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While arguing in “Hawthorne and His Mosses” (1850) that Ameri-
can critics were neglecting native geniuses in their midst, Herman
Melville similarly decried the literary establishment’s veneration

of Shakespeare at the expense of other Elizabethan dramatists. Less the result
of outright bardolatry than of insufficient resources, scholarship has displayed
a similar imbalance in its attention to Elizabethan influences on the phase of
Melville’s career that produced Moby-Dick (1851) and Pierre (1852). Melville’s
marginalia in The Dramatic Works of Christopher Marlowe and Charles Lamb’s
Specimens of English Dramatic Poets do not appear in Wilson Walker Cowen’s
multi-volume Melville’s Marginalia (1965; rpt. 1987), nor have these markings
and notes been cited in criticism of Melville’s works. Presented to Harvard’s
Houghton Library by Gertrude A. Schlachter in 1971, Melville’s copy of Mar-
lowe was not available to Cowen, and Melville’s copy of Lamb’s Specimens was
acquired at auction only in 1993 by Clifford Ross, whose extended loan to
Houghton reunited the volume with Melville’s copies of Marlowe, Beaumont
and Fletcher, and Shakespeare.1 Thanks to the generosity of Ms. Schlachter
and Mr. Ross, and to the continuing stewardship of Houghton Library, this
special issue of Leviathan reproduces Melville’s complete marginalia in Mar-
lowe’s Dramatic Works and selections of his markings and notes in Lamb’s
Specimens.2 (A complete edition of the Lamb marginalia is forthcoming at
Melville’s Marginalia Online.) The Lamb and Marlowe marginalia, together with

C© 2008 The Authors
Journal compilation C© 2008 The Melville Society and Wiley Periodicals, Inc.

1 For a time, this family reunion included Jacobean near-relation Sir William D’Avenant, whose
Works with Melville’s marginalia was kindly deposited at Houghton by its owner through the
agency of Kent Bicknell for publication as “Melville’s Marginalia in The Works of Sir William
D’Avenant,” Leviathan: A Journal of Melville Studies 6.1 (March 2004), 79-102.
2 The editors wish to thank Fargo Kesey for his assistance with the transcription of Lamb’s
Specimens at an early stage of this edition.
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those on other dramatists presented by Cowen, will make the known record
of Melville’s marginalia to Renaissance drama fully available to scholars. The
evidence should make clear the broadly Elizabethan (rather than narrowly
Shakespearean) character of Melville’s literary interests and intentions at the
high point of his career.

Marginalia in Marlowe’s Dramatic Works

Melville acquired his copy of The Dramatic Works of Christopher
Marlowe (London: Simpkin, Marshall and Chapple, n.d.) during
his trip to London and the continent from November to December

1849 (see Fig. 1).3 Documentation of the copy was first published by Merton
M. Sealts, Jr, in 1971, but information about its status did not receive wide
circulation until the publication in 1988 of Sealts’s revised and expanded
edition of Melville’s Reading.4 Melville’s copy is a nonce collection of separately
published plays bound together in one volume with an undated collective title
page and a table of contents added. The latest imprint among the original title
pages of individual plays is dated 1820, indicating the plays were gathered and
issued as a single volume in that year or afterward. Of the eight dramatic works
included, Melville marked “Edward the Second,” “Tamburlaine the Great, Part
the First,” “Jew of Malta,” and “Doctor Faustus.”5 The only annotation in the
copy apart from the title page inscriptions is Melville’s acknowledgment of a
Miltonic antecedent in Act 3, scene 3, of “Tamburlaine” (see the transcription
below at “Tamburlaine” 41).

In the essay “Melville’s Ahab as Marlovian Hero,” James S. Leonard was
first to make a sustained case for the influence of Marlowe’s “Tamburlaine”
and “Doctor Faustus” on the writing of Moby-Dick.6 Leonard points to the

3 Melville’s manuscript record of “Books Obtained in London” lists “Marlowe’s Plays Do,” the
ditto signifying “Bow Street” as the location of the shop from which he purchased the volume
(NN Journals 144-45). Unlike his acquisitions of a number of other books listed in this record,
Melville’s purchase of the copy of Marlowe is not also mentioned in the text of his “Journal of a
Voyage from New York to London 1849” (See NN Journals, 3-48).
4 Merton M. Sealts, Jr, “A Supplementary Note to Melville’s Reading (1966)” Harvard Library
Bulletin 19.3 (July 1971): 282; Melville’s Reading: Revised and Expanded Edition. Columbia, SC:
University of South Carolina Press, 1988, 196. Melville’s copy of Marlowe’s Dramatic Works
appears as number 348 of Sealts’s “Check-List of Books Owned and Borrowed” by Melville.
Subsequent references to “Check-List” entries appear parenthetically with the prefix “Sealts no.”
5 The “Contents” page lists titles with the following numerically assigned order: “Jew of Malta”—
1, “Edward the Second”—2, “Doctor Faustus”—3, “Lust’s Dominion”—4, “Massacre of [sic]
Paris”—5, “Tamburlaine the Great, Part the first”—6, “Tamburlaine the Great, Part the second”—
7, “Dido, Queen of Carthage”—8. The actual bound order of the separately paginated plays in
Melville’s copy is 8, 2, 6, 7, 5, 1, 3, 4.
6 James S. Leonard, “Melville’s Ahab as Marlovian Hero,” The American Transcendental Quarterly
62 (December 1986): 47-58.
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Fig. 1: Autograph inscription in Melville’s copy of The Dramatic Works of Christopher Marlowe,
∗AC85.M4977.Zz820m, by permission of Houghton Library, Harvard University.
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egotistical verve of Marlowe’s heroes and its comparable strain in Melville’s
characterization of Ahab, and to the “art of caricature” practiced by both artists
in contrast to the more multi-faceted nature of Shakespearean models (52).
Foremost in the Marlovian formula is an aggrandizement of heroic human
identity, equal to the gods. Leonard’s fine study, made before Sealts’s wide
disclosure of Melville’s Marlowe, points to numerous instances of this ethos
in Moby-Dick, and, now with Melville’s copy in hand, we can see affirmations
of Leonard’s thesis in Melville’s scoring (for instance) of Tamburlaine’s heated
avowal, “I hold the Fates bound fast in iron chains, / And with my hand turn
fortune’s wheel about” (11), as well as the description of Tamburlaine’s person
in Act 2, scene 1 (see Fig. 2).

The significance of Marlowe’s model and its influence on Melville’s
conception of heroic self-realization are perhaps best illustrated by his well-
known words on human sovereignty to Nathaniel Hawthorne in a letter of
around 16 April 1851, with its revealing shift from the third to first person
singular points of view:

By visible truth, we mean the apprehension of the absolute condition
of present things as they strike the eye of the man who fears them not,
though they do their worst to him,—the man who, like Russia or the
British Empire, declares himself a sovereign nature (in himself) amid
the powers of heaven, hell, and earth. He may perish; but so long as
he exists he insists upon treating with all Powers upon an equal basis.
If any of those other Powers choose to withhold certain secrets, let
them; that does not impair my sovereignty in myself; that does not
make me tributary. (NN Correspondence 186)

This remarkable claim posits two heroic qualities: the intellectual power to
comprehend aspects of human experience that are metaphysically frightening,
and the courage to assert one’s innate dignity in spite of them. In addition to
markings in “Tamburlaine” that coincide with what he called “a certain tragic
phase of humanity” in his letter to Hawthorne, Melville’s marginalia in “Ed-
ward the Second,” “Jew of Malta,” and “Doctor Faustus” reveal related interests
in topics of fallen majesty, fortune and fate, human sinfulness, damnation, and
heterodox speculation. Particularly, in “Jew of Malta,” Barabas’s virulently anti-
Christian pronouncements and plottings seem to have evoked Melville’s own
rebellious tendencies as an opponent of orthodoxy, and to have primed his
personal ambition to explore and convey disconcerting truths about human
experience and institutions through portrayals and utterances of what he called
“dark characters” in “Hawthorne and His Mosses” (NN PT 244)—especially
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Fig. 2: Melville’s markings on page 14 of the separately paginated “Tamburlaine the Great” in
his copy of The Dramatic Works of Christopher Marlowe, ∗AC85.M4977.Zz820m, by permission of
Houghton Library, Harvard University.
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the character of Ahab, who glares at us from between the lines of Melville’s
self-informed assessment of Hawthorne’s artistry.

The four marked plays in Melville’s copy of Dramatic Works reveal other
typically Melvillean subjects of interest. But these marginalia indicate fuller
readings of “Edward the Second” and “Jew of Malta” than of “Tamburlaine”
and “Doctor Faustus,” a circumstance that raises the possibility that this copy
was not Melville’s only source for the texts of these plays. Sidney P. Moss was
convinced that “Tamburlaine II” powerfully influenced Melville’s conception
of Ahab in the composition of Moby-Dick, but the curiously abortive marginalia
to “Tamburlaine” in Dramatic Works do not extend beyond Act 3 of “Part the
first.”7 Further, Harrison Hayford demonstrated that Melville knew Marlowe’s
“Doctor Faustus” by the summer of 1849 (when he employed Marlowe’s
version of the name “Faustus” in Redburn, and the possibly Marlovian spelling
variant “Mephistophiles” in White-Jacket).8 But these early connections to Mar-
lowe occurred approximately six months before Melville acquired Dramatic
Works, in which he marked the opening episodes of “Faustus” at only two
points.

Be that as it may, and barring the emergence of additional evidence,
studying Melville’s marginalia in Marlowe’s Dramatic Works is the closest
we can presently come to Melville in the act of reading this nearest rival of
Shakespeare. That Melville substantially absorbed Marlowe’s works from the
copy in question and other sources can be inferred from his words to Evert A.
Duyckinck a decade after the publication of Moby-Dick, in a letter of around 1
February 1862:

I want you to loan me some of those volumes of the Elizabethan
dramatists. Is Deckar among the set? And Webster? If so, please
put them up and let the bearer have them.—Send me any except
Marlowe, whom I have read. (NN Correspondence 373)9

Melville’s interest in “those” Elizabethan dramatists implies a shared famil-
iarity with Duyckinck’s set that may have extended back to before 1850.
But although Melville knew Marlowe’s works to his satisfaction in 1862, his
knowledge of the dramatists as a group was still developing at that time and his
sense of their achievements was still limited. Apart from Shakespeare, Jonson,

7 Sidney P. Moss, “Hawthorne and Melville: An Inquiry into Their Art and the Mystery of Their
Friendship,” Literary Monographs 7 (1975): 64, 153 n. 43.
8 Harrison Hayford, “Melville’s German Streak” in Melville’s Prisoners (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 2003), 102.
9 As observed by Sealts, Melville refers to Duyckinck’s set of A Select Collection of Old Plays edited
by Robert Dodsley, London: Prowett, 1825-27(Sealts no. 188, Melville’s Reading 173). Plays by
Thomas Dekker appear in volumes 4 and 6, and by John Webster in volume 6 of this set.
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and Beaumont and Fletcher (whose works Melville also acquired in 1849),
at the time Melville wrote Duyckinck in 1862 he knew most of Marlowe’s
contemporaries, so far as the evidence now shows, only from Charles Lamb’s
Specimens, which in spite of the limitations of its excerpts had made a profound
impact on his thought and writing.

Marginalia in Lamb’s Specimens

Melville acquired his copy of Charles Lamb’s Specimens of English
Dramatic Poets who Lived about the Time of Shakspeare (New York:
Wiley & Putnam, 1845) on 6 March 1849, according to the record

of books he purchased from his former publisher John Wiley (See Sealts no.
318, Melville’s Reading 192). Lost until it resurfaced in 1993, Melville’s own
extensively marked copy is the probable source of an important passage in
“Hawthorne and His Mosses,” composed in August 1850, while Moby-Dick
was in progress:

Let anyone, hitherto little acquainted with those neglected old au-
thors, for the first time read them thoroughly, or even read Charles
Lamb’s Specimens of them, and he will be amazed at the wondrous
ability of those Anaks of men, and shocked at this renewed example of
the fact, that Fortune has more to do with fame than merit,—though,
without merit, lasting fame there can be none. (NN PT 252-53)

Singling out a handful of neglected geniuses for special mention, Melville
argues that the example of Shakespeare must not be considered “so immea-
surably beyond Marlow, Webster, Ford, Beaumont, Jonson, that those great
men can be said to share none of his power” (252). The formulation echoes
Lamb’s own avowal in his preface to have included these and other writers in
order to “show what we have slighted, while beyond all proportion we have
cried up one or two favorite names” (Specimens vi).

Melville’s copy of Lamb’s Specimens contains marginalia on the writings
of sixteen dramatists (and on Lamb’s own insightful commentary), a full
transcription of which will appear with a separate introduction and notes at
Melville’s Marginalia Online. The selections from Lamb’s specimens of Mar-
lowe, John Marston, George Chapman, and John Ford, included in the present
issue of Leviathan, constitute 15 percent of the 95 pages marked and annotated
by Melville. Regrettably, much of the marginalia to Specimens were at some
point erased; many of Melville’s words remain unrecovered; and given the
depth of certain erasures many may be unrecoverable. But the erased marginal
scorings, checks, and textual underlinings have been recovered in their entirety
for the present transcription, which also reconstructs a significant portion of
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Melville’s most extensive annotation in the copy (see Fig. 5 and Lamb 2.11
below). The marginalia transcribed here seem to have a particularly strong
tie to the ambitious agenda of artistic greatness and indirect truth-telling
announced by Melville in his essay on Hawthorne.

Lamb’s avowed editorial preference for “tragic rather than comic po-
etry” (Specimens vi) would have struck a sympathetic note in Melville, as
would Lamb’s commentary on the Elizabethan dramatists’ intellectual and
psychological insights, and their treatment of dark, disturbing qualities of
human character. Melville scored Lamb’s observation that Marlowe’s Barabas
and Faustus both speak “a language which a believer would have been tender
of putting into the mouth of a character though but in fiction” (see Fig. 4);
and he followed closely Lamb’s continuing observation that some of the most
religiously devout writers,

themselves being armed with an Unction of self-confident impunity,
have not scrupled to handle and touch that familiarly which would
be death to others. Milton, in the person of Satan, has started spec-
ulations hardier than any which the feeble armory of the atheist ever
furnished. (1.39)

In both phrasing and conception, the scored passages resonate with Melville’s
judgment in “Hawthorne and His Mosses” that Shakespeare’s tragic characters
give voice to beliefs “which we feel to be so terrifically true, that it were
all but madness for any good man, in his own proper character, to utter, or
even hint of them” (NN PT 244). As suggested above, Lamb’s thought likely
informed Melville’s reading of Marlowe’s “Jew of Malta” in Dramatic Works,
and its emphasis on profound speculation accords well with his statement
about Hawthorne’s fearless apprehension of “visible truth.”

Melville’s scoring of Lamb’s postscript to “Doctor Faustus” (1.39) also
resonates with his reading of Milton. Melville acquired his copy of the 1836
Hilliard and Gray edition of The Poetical Works of John Milton (Sealts no. 358b)
in 1849. In it, Lamb’s thoughts on Milton’s Satan are echoed in Melville’s
annotation, “He who thinks for himself can never remain of the same mind. I
doubt not that darker doubts crossed Milton’s soul, than ever disturbed Voltair.
And he was more of what is called an infidel.”10 What is significant about
Melville’s appropriation of this position on Milton is that he here conceives of
his predecessor in terms not just of “counterfeit impiety” (as Lamb had it) but
of genuinely heterodox, indeed blasphemous, leanings. In further confirmation

10 “Melville’s Milton: A Transcription of Melville’s Marginalia in his Copy of the Poetical Works
of John Milton,” ed. Robin Grey and Douglass Robbillard in consultation with Hershel Parker,
Leviathan: A Journal of Melville Studies 4.1-2 (March 2002): 123.
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of this departure from Lamb, Melville went on to observe of Milton in an
annotation to Book IX of Paradise Lost, “he always teaches under a masque,
and makes the Devil himself a Teacher & Messiah” (160). Fascinated as were
his British romantic predecessors Blake and Shelley with the complexities of
Milton’s imagery and rhetoric, Melville in 1849 had begun to see the author of
Paradise Lost as an exemplar of deeply subversive artistry.

Nonetheless, as Melville would state in his review of Hawthorne’s
Mosses, “we want no American Miltons” (248). While he revered with Lamb
the majesty of Milton’s writings, Melville’s frustration with American depen-
dence on British literature is evident in his response to a Miltonic antecedent
in George Chapman’s “Bussy D’Ambois,” where it is said that the wounds of
embattled spirits “might as they open’d shut, and never kill,” with Lamb’s
editorial comment: “One can hardly believe but that these lines were written
after Milton had described his warring angels” (see Fig. 3). Melville’s brief
and pointed annotation, “But they were not,” seems to assert that no eminent
writer holds exclusive claims to ingenious insight and expression—that even
the greatest may be anticipated by literary forbears and approached, perhaps
surpassed, by an aspiring posterity. The attitude forecasts his position in
“Hawthorne and His Mosses” that, far from concentrating itself in single
individuals alone, literary eminence may exist among a “plurality of men
of genius” (Hawthorne and Melville among them) who are perceptive and
courageous enough to grasp life’s disconcerting realities.

Melville’s notion of subversive genius erupted in his reading of John
Ford’s treatment of incestuous desire in Lamb’s selections from “’Tis Pity She’s
a Whore” (see Fig. 5 and Lamb 2.11). There Ford’s Giovanni, intent upon
his sister Annabella, explains and justifies his love to Friar Bonaventura, who
censures but fails to refute Giovanni’s defense of his passion. The passage
evoked a twenty-two line annotation by Melville (now erased), in which he
seems to have conceived of Ford’s craft along theoretical lines similar to the
“masque” he attributed to Milton. To judge from what can be deciphered of
the erasure, Ford’s episode typified what Melville calls the “impersonating”
methods of literary geniuses who convey forbidden truths through intricate
rhetorical strategies of concealment and disclosure, and by expert use of mul-
tiple characters and viewpoints. What he found in Ford and other Elizabethan
dramatists helped Melville to develop strategies of deflection and indirection he
would employ in Moby-Dick, perhaps best illustrated by Starbuck’s forthright
but impotent condemnation of Ahab’s blasphemy in “The Quarter-Deck” (NN
MD 163-64). It also supplied the inspiration for Melville’s extraordinary rev-
elation to Hawthorne as his masterwork was issuing from the press: “I have
written a wicked book, and feel spotless as the lamb” (NN Correspondence 212).
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Fig. 3: Melville’s marking of text in George Chapman’s “Bussy D’Ambois” and his annotation,
“But they were not,” to Charles Lamb’s footnote on page 84 of Part 1 of Lamb’s Specimens of
English Dramatic Poets, owned by Mr. Clifford Ross.

A J O U R N A L O F M E L V I L L E S T U D I E S 91



O L S E N - S M I T H A N D M A R N O N

Fig. 4: Melville’s markings alongside Charles Lamb’s terminal note to Marlowe’s “Doctor Faustus”
on page 39 of Part 1 of Specimens of English Dramatic Poets, owned by Mr. Clifford Ross. (The
running head, “The Hog Hath Lost His Pearl,” refers to Robert Tailor’s comedy, excerpted on the
lower half of the page.)

Fig. 5: Melville’s erased annotation to John Ford’s “’Tis Pity She’s a Whore” on page 11 of Part 2 of
Charles Lamb’s Specimens of English Dramatic Poets, owned by Mr. Clifford Ross. The word “Bible”
is discernable in the center of this image, beneath which is the word “mankind,” and beneath that,
“progeny.” See the transcription at 2.11 for a partial recovery of the full annotation.
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Of course, Melville had a different “lamb” in mind when he wrote to
Hawthorne, but the newly-edited marginalia make clear his debt to Charles
Lamb at this artistically robust but all-too-brief phase of his career. The sense of
“impunity” Melville adopted from Specimens did not protect his reputation. As
Hershel Parker observes, hostile reviewers condemned Moby-Dick on religious
grounds, and Melville’s own Pittsfield neighbors gossiped that the book was
“more than blasphemous.”11 Thus began the long decline and ultimate eclipse
of Melville’s popular career as an author. Still, his interest in the Elizabethan
dramatists, who inspired and challenged him at the height of his creative pow-
ers, endured to the end of his life. According to Arthur Stedman’s recollection
a year after the author’s death, Melville “took much pleasure” in his last days
reading “the ’Mermaid Series’ of old plays” (Sealts no. 358), a collection that
included Marlowe, Ford, and other playwrights Melville had read earlier with
a degree of engagement reflected in the marginalia transcribed below.12

Editorial Method

Melville’s markings and notations in Marlowe’s Dramatic Works and
Lamb’s Specimens of English Dramatic Poets are in pencil, unless
otherwise stated in the following transcriptions. The titles of plays

in Dramatic Works and Specimens appear here as headings in bold italic font,
and correspond in wording and punctuation with their appearance on the
“Contents” page (in the case of Dramatic Works) and in section headings (in
the case of Specimens). Excerpted text is headed by original page numbers
in bold font. Where applicable, act and scene designations, character identi-
fication, and editorial commentary appear in square brackets. In the case of
Melville’s erased annotation to John Ford’s “’Tis Pity She’s a Whore” (in Lamb
2.11 below), square brackets enclose conjectural readings of the erasure, which
we offer here on the basis of recovered individual characters and of parts of
characters, such as ascenders and descenders. A bracketed question mark [—
?—] indicates an undeciphered word.

As might be expected in the case of a nonce collection of plays published
at separate times and employing different editorial conventions, act and scene
designations appear inconsistently throughout Melville’s copy of Marlowe’s
Dramatic Works, with acts and scenes supplied in “Tamburlaine the Great,”
acts alone supplied in “Jew of Malta,” and neither acts nor scenes supplied in
“Edward the Second” and “Doctor Faustus.” Footnote references are included

11 Hershel Parker, Herman Melville: A Biography, 1851-1891, 2 vols. (Baltimore and London: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2002), 2.38.
12 See Merton M. Sealts, Jr., The Early Lives of Melville: Nineteenth-Century Biographical Sketches
and Their Authors (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1974), 163.
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when they appear in text marked or annotated by Melville, but the texts of the
notes themselves are supplied only when the notes are judged to be significant
in their own right and/or pertinent to Melville’s marginalia. The footnote ref-
erences themselves vary in format, sometimes appearing as numbers enclosed
within parentheses (1), and sometimes as asterisks. These inconsistencies are
observed in the following transcription.

Act and scene designations are omitted in Melville’s copy of Lamb’s
Specimens, and so they do not appear in the following transcription. Lamb’s
italicized explanatory headings appear here as they do in the original, but
the square brackets that enclose his terminal notes appear here as curved
brackets {thus} in order to distinguish Lamb’s notes from our own square-
bracketed editorial commentary. Lamb’s non-bracketed explanatory footnotes
appear here with asterisks as they do in the original.

Melville’s marginalia are regularized throughout the transcriptions.
While our transcribed markings designate as accurately as possible the pas-
sages of text Melville marked, and while they preserve salient variations among
such markings as straight and arced marginal scores, they do not reproduce
the exact contours of the originals, and no effort has been made to reproduce
Melville’s hand.
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