Herman Melville (1819-1891) & Benito Cereno
The “True“ Tale of Benito Cereno: Captain Amasa Delano’s Narrative of Voyages and Travels (1817)
1. By way of encouragement, I told them that Don Bonito considered the ship and what was in her as lost; that the value was more than one hundred thousand dollars; that if we would take her, it should be all our own; and that if we should afterwards be disposed to give him up one half, it would be considered a present. (Captain Amasa Delano, in Scudder, 509-10)
2. After our arrival at Conception, I was mortified and very much hurt at the treatment I received from Don Bonito Sereno; but had this been the only time that I was ever treated with ingratitude, injustice, or want of compassion, I would not complain. I will only name one act of his towards me in this place. He went to the prison and took the depositions of five of my Botany bay convicts, who had left us at St Maria, and were now in prison there. This was done by him with a view to injure my character, so that he might not be obliged to make us any compensation for what we had done for him. (Captain Amasa Delano, in Scudder, 511)
Melville’s Benito Cereno (1855)
3. Melville was on a state bordering on panic. A farmer with a new baby and a stiff back was in no position to face the approach of spring with equanimity. […] With his publisher unwilling to encourage him to gamble on a novel, with a family of little faith in his practical judgment as a writer, and with a strong immediate need for the reassurance of an income, he probably thought it better to sell “Benito Cereno” in an incomplete form than to worry himself and everybody else with an effort to follow out its veins of fullness. (Howard, 221-22)
4. The Negroes of the San Dominick represent not only evil and the destructive force: they also represent the church. (Franklin, 472)
5. There are several shadowy hints that the relationship between Cereno and Babo is like that between Christ and Judas. Delano, who all during his stay attributes characteristics to Cereno characteristics which really belong to Babo, compares Cereno to Judas: “was the Spaniard less hardened than the Jew, who refrained not from supping at the board of him whom the same night he meant to betray?” [Benito Cereno, 2411]. (Franklin, 475)
6. Upon gaining a less remote view, the ship, when made signally visible on the verge of the leaden-hued swells, with the shreds of fog here and there raggedly furring her, appeared like a white-washed monastery after a thunder-storm, seen perched upon some dun cliff among the Pyrenees. But it was no fanciful resemblance which now, for a moment, almost led Captain Delano to think that nothing less than a ship-load of monks was before him. Peering over the bulwarks were what really seemed, in the hazy distance, throngs of dark cowls; while, fitfully revealed through the open port-holes, other dark moving figures were dimly descried, as of the Black Friars pacing the cloisters. (Benito Cereno, 7th Ed. 2406-2407 / 6th Ed. 2373)
7. But as a nation—continued he in his reveries—these Spaniards are all an odd set; the very word Spaniard had a curious, conspirator, Guy-Fawkish twang to it. (Benito Cereno, 2431 / 2397)
8. No sword drawn before James the First of England, no assassination in that timid King’s presence, could have produced a more terrified aspect than was now presented by Don Benito. (Benito Cereno, 2437 / 2403)
9. There is something in the negro which, in a peculiar way, fits him for avocations about one’s person. Most negroes are natural valet sand hair-dressers; taking to the brush and comb congenially at to the castinets [sic…]. There is, too, a smooth tact about them in this employment, with a marvellous, noiseless, gliding briskness, not ungraceful in its way, singularly pleasing to behold, and still more so to be the manipulated subject of. […] When to this is added the docility arising from the unaspiring contentment of a limited mind, and that susceptibility of blind attachment sometimes inhering in undisputed inferiors, one readily perceives why those hypochondriacs, Johnson and Byron […] took to their hearts, almost to the exclusion of the entire white race, their serving men, the negroes. (Benito Cereno, 2435 / 2401)
10. Captain Delano’s surprise might have been deepened into some uneasiness had he not been a person of a singularly undistrustful good nature, not liable, except on extraordinary and repeated incentives, and hardly then, to indulge in personal alarms, any way involving the malign evil in man. Whether, in the view of what humanity is capable, such a trait implies, along with a benevolent heart, more than ordinary quickness and accuracy of intellectual perception, may be left to the wise to determine. (Benito Cereno, 2406 / 2372)
11. [The] remark of Captain Delano, a man of such native simplicity as to be incapable of satire or irony, had been dropped in playful allusion to the Spaniard’s singularly evidenced lordship over the black. (Benito Cereno, 2419 / 2385)
12. As for the black—whose brain, not body, had schemed and led the revolt, with the plot—his slight frame, inadequate to that which it held, had at once yielded to the superior muscular strength of his captor. (Benito Cereno, 2460 / 2427)
Problems of Reading Benito Cereno
13. Yau was the man who, by Babo’s command, willingly prepared the skeleton of Don Alexandro, in a way the negroes afterwards told the deponent, but which he, so long as reason is left him, can never divulge. (Benito Cereno, 2457 / 2423)

14. In Babo, Melville creates a character most like himself: a secretly rebellious creator of multi-leveled plots. Both Melville’s plot for Benito Cereno and Babo’s plot for Delano are two-tiered. (Hattenhauer, 8)

15. Nor need you fix upon that blackness in him [Nathaniel Hawthorne], if it suits you not. Nor, indeed, will all readers discern it, for it is, mostly, insinuated to those who may best understand it, and account for it; it is not obtruded upon every one alike. (Melville, “Hawthorne and his Mosses,” 2313 / 2297)

16. Captain Delano, assuming a good humoured, off-handed air, continued to advance; now and then saying a blithe word to the negroes, and his eye curiously surveying the white faces, here and there sparsely mixed in with the blacks, like stray white pawns venturously involved in the ranks of chess men opposed. (Benito Cereno, 2425 / 2391)

17. Perhaps it was some such influence as above is attempted to be described, which, in Captain Delano’s mind, hightened whatever, upon a staid scrutiny, might have seemed unusual; especially the conspicuous figures of four elderly grizzled negroes, their heads like black, doddered willow tops, who, in venerable contrast to the tumult below them, were couched sphinx-like, one on the starboard cat-head, another on the larboard, and the remaining pair face to face on the opposite bulwarks above the main-chains. They each had bits of unstranded old junk in their hands, and, with a sort of stoical self-content, were picking the junk into oakum, a small heap of which lay by their sides. They accompanied the task with a continuous, low, monotonous chant; droning and druling away like so many gray-headed bag-pipers playing at funeral march.

The quarter-deck rose into an ample elevated poop, upon the forward verge of which, lifted, like the oakum-pickers, some eight feet above the general throng, sat along in a row, separated by regular spaces, the cross-legged figures of six other blacks; each with a rusty hatchet in his hand, which, with a bit of brick and rag, he was engaged like a scullion in scouring; while between each two was a small stack of hatchets, their rusted edges turned forward awaiting a like operation. Though occasionally the four oakum-pickers would briefly address some person or persons in the crowd below, yet the six hatchet-polishers neither spoke to others, nor breathed a whisper among themselves, but sat intent upon their task, except at intervals, when, with a peculiar love in negroes of uniting industry with pastime, two and two they sideways clashed their hatchets together, like cymbals, with a barbarous din. All six, unlike the generality, had the raw aspect of unsophisticated Africans.

But that first comprehensive glance which took in those ten figures, with scores less conspicuous, rested but an instant upon them, as impatient of the hubbub of voices, the visitor turned in quest of whomsoever it may be that commanded the ship. (Benito Cereno, 2408-2409 / 2375)
18. Captain Delano crossed over to him, and stood in silence surveying the knot; his mind, by a not uncongenial transition, passing from its own entanglements to those of the hemp. For intricacy such a knot he had never seen in an American ship, or indeed any other. The old man looked like an Egyptian priest, making gordian knots for the temple of Ammon. The knot seemed a combination of double-bowline knot, treble-crown knot, back-handed well-knot, knot-in-and-out-knot, and jamming knot.

At last, puzzled to comprehend the meaning of such a knot, Captain Delano addressed the knotter:—

“What are you knotting there, my man?”


“The knot,” was the brief reply, without looking up.


“So it seems; but what is it for?”


“For some one else to undo,” muttered the old man, plying his fingers harder than ever, the knot being now nearly completed.

While Captain Delano stood watching him, suddenly the old man threw the knot towards him, saying in broken English,—the first heard in the ship,—something to this effect—“Undo it, cut it, quick.” (Benito Cereno, 2429 / 2395)
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