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Remembering Melville in His
bicentenary Year

The Melville bicentennial almost passed
me by. Here in Bangladesh, where
American Literature attracts far less
attention in English departments than
it once did, I found no signs anywhere
to remind forgetful, ageing me till last
week that the greatest of American
novelists was born a little over two
hundred years ago—to be exact on
August 1, 1819 (he died in September

28, 1891)—and that his bicentenary was
cause for celebration. I feel fortunate
though that while traversing the net a
few days agol chanced across a note

in the net on a few such celebrations

in the USA (I found out then that this
is Whitman'’s bicentenary year too!) |
thought subsequently —how could I
have forgotten the occasion so?After
all, Herman Melville, who died on
September 28, 1891, lives forever in the
minds of lovers of the novel all over
the world. He has been an exemplary
writer for many in all sorts of ways.

His bicentennial should be cause

for commemoration for any lover of
American literature as well. Indeed, will
anyone anywhere be ever able to write
the kind of whale of a book that he
published in 1851 as is Moby-Dick?

You may ask, nevertheless: why
read such a massive, time-consuming,
thought-provoking, all-encompassing
tome in our time? One answer is
suggested by what George Mallory
(supposedly) said when asked, “Why
climb Mount Everest?” One should read
Melville's magnum opus for the same
reason Mallory said he kept trying to
climb Mt. Everest—even though he
would perish in one of these attempts—
“Because it's there!”

But there are other, more cogent
reasons to read Melville's Moby-Dick.
The novel’s theme is nothing less than
the pursuit of truth and the insights
into human existence that kind of
quest can bring. Melville's narrator
Ishmael points out in his opening
chapter that “he has an everlasting
itch for things remote.” Ishmael’s love
of the sea and whaling not only leads
him to metaphysical depths but also
provides him with endless insights into
human relationships and behavior.

In contrast, to the mad captain Ahab

whaling only meant taking revenge on
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the sea monster that had dismasted
him. But what did Ishmael ultimately
learn about truth? That it is a complex,
many-sided thing whose worth increases
in proportion to the earnestness and the
sincerity for the search undertaken for

it. It cannot be reduced to anyone thing.
To take an instance of the kind of truth
yielded by Ishmael'’s search: “There is a
wisdom that is woe, but there is a woe
that is madness.” Or to illustrate the
kind of depths the novel can take the
reader into: “And there is a Catskill eagle
in some souls that can alike dive down
into the blackest gorges, and soar out

of them again and become invisible in
the sunny spaces. And even if he forever
flies within the gorge, that gorge is in the
mountains; so that even in his lowest
swoop the mountain eagle is still higher
than other birds upon the plain, even
though they soar.”

Prize for

I was enthralled by Moby-Dick and (I
believe) became a wiser man by reading
it. The novel was written when Melville
was at his prime, a 33-year old writer
who had already authored five novels,
all based on the six years that he had
spent at sea. These novels had been quite
well received and the first of them, Typee
(1946), had sold so many copies that
Melville had decided to take up novel
writing as a profession from then on.
When Melville wrote Moby-Dick he felt
confident that he had it in him to write
a "mighty book” since in the whale he
had found a “mighty theme.” Writing a
review of Nathaniel Hawthorne's 1846
collection of short stories Mosses from
an Old Manse, Melville had proclaimed
confidently, “Believe me, my friends, that

men not very inferior to Shakespeare, are
this day being born on the banks of the

Ohio,” thinking no doubt of his friend,
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STAR LITERATURE AND REVIEW TEAM

The DSC Prize celebrating the
rich and varied world literature in
South Asia 2019 had announced
its longlist on September 26, 2019
evening at the Oxford Bookstore
in New Delhi. Harish Trivedi,
Chair of the jury panel revealed
the much awaited list of writers
which was well appreciated by the
publishers, authors, journalists,
and literary enthusiasts present at
the event. This year’s international
jury panel of DSC Prize carrying
an award of US$ 25,000 includes
Harish Trivedi, former Professor
of English at the University of
Delhi, Jeremy Tambling, former
Professor of Literature at the
University of Manchester, Kunda
Dixit, Editor of the Nepali Times
newspaper in Kathmandu, Carmen
Wickramagamage, Professor
of English at the University of
Peradeniya, Sri Lanka, and Rifat
Munim, a bilingual writer, essayist,
translator, and the literary editor of
Dhaka Tribune in Bangladesh.

The well-balanced longlist
comprised 3 translated works,
7 women authors and 7 debut
novelists, which highlights the
growing diversity in the South
Asian literary landscape. A wide
spectrum of South Asian themes
across geographies is visible here
which includes writers of Indian,
Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Afghan and
Sri Lankan origins. The longlist
involved works as followed: Half
Gods by Akil Kumarasamy, Half the
Night is Gone by Amitabha Bagchi,
The Atlas of Reds and Blues by Devi
S. Laskar, The Runaways by Fatima
Bhutto, 99 Nights in Logar by
Jamil Jan Kochai, The Far Field by
Madhuri Vijay, There's Gunpowder
in the Air by Manoranjan Byapari
(Translated by Arunava Sinha), Tell

Her Everything by Mirza Waheed,
In the Time of the Others by
Nadeem Zaman, A Lonely Harvest
by Perumal Murugan (Translated
by Aniruddhan Vasudevan), The
City and the Sea by Rajkamal Jha,
The Empty Room by Sadia Abbas,
Latitudes of Longing by Shubhangi
Swarup, Sugandhi alias Andal
Devanayaki by T. D. Ramakrishnan
(Translated by Priya K. Nair),
and Mother India by Tova Reich.
Spellbinding and penetrating,
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The jury further evaluated the
longlisted entries over the month
and a shortlist of 6 books for
the DSC Prize 2019 was finally
announced on 6th November,
2019 at the London School of
Economics & Political Science
(LSE) in London, marking the
program’s ninth year of successful
operation. The shortlist includes:
Half the Night is Gone by Amitabha
Bagchi, where the protagonist
Vishwanath confronts the

DSC Prize 2019 Shortlist

wham moash
sty and the ses

ihe 25

RAJ KAMAL [HA

each and every single work of the
list raises questions of religion,
literature and society that speak
to our fractured times, offering
profound portrayals of grief,
guilt, compassion and existential
dilemmas in a diasporic context
while employing a powerful
meditation on art and the artists
who must find their own creative
path in hostile conditions.

wreckage of his own life while
seeking to make sense of the new
India that came into being after
independence; 99 Nights in Logar
by Jamil Jan Kochai that tells a
deeply humorous and surprisingly
tender tale of an Afghanistan
teenager confronting family secrets
and his own identity as he returns
to a home he’s missed for six
yvears; The Far Field by Madhuri

Vijay that masterfully examines
Indian politics, class prejudice,
and sexuality through the lens of
an outsider; There’s Gunpowder in
the Air by Manoranjan Byapari,

a searing investigation into what
deprivation and isolation can do
to human idealism; The City and
the Sea by Rajkamal Jha, posing
India’s tragedy of violence against
women with a powerful story
about our complicity in the culture
that supports it; and finally, The
Empty Room by Sadia Abbas, a
portrait of life in Karachi at a
significant moment in the nation’s
history.

Mr. Trivedi, Chair of the panel
commended the concerted effort of
the jury board and stated, “Three
of our writers live in South Asia
and three live abroad—which may
not come as a complete surprise.
There’s now a South Asia beyond
South Asia!” Two of the six novels
are set partly in New Delhi,
and partly in the surrounding
countryside in one case, and in
the other case partly on the Baltic
coast. One of the novels is set
in Pakistan of the 1970s, one in
Kashmir, and one in Afghanistan.
The sixth is actually set in a prison
and was written originally in
Bengali by an author who had
served time and used that period to
learn to read and write. Altogether,
the shortlist includes works that
encapsulate postcolonial realities
in the 21st century South-Asian
framework that are worth our close
speculation on many levels.

Thereafter, the jury will meet to
arrive at the final winner that will
be announced at a special Award
Ceremony on 16th December,
2019 at the IME Nepal Literature
Festival in Pokhara in Nepal.

neighbor and fellow novelist Hawthorne,
but also of his own blossoming art.

But Moby-Dick did not sell as well as
Melville had anticipated. In hindsight, we
can say it was a novel so far ahead of its
time it was bound to fail, for it is not only
epic but also symbolic; it is modernist
too In many ways in its imaginings,
questionings of conventions and
skepticism and its formal experiments.
We can say now it is even post-modernist
on occasions in its playfulness, subversive
and metafictional propensities.
Exasperated but driven by the stories
in him that he felt he had to narrate as
well as the need to support a growing
family, Melville went on to write novel
after novel after Moby-Dick, short and
long stories, and even a novella or two,
but without attracting many readers and
failing to get the approval of most critics.
As early as 1851, Melville characterized
his predicament—the predicament of all
great writers who have to write but want
to write in their own unique way—thus
in a letter to Hawthorne “Dollars damn
me; and the malicious Devil is forever
grinning in upon me, holding the door
ajar—what I feel most moved to write,
that is banned— it will not pay. Yet,
altogether, write the other way 1 cannot.
So the product is a final hash, and all my
books are botches.”

Melville's critics, inevitably, panned
him for what he had characterized
self-deprecatingly and in his frustration
as his fictional “botches,” although his
works were rarely that. Frustrated by sales
as well as their comments, he turned
increasingly to poetry as he approached
middle age. Discerning readers of
nineteenth century American literature
know that he is after Walt Whitman
and Emily Dickinson the greatest of the
American poets of that period, although
very few people will have read his 1876
verse masterpiece, Clarel: A Poem and
Pilgrimage in the Holy Land. This epic
poem, about a trip to the Holy Lands
undertaken by its eponymous hero in
search of a way out of the crisis that
racked Victorian intellectuals may be
18,000 lines long, but it proves that even
in poetry Melville could not write in a
way that would compromise his quest
as a writer to pursue and interrogate
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[ tried to open my eyes,
And | saw burnt potatoes;

“truths.” In fact, in his parable-like short
story, "Bartleby the Scrivener” Melville
had hinted that he was aiming to

assert the truth even at the risk of being
unpopular and would not kowtow to
popular taste. As the central character,
hemmed in by Wall Street buildings,
keeps saying, “I prefer not to!”

Like many great writers though,
Melville had an uncanny sense of his
reputation (I think of Emily Dickinson
and Jibanananda Das as well at this
juncture) surviving the indifference of
the reading public and passing the test of
time. That must have been why he had
written the novel Billy Budd and left it
in a trunk (like Dickinson and Das left
their manuscripts in their own ways). It
would be rediscovered as a masterpiece
and published in 1924, when there was
what is known as a Melville revival and
a flurry of scholarly works about him,
But let Melville have the last words in
this paragraph— "It is better to fail in
originality than to succeed in imitation;”
“Truth uncompromisingly told will
always have its jagged edges;” “We cannot
live only for ourselves. A thousand
fibers connect us with our fellow men;
and among those fibers, as sympathetic
threads, our actions run as causes, and
they come back to us as effects.”

In the Melville bicentennial
let us remember Melville for his
accomplishments—he has written a
mighty book, a few amazing novels:
Pierre (1852), Israel Potter (1855) and
The Confidence Man (1856). What is
more, he has authored masterly, probing
and thought-provoking tales such as
Benito Cereno (1855) and composed an
outstanding epic poem. For sure, he was
unique, original and always questing
for new forms of expression. He was
uncompromising about articulating
truth and discovering it in its many-
sidedness, and he still connects to us and
will to future generations through the
great legacies he has left us in his works.
He had, as he puts it in his poem, “Art”
dared to “wrestle with the angel—Art"
and triumphed and has consequently
connected with and touched forever not
a few of us so!

Fakrul Alam is UGC Professor, Department
of English, University of Dhaka.

Some of them looked like human children,

Just a few though.

One of them had scars all over the body

But the eyes

Were open,

Staring directly at me...

Then, they were closed—gradually.
I got scared.

So, 1 let them lie on the ground in the company

of bullets, tear gas, and a green tank...

I had to close my eyes.

I ran away.

Towhid Islam Khan is an MA student of East West

University.



