yield / One 
glimpse-if dimly, yet indeed, reveal'd") (Cowen, 8: 68-72). These markings 
provide a foundation for a brief examination of Melville's copy ofVedder's edi-
tion of the Rubaiyat-and of the poetry he dedicated to Vedder in Timoleon. 

Melville's copy ofVedder's Rubaiyat is the deluxe, folio edition with gilt top. 17 

The sinuous, arabesque style of its cover design (figure 11) has certain affinities 
with Melville's Persian tile. But Melville is likely to have been impressed by 
more than Vedder's orientalism. Like Melville, but for a much longer time, 
Vedder had lived in Rome. A permanent expatriate, he was deeply estranged 
from the American culture that had inspired his own deep cultural receptivity. 
Like Melville, Vedder had suffered the tragic death of a son from which he never 
entirely recovered. In 1875 Vedder's son Philip had died of diphtheria at the age 
of five (Soria, pp. ro1-ro3). Eight years earlier, Melville's son Malcolm had taken 
his own life, in the parental house, at the age of eighteen (Leyda, 2: 687-88). For 
Vedder, as for Melville, Omar's verses about tragic death and life's mutability 
were at once exotic and close to home. This shows not only in Vedder's draw-
ings for Omar's poem but in the words he wrote for his "List of Illustrations and 
Notes" at the end of the volume. Vedder's description of the central motif of his 
cover design is characteristic: "The swirl which appears here, and is an ever-
recurring feature in the work, represents the gradual concentration of the ele-

17 The folio edition that Melville acquired was the most 
expensive of five editions that Houghton Mifflin 
offered for sale. "With ornamented title-page and 56 
magnificent full-page illustrations." it was advertised at 
$25. Four cheaper editions (the Phototype, the 

Popular, the Red-Line, and the Comparative) 
descended in price from $12.50 to $r.oo. I am grateful 
to Jennie Rathbun of the Houghton Library for pro-
viding this information. 
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FiJ?ure 11. Elihu Vedder, cover desif?n, 
deluxe folio edition of the Rubaiyat of 
Omar Khayyam, 1886. Herman 
l\1elville 's copy. Harvard Collef?e 
Library. 
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ments that combine to form life; the sudden pause through the reverse of the 
movement which marks the instant of life, and then the gradual, ever-widening 
dispersion again of these elements into space." 18 

In the context of Vedder's and Melville's shared experience of tragic death, 
Vedder's depictions of The Cup of Death (figure 12) and The Suicide (figure 13) 
are of special interest. Inscribed within these drawings as verses 49 and 50 are the 
same words that Melville had already marked in his other edition of the Rubaiyat 
as verses 43 and 44. In addition to the drawings in which Omar's words and 
Vedder's images are combined, Melville had access to the words that Vedder had 

18 The pages ofVedder's edition of the Rubaiyat (includ-
ing those with his titles and notes) are unnumbered. 
William Dillingham is the first critic to have made a 
strong case for the influence of Vedder's visual (and 
verbal) art on Timoleon. He also uses Vedder's visual 

depiction of the rose to extend Finkelstein's earlier dis-
cussion of Melville's "Rose" poems in the context of 
poetry of both Sa'di and Omar Khayyam. See his 
chapter "Associating with the Rose," especially pp. 
167-74. 
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supplied in the form of titles and commentary. Vedder left The Cup of Death, and 
the title he gave it, to speak for themselves. He wrote these words to accompany 
the drawing he called The Suicide: "In the cripple is typified the vast majority of 
mankind who prefer (perhaps wisely) to remain in this 'clay carcase' with which 
they are familiar and more or less satisfied, rather than to trust to the attenuated 
joys of unlimited space, whither the disembodied spirit passes." One can imag-
ine Melville attending to these unflinching words as well as to their correspond-
ing image. He probably had the painter's words as well as his drawings in mind 
when he dedicated Timoleon "To my countryman Elihu Vedder." 

Pardon giving and Pardon Imploring Hands (figure 14) is one of several drawings that 
appear on the page without any verses. It follows the drawing in which Vedder had 
incorporated verse 8 r. Vedder' s note for the latter design (In the Beginning) explains 
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Figure 12. Elihu Vedder, The Cup of 
Death, in Melville's copy of the 
Rubaiyat. Harvard College Library. 
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Figure 13. Elihu Vedder, The Suicide, 
in Melville's copy af the Rubaiyat. 
Haward College Library. 
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that "Omar's reasoning has carried him so far that he cannot believe he is a mere 
irresponsible agent, nor can he persuade himself that he is entirely responsible. He 
therefore concludes that he is both free and fated, and this conclusion leads to the 
Pardon giving and Pardon Imploring hands," whose design is "filled with the tangled 
skein of human life." Vedder, in the tangled name he gave to the swirl moving 
through these grief-stilled hands, spoke to the psychological world of Billy Budd and 
Captain Vere as well as to those of Omar Khayyam and of Melville himself. His 
words and image also spoke to the world of Antinous and Hadrian, for "Antinous 
was that god worshipped by parents grieving for a son" (see Cailler, pp. 259-61). 

Vedder' s suicide sequence and concentrated grief have taken us far from the 
kind of imagery visible in Melville's Persian tile, so here we may glance quickly 
at one of his last illustrations, The Sorry Scheme (figure r 5). This drawing incor-
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porates verse 97, another of those that Melville had marked in his other edition 
of the poem (where it had the same number). Vedder's "Note" calls attention to 
the bird perched over the top of that particular verse. "Looking around and see-
ing such creatures as the buzzard, which only preys on the helpless or already 
wounded creatures, and beholding everywhere life secured by another's death, 
Love flies to the heart of Man, where alone in Nature it finds a refuge." The 
head and neck of Vedder's buzzard resemble those of the Huma on the Persian 
tile. The sheltering wings of Vedder's angel resemble the spreading tail of the 
hovering Huma. In this one drawing and this one tile alone, Melville had access 
to some surprising resonances between artistic creations from widely separated 
media and traditions as he composed the book of poems he would dedicate to 
Vedder. Timoleon itself revels in such resonances, several of which allude to 
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Figure 14. Elihu Vedder, Pardon giv-
ing and Pardon Imploring Hands, in 
Melville's copy of the Rubaiyat. 
Harvard College Library. 
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Figure 15. Elihu Vedder, The Sorry 
Scheme, in Melville's copy of the 
Rub:iiy:it. Harvard College Library. 
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Melville's Persian books, drawings, and tile in ways as yet unappreciated. 
Cross-cultural and trans-media resonances with a Persian flavor are felt in sev-

eral of the Greek, Turkish, and Egyptian poems among the "Fruit of Travel 
Long Ago." They are also felt in such free-standing poems as "The New Zealot 
to the Sun" and "In a Garret." 19 But the poem that resonates most strongly with 
the Rubaiyat, and Vedder's illustrations, is "Magian Wine." In the first stanza, the 
"Magian" allusion evokes a generalized Middle Eastern aura. 

Amulets gemmed, to Miriam dear, 
Adown in liquid mirage gleam; 

19 "The New Zealot to the Sun" opens with the words, 
"Persian, you rise / Aflame from climes of Sacrifice." 
The opening lines of "In a Garret" are "Gems and 

jewels let them heap- / Wax sumptuous as the 
Sophi" (Collected Poems, pp. 226, 228). 
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Solomon's Syrian charms appear, 
Opal and ring supreme. 

The rays that light this Magian Wine 
Thrill up from semblances divine. 

"Magian" overtones in the second stanza more precisely evoke the magic and wiz-
ardry ofVedder's artistry, especially in the rapture with which Vedder was able to 
blend the multiple meanings of Omar's liquid "Wine" into his own spiral motif 

And, seething through the rapturous wave, 
What low Elysian anthems rise: 
Sibylline inklings blending rave, 

Then lap the verge with sighs. 
Delirious here the oracles swim 
Ambiguous in the beading hymn. 

(Collected Poems, p. 225) 

This stanza speaks to each of those "sybilline inklings" in which Vedder weaves 
the spiral motif and the liquidity of wine into the mutability of life and the ambi-
guity of the oracular. The Cup ef Death is one of many such Magian "ravings" in 
his Rubaiyat, itself being the third in a sequence of three such drawings. 

"Inklings" is a wonderful pun on the sinuous mysteriousness ofVedder's pen-
cil-and-ink drawings, especially in combination with "Sibylline," a word promi-
nent in the one poem that Melville had explicitly written in response to Vedder. 
Melville had published "'Formerly a Slave"' in Battle-Pieces in 1866. The poem's 
subtitle identifies its subject as "An Idealized Portrait, by E. Vedder, in the Spring 
Exhibition of the National Academy, 1865." Its last line reads: "Sibylline, yet 
benign" (Collected Poems, p. IOI). This use of the word "Sibylline" has prompted 
Regina Soria to suggest that Melville's poem may have inspired Vedder to trans-
form its female subject "into the Cumaean Sibyl, one of his powerful mythical 
creatures which he first sketched in 1868 and then painted between I 876 and 
1878." On the basis of artistic affinity, Soria argues for the possibility of "a mutu-
ally stimulating relationship between writer and artist" (Soria, p. 3 7). As of yet, 
however, we have no evidence that Melville and Vedder ever met. 

On 15 April 1896, five years after Herman's death, his widow Elizabeth sent 
Vedder a copy of Timoleon, inscribed with Melville's signature and accompanied by 
an appreciative letter. "During the last few months of my husband's life," she began, 
"he prepared a small paper edition of verse for private distribution only-and in 
admiration of your genius, especially as exhibited in the illustrations of 'Rubaiyat of 
Omar Khayyam,' inscribed it to you .... I take pleasure in now sending the little 
volume, believing that it will give you pleasure to know that a spirit, so appreciative 
as my husband's estimated your artistic rendering of the profound and mysterious 
'quatrains' of the poet (of which he never tired) in the manner which appealed so 
powerfully to his own imagination and enlisted his sympathy with the artist. He was 
'proud to call you his countryman' he would say after an absorbed study your work." 
On 19 April, Elizabeth invited Vedder to visit her in her apartment on East 18th 
Street, where he would be able to see "evidences" of Melville's "artistic nature as 
shown in his own familiar surroundings" (Jaffe, p. IO). One supposes that she would 
have shown him the Persian tile as well as the illustrated edition of Rubaiyat. 
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Elizabeth Melville, in writing to Vedder, had also conveyed her own admira-
tion of the art that had inspired her husband. This she passed down to their 
granddaughter Eleanor, who remembers the visits to grandmother Elizabeth's 
apartment as "among my most cherished girlhood memories .... We would sit 
in the library, surrounded by the remaining books of Melville's collection .... I 
was encouraged in my attempts to make ambitious pencil copies of Elihu 
Vedder's illustrations of The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, using for a drawing 
board the great desk whose tall glassed-in shelves had been removed and now 
held old china instead of the leather-bound books I remembered casually notic-
ing as a child at Twenty-sixth Street" (Metcalf, p. 289). 

The folio edition of the Rubaiyat from which Eleanor had copied Vedder's 
illustrations is another of her many gifts to posterity, for it is among the books 
from Melville's library that she gave to the Harvard College Library in 1942. The 
desk on which she had drawn those copies, and on which Melville had written 
Timoleon as well as Billy Budd, was among her gifts to the Berkshire Athenaeum 
ten years later, along with prints she had preserved from his art collection. 

The desk at which young Eleanor had copied Vedder's drawings is the one at 
which she is standing in the photograph that has been preserved by her son 
David Metcalf (figure 16). Daughter of Frances Melville and Henry B. Thomas, 
she was born in 1882. Her son David estimates that she was in her twenties when 
the photo was taken, which would put her at the beginning of the present cen-
tury, long before the Melville revival had gotten underway. The young woman 
pictured here is the one who was to preserve the manuscript of "Billy Budd" 
until Weaver found it worthy of publication. She is the one who was to preserve 
hundreds of books and prints from Melville's library until Harvard College and 
the Berkshire Athenaeum found them worthy of acquisition. She is the one who 
was to preserve the Piranesi print, the engraving of Raphael's Loggia, and the 
Persian tile-until she gave them to her son upon moving to a smaller apartment. 

The Italian prints and Persian tile that David Metcalf has inherited from his 
mother Eleanor deepen our understanding of Melville's mind and heart during the 
years in which he wrote Timoleon and Billy Budd in the privacy of his study on the 
second floor of the house at East 26th Street. The photograph that David has pre-
served of Eleanor Melville Thomas registers a split-second in the conscious life of 
a young woman who was envisioning the Melville revival before she had helped 
it to happen. Seen in the context of the "spiral" of Melville studies as we know 
them today, this young woman's consciousness "represents the gradual concentra-
tion of the elements that combine to form life; the sudden pause through the 
reverse of the movement which marks the instant of life, and then the gradual, 
ever-widening dispersion again of these elements into space." Seen in the context 
of Eleanor's personal life as Herman Melville's granddaughter, the consciousness 
caught in the photograph returns us to the "winged Angel" in The Sony Scheme 
(figure 15)-and to the words Vedder inscribed as verse 98: "Would but some 
winged Angel ere too late / Arrest the yet unfolded Roll of Fate, / And make the 
stern Recorder otherwise / Enregister, or quite obliterate!" 20 

20 An early version of this essay was presented at the 
Interdisciplinary Nineteenth-Century Studies 
Conference at the Yale Center for British Art in April 
1996. I am grateful for funding from Northern 

Kentucky University that assisted my research and 
writing. Douglas Robillard made helpful suggestions 
for revision. 
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ADDENDUM 

The second "related" object in my inventory of David Metcalf s collection is 
a colored engraving of a French packet boat that he found among his mother's 
possessions. He does not remember her saying it had belonged to Melville, yet 
he does not feel it is the kind of thing she is likely to have collected herself. Only 
additional information can resolve its status. 
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Figure 16. Eleanor Melville Thomas 
standing near Herman Melville's writing 
desk, photographer unknown. Photo: 
Robert Nicoll. 
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