Billy Budd: A Brief Discussion

By the time Melville was forty-seven, it was clear to him that he could not earn a living as a writer. He sought and received an appointment through the Treasury Department as a deputy inspector in the customhouse. From 1866 for almost two decades, Melville worked at this job. Beginning 1884, the Melvilles began to receive payments from a legacy that had come to Herman's wife, Elizabeth, and on December 31, 1885, Melville handed in his resignation. He retired to devote himself to his books and his writing; Elizabeth rejoiced that he had a desk full of unfinished work to keep him busy.

One of the first poems he turned to was a ballad about a sailor who had been involved in a mutiny plot, had been apprehended, tried, and sentenced to hang. As Billy, the sailor, lay in irons before the hanging, his mind wandered over the past, recollecting good times and good shipmates. Melville was to call it "Billy in the Darbies," and he wrote a brief prose headnote for it to explain Billy's situation to the reader.

In June, 1888, Melville read an article called "The Mutiny on the Somers," by Lieutenant H. D. Smith, in the American Magazine. In 1842, three sailors on the US. brig Somers were suspected of plotting mutiny. The Captain summoned his officers not to convene a court, but to ask their advice. Without trial, without even being arraigned and so, without the opportunity to defend themselves or even ask questions, the three men were judged guilty and hanged. One of the men, Elisha Small, a great favorite with the crew and one whom many felt to be innocent, is reputed to have faced the flag and said, as he was about to be run up, "God bless that flag!"

When Melville was a boy, his favorite hero had been his older cousin, Guert Gansevoort, who was the First Lieutenant aboard the Somers. As one of the officers advising the Captain, cousin Guert was deeply implicated in an act which brought down scorn, outrage, and hatred upon his head. Although the Captain and his officers were cleared by a formal naval board of inquiry, and although Melville's family all felt that Cousin Guert was innocent in the eyes of God and had courageously done what he had to do as much as he loathed the necessity, nevertheless in the eyes of the world and of the sailors of the fleet, Cousin Guert was a fallen man. As the family understood the story within its own councils, Guert's "inside narrative" disclosed a situation of extreme urgency from which dire consequences would have followed if a total example had not been made of the three men. Guert himself, however, would make no public statements about the affair.

In the words of Melville's biographer, Leon Howard, "the inside story and the historical record were at odds in their implications concerning the puzzling actions of Lt. Gansevoort and of the Captain, and Melville's interest was diverted ... to the problem of reconciling conflicting implications. How could a man in a judicial position be held morally free from guilt while condemning to death another human being who was known to be morally innocent of the wrongdoing?"

What had begun as a ballad and had the been expanded into a prose work introducing John Claggart and the conflict between an angelic foretopman and a demonic master-at-arms finally centered on Captain Vere and the nature of his responsibility in a world where the conflict of the "inside narrative" became a frightening metaphor of human existence in the world at large. It is on the character and function of Captain Vere, consequently, that critical attention has necessarily concentrated.
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