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Writing Link with English 202

Essay #2:

Benito Cereno, as we've noted, is a novella about reading, and in particular about the ability of Captain Delano to “read” the situation on the San Dominick. Melville introduces us to this theme in the early pages with imagery suggesting the difficulty for the captain of the Perseverance in distinguishing birds from vapors and liquids from solids, as well as in identifying the nature of the ship that enters the harbor of St. Maria. Regarding Delano’s trusting nature, Melville poses the question for us as to whether, given the human capacity for evil, it should count as a sign not only of great benevolence but as well of great perspicacity.

By the end of the novella, we have read not only our narrator’s account of events from Delano’s point of view but also Cereno’s testimony on what transpired on the San Dominick. The sun is out and the skies are clear.  But what, exactly, has been clarified, and for whom?  If Delano now understands what happened, does he also understand why he “misread” the situation? And what of Cereno, and Babo: what might each be said to understand? What is the understanding that leads one to a monastery and the other to silence? What might each be said to not understand? And given the final image the novella leaves us with, read in the context of the novel as a whole, what should we understand?
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