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On Melville's The Lightning-Rod Man
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0000000000 0ODOO0OO0000O0Ondwhile I thus pleasantly spoke, the stranger eyed me,
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T Sir; said he, excuse me; but instead of my accepting your invitation to be seated on the
hearth there, | solemnly warn you, that you had best accept mine, and stand with me in the
middle of the room. Good heavens!” he cried, starting — there is another of those awful
crashes. | warn you, sir, quit the hearth.’

T Mr. Jupiter Tonans,’ said I, quietly rolling my body on the stone, T | stand very well here.
T Are you so horridly ignorant, then,” he cried, as not to know, that by far the most
dangerous part of a house, during such a terrific tempest as this, is the fireplace?’

T Nay, | did not know that, involuntarily stepping upon the first board next to the stone.
0 p.1730
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O Hark! — Awful’
T For one who would arm others with fearlessness, you seem unbeseemingly timorous
yourself. Common men choose fair weather for their travels; you choose thunder-storm;

and yet — 0 p.1750
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T 1 am better here, and better wet.’

T How?

O It is the safest thing you can do — Hark, again! — to get yourself thoroughly drenched in
a thunder-storm. Wet clothes are better conductors than the body; and so, if the lightning

strike, it might pass down the wet clothes without touching the body. ... O p.1770
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T You pretended envoy extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary to and from Jupiter
Tonans,” laughed I;00 you mere man who come here to put you and your pipe-stem between
clay and sky, do you think that because you can strike a bit of green light from the Leyden
jar, that you can thoroughly avert the supernal bolt? . . . . The hairs of our heads are
numbered, and the days of our lives. In thunder as in sunshine, | stand at ease in the hands
of my God. False negotiator, away! See, the scroll of the storm is rolled back; the house is
unharmed; and in the blue heavens | read in the rainbow, that the Deity will not, of purpose,

make war on man's earth.” O p.1790
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O The Lightning-Rod ManO 0O 00000000 OO OO OO The Works of Herman Melville, Standard
Edition, Vol.O .00 New York: Russell & Russell[] 1963.

0 O William B. Dillingham, Melville's Short Fiction O Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 19770 p.169.
0 ORichard Chase, Herman Melville: A Critical Study’l New York: Hafner Publishing Company, 1971(].166.

Summary

0 The Lightning-Rod Man is one of Melville's shortest tales, but it bears deeper meanings which underlie
the surface of the simple story. The tale is unique among Melville's tales in that it consists mostly of a
conversation and that the deeper and significant meanings are presented in metaphor.

0 The argument carried on by the narrator and the lightning-rod man is based on their principles of life and
faith, which are basically incompatible with each other; it means nothing but the conflict between two
opposing principles and faiths. From their very first appearances in the story, both characters hold their
own principles of life and faith. They continue arguing, with neither of them daunted or argued down to the
end.

0 The reason for the narrator's rejection of a lightning-rod is simply that he doesn't need one at all. He has
placed himself in a self-satisfied realm and stands resolutely exposing himself to the perils of nature; he
himself has become a kind of lightning-rod personified in the midst of the workings of nature. A character of
this nature is reminiscent of Ahab, the hero of Moby-Dick, irrespective of the title of the tale. But his very
principles of life and faith seem to be rather confronted with those of Ahab.

O The Lightning-Rod Man, with these characteristics briefly mentioned above, is one of Melville's
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representative tales. | intend to discuss the characteristics of the tale in detail and to present my

interpretation of it.



