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Annotation: This article explores how Herman Melville uses cadence and rhythm in 

Moby-Dick to elevate the novel's prose and deepen its thematic resonance. It begins by 

defining cadence as the flow and modulation of words and rhythm as the pattern of 

stresses and pauses, emphasizing how Melville employs these tools to create a text that 

feels alive and immersive. The article highlights the brevity of the opening line, “Call 

me Ishmael,” as an example of simple yet striking rhythm, which contrasts with the 

sprawling, wave-like sentences that dominate much of the novel. Melville’s rhythm 

adapts to the mood of each scene, moving from the slow, hypnotic cadence of Ishmael’s 

meditative passages to the urgent, staccato rhythm of Ahab’s monologues and action 

sequences. The article analyzes key passages, showing how rhythm reflects not just the 

external world—like the ceaseless motion of the ocean—but also the inner states of the 

characters, such as Ahab’s obsessive pursuit of the white whale. The rhythmic 

variations also underscore the novel’s dualities, such as serenity versus chaos and 

reason versus obsession. Melville’s prose incorporates repetition and alliteration to 

amplify its musicality, as seen in Ahab’s vow to pursue the whale “round Good Hope… 

round perdition’s flames,” where rhythm mirrors the relentlessness of his obsession. 

The article further notes how Melville’s prose often resists predictability, shifting 

unexpectedly to reflect the novel’s exploration of uncertainty and the unknowable. In 

its conclusion, the article argues that rhythm is central to the novel’s lasting power, 

transforming even technical descriptions into poetic meditations. The prose mimics the 

rhythms of life itself—its ebbs, flows, and upheavals—inviting readers to experience 

the text as a dynamic, almost musical work. Ultimately, Moby-Dick showcases the 

ability of prose to transcend its traditional boundaries, becoming something as haunting 

and beautiful as the sea it describes. 
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poetic prose, meditative passages, action sequences, symbolism, literary analysis, 

transcendence, existential themes, sublime. 

 

The Use of Cadence and Rhythm in Prose: The Example of Moby-Dick by Herman 

Melville 

When we think of cadence and rhythm, our minds often leap to poetry or music. Yet, 

prose—when masterfully written—can wield these elements to powerful effect. In 

Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, the use of cadence and rhythm transforms the novel 

into something almost symphonic, immersing readers not just in the story, but in the 

sensations, moods, and deeper philosophical undercurrents of the text. Melville’s prose 

is alive with a pulse, a beat that moves between the steady thrum of contemplative 

passages and the stormy crescendos of climactic moments. This deliberate use of 

rhythm elevates Moby-Dick beyond a simple narrative about whaling and turns it into 

an artistic meditation on existence, obsession, and the sublime. 

At its heart, cadence refers to the flow and modulation of words—how they rise, fall, 

and pause. Rhythm, meanwhile, concerns the patterns of stressed and unstressed 

syllables, creating a kind of metrical backbone. In Moby-Dick, Melville employs both 

with an acute awareness of their emotional and thematic impact. His sentences swell 

and subside like the waves of the ocean they describe, drawing readers into the natural 

world while simultaneously reflecting the psychological landscapes of the characters, 

especially Captain Ahab. 

Take, for instance, the opening line: “Call me Ishmael.” Its brevity and 

straightforwardness establish an immediate rhythm—a single, striking beat that 

anchors the reader. It is a declarative statement, yet its rhythm is open-ended, inviting 

curiosity. This stark cadence serves as a stark contrast to the sprawling, intricate 

sentences that dominate much of the novel. The rhythm of “Call me Ishmael” is a subtle 

drumbeat, a prelude to the intricate symphony to come. 

One of Melville’s greatest strengths is his ability to adapt cadence and rhythm to the 

mood of a passage. When describing the vastness of the sea or the ominous presence 

of the white whale, his prose often takes on a slow, undulating rhythm. Consider this 

passage: 
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“But as in landlessness alone resides the highest truth, shoreless, indefinite as God—

so, better is it to perish in that howling infinite than be ingloriously dashed upon the 

lee, even if that were safety!” 

Here, Melville employs long, winding clauses punctuated by commas and dashes. The 

rhythm mimics the ceaseless motion of the ocean, drawing the reader into the same 

expansive, almost hypnotic space that Ishmael describes. The cadence rises to a climax 

with the phrase “howling infinite,” only to subside with the reflective conclusion about 

safety. It is not just what Melville says, but how he says it that leaves an impression—

the rhythm conveys both the awe-inspiring majesty and the existential terror of the sea. 

In contrast, Melville sharpens his rhythm during moments of action or intense emotion. 

When describing the hunt for whales or Ahab’s frenzied monologues, the prose 

quickens, sentences shorten, and punctuation proliferates. These shifts in cadence 

mirror the tension and urgency of the scene. For example, during one of Ahab’s fiery 

outbursts, we encounter passages like this: 

“Talk not to me of blasphemy, man; I’d strike the sun if it insulted me. For could the 

sun do that, then could I do the other; since there is ever a sort of fair play herein, 

jealousy presiding over all creations.” 

Here, the clipped, aggressive rhythm reflects Ahab’s obsession and defiance. The 

repetition of “could” and “do” creates a relentless drumbeat, underscoring his single-

mindedness. This contrasts with the more contemplative and flowing rhythm of 

Ishmael’s narrative voice, showcasing how Melville uses rhythm to distinguish 

character perspectives and emotional states. 

Melville’s mastery of rhythm extends to his use of repetition and alliteration, tools that 

enhance the musicality of his prose. Consider the passage: 

“Aye, aye! and I’ll chase him round Good Hope, and round the Horn, and round the 

Norway Maelstrom, and round perdition’s flames before I give him up.” 

The repetition of “round” creates a rhythmic pulse, as if mimicking the relentless 

pursuit that Ahab describes. The cadence here is circular, reflecting both the literal and 

metaphorical cycles of obsession. Such rhythmic choices make the prose not just 

descriptive but immersive, allowing the reader to feel the driving force of Ahab’s 

monomania. 
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Moreover, Melville’s use of cadence and rhythm often mirrors the novel’s themes of 

duality and contradiction. Just as the ocean can be both tranquil and tempestuous, so 

too can his prose shift between serenity and chaos. This duality is most apparent in the 

juxtaposition of lyrical passages about nature with the brutal realities of whaling. The 

rhythmic fluidity of these transitions reinforces the novel’s exploration of the 

coexistence of beauty and violence, creation and destruction. 

In Moby-Dick, rhythm also serves a metaphysical purpose, echoing the novel’s broader 

philosophical inquiries. The ebb and flow of Melville’s sentences mimic the rhythms 

of life itself—the relentless forward motion, the pauses for reflection, the sudden 

upheavals. These rhythmic patterns remind readers that the novel is as much about the 

act of grappling with existence as it is about harpoons and leviathans. 

Ultimately, Melville’s use of cadence and rhythm in Moby-Dick is a testament to the 

power of language to evoke emotion and meaning beyond the literal. His prose captures 

the physicality of the sea, the interiority of his characters, and the immensity of his 

themes. Like the white whale itself, the rhythms of Moby-Dick are elusive, awe-

inspiring, and at times overwhelming. Yet it is this very complexity that makes the 

novel an enduring masterpiece, one that continues to resonate with readers and remind 

us of the boundless possibilities of prose. 

The interplay of cadence and rhythm in Moby-Dick does more than just provide a 

musical quality to the text—it helps to reinforce the novel’s philosophical depth and 

emotional resonance. Melville’s writing operates on multiple levels, using rhythm to 

reflect not only the external world but also the internal lives of his characters. The 

measured, almost meditative rhythm of Ishmael’s reflections contrasts with the 

feverish staccato of Ahab’s speeches, while the descriptions of nature vacillate between 

sublime serenity and the chaotic violence of the hunt. These shifts in rhythm and tone 

echo the novel’s central tensions: between man and nature, reason and obsession, life 

and death. 

In some of the most memorable passages of the novel, the rhythm itself becomes a 

driving force, pulling the reader along with the inevitability of a tide. For example, the 

final climactic chase of Moby Dick unfolds with a feverish intensity, propelled by a 

relentless rhythm that mirrors the desperate energy of Ahab and his crew. Short, sharp 

sentences and rapid-fire descriptions create a sense of breathlessness, capturing the 

chaotic momentum of the Pequod’s doomed pursuit. The cadence accelerates toward 

its tragic conclusion, as if the prose itself is caught in the inescapable grip of fate. 
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This rhythmic intensity is not limited to action sequences, however. Melville frequently 

uses cadence to elevate the mundane into the poetic, transforming even technical 

descriptions into something transcendent. Consider the chapters devoted to the 

anatomy of whales or the minutiae of whaling techniques. On the surface, these 

digressions might seem dry or overly detailed, but Melville’s rhythm imbues them with 

life. His sentences unfold with a deliberate pace, often building to moments of 

unexpected beauty or profound insight. In this way, rhythm becomes a tool for 

revelation, guiding the reader to see the extraordinary within the ordinary. 

At the same time, Melville’s use of rhythm underscores the novel’s unpredictability 

and defiance of convention. Just as the sea is never static, the prose of Moby-Dick 

refuses to settle into a predictable pattern. Long, sprawling sentences give way to 

abrupt, declarative statements; lyrical passages are interrupted by stark observations. 

This rhythmic unpredictability mirrors the novel’s thematic exploration of uncertainty 

and the unknowable. It reminds readers that life, like the sea, is full of contradictions, 

shifting constantly between calm and chaos. 

In conclusion, the cadence and rhythm of Moby-Dick are integral to its power and 

enduring legacy. Melville’s prose is not merely a vehicle for storytelling but a dynamic 

force that shapes the reader’s experience of the novel. Through rhythm, he captures the 

vastness and vitality of the sea, the complexity of his characters, and the profundity of 

his themes. The ebb and flow of his sentences reflect the larger rhythms of existence, 

inviting readers to lose themselves in the currents of the text. 

In the end, Moby-Dick is a testament to the capacity of prose to transcend its 

boundaries, becoming something akin to poetry or music. It is a novel that demands to 

be read aloud, savored for its sounds as much as for its meanings. By harnessing the 

power of cadence and rhythm, Melville ensures that his words linger in the mind like 

the echo of waves against a ship’s hull—haunting, beautiful, and unforgettable. 
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