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Abstract: The research paper shall attempt to explain the novel of Billy Budd as written by Herman Melville. The novel is about a 

merchant navy sailor. The book is set in the last decade of the 18th century, close to the American renaissance. This paper shall 

primarily aim to explain the metaphors and motifs as explained in the novel. The author has frequently used animal imagery to describe 

both Billy and his fellow sailors and has been used extensively to paint a wider picture in the minds of the readers. This paper shall in 

its due course, explain the novel and its facts along with the metaphors and other ideas that have come up with the novel. It shall 

explore the themes of the novel as pointed out by Herman Melville. 
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1. Literature Review 
 

1) Britannica, T. Editors of Encyclopaedia
1
 – 

This source gave me the summarized version of the 

novel along with important themes and ideas fitted in the 

storyline and were in the mind of the author.  

2) Billy Budd, Sailor, Spark Notes
2
 – 

This source gave me a clear idea of the metaphors used 

in the text and explained each and every idea, character 

sketch, scene in perfect detail.  

3) Sanctioned irregularities: martial law in Billy Budd, 

Sailor K. Dolin
3
 – 

This source explained an idea that the author thought of, 

it was a detailed source and was used only to gain better 

understanding of the text.  

4) Melville‟s Billy Budd
4
 -  

This is the main source novel and was used to understand 

the background to the metaphors given.  

5) “Allegory Old and New in Literature, the Fine Arts, 

Music and Theatre, and Its Continuity in Culture” 
5
 -  

This was a research paper explaining some of the authors 

and paper writers, view point, this was referred tog ain 

some insight as to how to write my paper. 

 

2. Introduction 
 

The novel Billy Bud is the writing of Herman Melville who 

is an American writer. With this book he returned to prose 

fiction after three decades of writing only poetry. He is best 

known for his masterpieces Moby Dick, Typee, Omoo its 

sequel and other novels which were travel adventure based- 

one of which is Billy Budd. Billy Budd was published after 

Melville‟s death thanks to the efforts of his wife. 

                                                 
1Britannica, T. Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Billy Budd, 

Foretopman." Encyclopaedia Britannica, August 4, 

2016. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Billy-Budd-Foretopman. 
22. Billy Budd, Sailor, SparkNotes, 

https://www.sparknotes.com/lit/billybudd/summary/ 
3 Dolin, K., Sanctioned irregularities: martial law in Billy Budd, 

Sailor, Law Text Culture, 1, 1994, 129-137. 
4Stritmatter, Roger & Anderson, Mark & Stone, Elliott. (2015). 

Melville‟s Billy Budd and the Disguises of Authorship. New 

England Review. 36. 100-131. 10.1353/ner.2015.0035. 
5Tymieniecka, Anna-Teresa. Allegory Old and New: In Literature, 

the Fine Arts, Music and Theatre, and Its Continuity in 

Culture. Netherlands: Springer Netherlands, 2012. 

 

Billy Budd is an ardent sailor on the British war ship 

„Bellipotent‟. The novel explains and emphasises on the 

experiences Budd faces in the sea as well as his look out for 

his own identity as a handsome and smart young sailor who 

has been forcibly asked to serve in the British royal navy. 

The novel is full of metaphors or motifs or symbolism 

explaining a lot of the ideas that the author has tried to put 

across. Billy Budd is a delightful and honest young fellow 

who rapidly turns into a favourite among the mariners on the 

warship. He is likewise a capable and a willing diligent 

employee. He is allocated to be one of the boat's 

foretopmen. Acknowledged by his attractive looks and a 

very amicable nature, in any instance, Billy‟s essential 

quality is his phenomenal, and to some, disturbing 

innocence. Melville portrays Billy‟s innocence as something 

to be both admired and pitied. In many ways, Billy‟s fate has 

been compared to that of the revered Jesus Christ, such 

comparisons attempt to suggest that his sacrifice shows both 

a loss as well as gain for the world at large. Or it could be 

rephrased as  a significant loss for the world but at the same 

time it is a hope for mankind‟s redemption.  

 

At twenty-one years old, he has never straightforwardly 

defied evil. Because of his attractive features, he has 

consistently been popular and respected any place he goes. 

Budd works constantly and attempts to avoid inconvenience. 

He is befuddled by the unwanted consideration he gets, 

particularly from the master at-arms John Claggart, for the 

couple of minor infractions or mishaps he's associated with. 

 

The narrator has often used animal metaphors to describe 

Billy as well as his companion sailors. For instance, the 

author makes a remark that Billy‟s seems to have the „self-

consciousness‟ of the saint Bernard. Later, while presenting 

the constitutional bribe it was remarked and said that Billy 

looked like a young horse of a pasture taking a whiff from a 

chemical factory. Even during the preliminary, Vere was 

given a hard look by Billy which was similar to „dog‟ of a 

liberal variety as would look upon his lord. Even when he 

got angry at Claggart, Billy is said to seem like a cornered 

canine or a confined monkey. Melville joins this creature 

symbolism with references to Billy as a "babe," a "savage," 

and an "upstanding brute," proposing that Billy addresses 

Melville's investigation of what befalls the regular or crude 

man when faced with the law and Christianity. 
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Melville showcases in many an instance in the book as to 

how society curtails or limits the individuality of people who 

seem to follow their heart rather their head. Who may be 

considered as not practical as society should expect of them? 

The symbolism is apparent in the very name of the ship 

„Bellipotent‟ which means “power of war”. It aims to 

understand how Billy has to forego individual feelings to 

bow down to societal obligation. The main character Billy 

does not come across as a hero in a way that society would 

appreciate. He is neither morally upright nor courageous but 

his innocence to get swayed from virtue to violence shows 

the power society has to persuade and entrap the gullible 

young. 

 

3. Author’s Description 
 

Herman Melville, the third of eight kids, was brought into 

the world in New York City on August 1, 1819. His dad, 

Allan Melvill (spelling changed to Melville after his 

passing), worked a importing business, however it fared 

inadequately. In 1830 Allan moved from New York City 

with his family to Albany. He was profoundly under debt 

and looked for advances and help from his family. Allan 

Melvill died two years after 1832. 

 

At the young age of 13 he took a job as a clear at the Albany 

bank and post this, worked for his elder brother‟s clothe 

business which was unsuccessful and eventually failed. He 

was also a teacher for a short while and then was the 

surveyor of the Erie Canal, which was under construction at 

the time.  

 

Melville's subsequent novel, Omoo: A Narrative of 

Adventures in the South Seas, was distributed in 1847 as a 

continuation of Typee, and it also was generally welcomed. 

His third novel, Mardi, and a Voyage Thither, took a 

significantly more philosophical turn than his past work. 

Distributed in 1849, it was broadly criticized.  In this 

manner Melville got back to the marine stories that had won 

him some basic praise. 

 

In 1851 Melville distributed his 6th novel and mark 

exemplary Moby-Dick; or, The Whale, yet it's anything but 

a commercial disappointment. He then, at that point went 

rather to distributing serializations and short fiction in 

Harper's and Putnam's month to month magazines. It was in 

1853, during this period, that he distributed "Bartleby, the 

Scrivener: A Story of Wall-Street" in two portions in 

Putnam's. The story of an estranged office labourer who will 

not work may have addressed Melville's trouble in keeping 

up progress as an author. The story was subsequently 

gathered in The Piazza Tales (1856). He distributed his last 

novel, The Confidence-Man: His Masquerade, in 1857. 

 

4. Plot 
 

It is the late eighteenth century when Britain and France are 

occupied with close to steady maritime fights for control of 

the oceans around Europe. England is struggling enrolling 

volunteers into its naval force to man its warships. At the 

point when the story opens, Lieutenant Ratcliffe of the 

warship Bellipotent has boarded the trader vessel Rights-of-

Man. Ratcliffe is there to dazzle mariners for obligation on 

the warship. He sees Billy Budd and accepts him as the 

solitary intrigued mariner to serve on the Bellipotent. Rather 

than opposing impressments, as most mariners would do, 

Budd merrily follows Ratcliffe to the warship. 

 

Billy Budd is a lovely and innocent young fellow who 

rapidly turns into a top pick among the mariners on the 

warship. He is additionally a capable and willing diligent 

employee. He is appointed to be one of the boat's 

foretopmen. 

 

Budd works determinedly and attempts to avoid 

inconvenience. He is confounded by the unwanted 

consideration he gets, particularly from the master at-arms 

John Claggart, for the couple of minor infractions or 

mishaps he's engaged with. Budd trusts in Dansker, an 

accomplished but instead equivocal mariner on board the 

boat. Dansker discloses to Budd he should look out for 

Claggart, who nurtures a disdain for Budd. Budd can't grasp 

disdain in others as he is unequipped for that feeling himself. 

Hence, Budd doesn't trust Dansker or accept his 

recommendation. 

 

At some point later at lunch Budd unintentionally spills his 

soup. A portion of the soup streams toward the feet of 

Claggart, who turns out to be passing close by. Claggart 

makes a faltering joke of the episode, which makes different 

mariners snicker. Claggart's cheerful reaction to the episode 

causes Budd to feel there is no hostility between them. 

Subtly, nonetheless, Claggart sees the occurrence as 

verification that Budd is insulting him somehow or another, 

and this fills his developing resentment and disdain for 

Budd. Claggart decides to obliterate Budd. He draws in the 

guide of his subordinates, especially Squeak, to embarrass 

and aggrieve Budd.  

 

One night a mariner stirs Budd and requests him to a 

gathering in a detached piece of the boat. The guiltless Budd 

goes to the selected gathering where a man he doesn't know 

offers him two guineas in the event that he will "coordinate" 

on something. Budd fail to really see what the man needs or 

why he's contribution the cash. However Budd is adequately 

shrewd to acknowledge something about the gathering, the 

man, and the cash isn't right. Budd stammers as he takes 

steps to strike the baffling man on the off chance that he 

doesn't disappear and let him be. Budd gets back to his 

resting region where two individual mariners question him 

about what occurred. Strangely, Budd says essentially the 

mariner he met was befuddled and lost in a far-off piece of 

the boat.  

 

Claggart's mistreatment of Budd has not fulfilled him or 

slaked his disdain. He moves toward Captain Vere to report 

there is gossip that Budd is arranging an insurrection ready. 

Vere is frightened and calls Budd to his lodge. He has 

Claggart repeat his allegation before Budd. Budd is so 

stunned by Claggart's conspicuous falsehood he can't talk. 

Even with this preposterous allegation Budd's falter has left 

him totally quiet. However, Vere prompts Budd to give his 

side of the story, to protect himself. However, Budd can't 

talk. In his dissatisfaction and shock at Claggart's bogus 

claim, Budd responds in the solitary way he can the situation 

being what it is. He lashes out with his arm and punches 
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Claggart capably on the temple. Claggart breakdowns, 

oblivious and draining lavishly from a head wound. At the 

point when Captain Vere can't awaken Claggart he sends 

Budd to a connecting stateroom. Then, at that point Vere 

calls the specialist who articulates Claggart dead. 

 

Killing a senior official is a capital offense on the ship. 

Commander Vere orchestrates frivolous officials to sit in a 

quickly gathered drumhead court to pass judgment on Budd. 

Vere is the sole observer to the wrongdoing, and he depicts 

to the court what occurred. Budd is brought and by one way 

or another can articulate a couple of words with all due 

respect. He concedes he hit Claggart yet asserts he didn't 

mean to damage or kill him. He keeps up his goal was 

"innocent." He likewise attests he not the slightest bit is 

engaged with an uprising. The officials send Budd back to 

the stateroom while they conscious.  

 

In a vital scene in the book Vere addresses the court to 

persuade the officials to convict and rapidly sentence Budd 

to death for his wrongdoing of homicide. Vere contends 

their sentiments about Budd and his intrinsic honesty should 

be disregarded so they can perform their responsibility to the 

law and see him as blameworthy. They should abrogate 

whatever their heart and their profound quality advise them 

for this situation. They should convict and do so right away. 

The court assents to Vere's contention and sees Budd as 

liable of homicide. They concur he is to be hanged the 

following morning.  

 

Vere goes into the stateroom and tells Budd of his destiny. 

What is said between them isn't accounted for. That evening 

Captain Vere mentions to the collected mariners what 

occurred and that they should observer Budd's hanging the 

following morning. The chief plays it safe to forestall the 

stunned and possibly furious mariners from fighting the 

forthcoming execution.  

 

Budd goes through the night binded at hand. The boat's 

cleric comes to advise Budd and prepared him for his 

demise. The pastor is astounded when he discovers Budd is 

completely accommodated to his looming demise. Budd 

finds a sense of contentment with passing on and doesn't 

fear it. The minister acknowledges he has nothing to show 

Budd, so he simply kisses his cheek as he leaves him. 

 

At four the following morning Budd is hanged from a fight 

on the boat. Budd's final words not long before he bites the 

dust are "God favor Captain Vere!" Budd hangs tranquilly 

and without moving. The collected mariners get and rehash 

Budd's final words. As Budd tranquilly passes on, a lovely 

sunrise breaks over the boat.  

 

Numerous mariners are resentful about Budd's execution; 

however, they are given something to do to keep them from 

getting sorted out any sort of dissent. On board the day-by-

day schedule is restored. However, a few mariners covertly 

talk about Budd's abnormally quiet demise and what it might 

mean.  

 

Later the Bellipotent participates fighting with a French 

vessel, the Athée (the Atheist), and losses the French. Chief 

Vere is injured during the fight and later passes on of his 

injuries. His final words as he's perishing in the emergency 

clinic are "Billy Budd, Billy Budd."  

As the account of Budd turns out to be all the more broadly 

realized it is gotten by a paper. The article gets Budd's story 

totally in reverse, depicting Budd as a misleading killer who 

killed a faultless master at-arm. English mariners, 

nonetheless, come to adore Budd and keep his legend alive. 

The fight from which he was hanged becomes for them a 

sort of heavenly relic, and they sing tunes to observe Billy 

Budd. 

 

5. Symbols 
 

Billy Budd's stammer is his one "imperfection." Its imagery 

might be twofold. This blemish might be the defect that 

damages Budd's in any case Christ-like persona and might 

be deciphered as an imperfection that makes Budd more 

human (less supernatural and awesome). Then again, it 

might build up Budd's heavenly persona. The stammer is it 

might be said something that isolates Budd from different 

people (since he's godlike). As far as possible Budd's 

capacity to speak with others, particularly in essential 

conditions.  

 

Budd stammers when he is faced by wickedness or 

falsehoods. His falter leaves Budd vulnerable when Claggart 

portrays Budd's alleged unfairness to Captain Vere. Vere 

requests that Budd shield himself, yet Budd's stammer is so 

extreme he can't utter a word in his own protection. Budd's 

devastating stammer seals his destiny. 

 

In this story knowledge addresses human progress and its 

hubris and bias. Chief Vere and other instructed and learned 

characters consider themselves to be the solitary genuinely 

humanized individuals ready (and, without a doubt, in the 

British Empire or the world). Those lower-class, ignorant 

Britons, or those individuals who don't have similar culture 

or qualities as the British, are regularly alluded to as 

"savages."  

 

Knowledge is consequently not generally esteemed for itself 

or for the trustworthiness that experience and learning 

advise. All things being equal, it is alluded to as a 

characteristic of natural prevalence. It is regularly and 

nonchalantly referred to hoist the "humanized" and 

"proficient" privileged Britons from the "ignoble" and 

"boorish" lower classes, just as those genuine "natives" of 

different societies. The two kinds of "savages" are 

effectively excused, disregarded, or abused by those with 

information. 

 

A spar on a sail-controlled boat alludes to any wooden shafts 

that hold gear, or sails. In this story Billy Budd is dangled 

from a spar, which addresses a cross, for example, the one 

on which Christ was executed. Subsequently, the spar is an 

image of Billy Budd's Christ-like nature and suffering. The 

spar is in this way a critical image among the strict imagery 

found all through the story. 

 

6. Motifs 
 

The principal struggle in Billy Budd emerges from the 

suspicion of the British naval force around then. In the late 
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eighteenth century intrigued mariners on certain warships 

coordinated and did profoundly problematic rebellions 

against their authorities to fight their treatment under the 

laws and practices of the British naval force.  

 

The dread of revolt goes after Captain Vere's psyche and is a 

vital inspiration for his quick, draconian condemning of 

Billy Budd. Vere's neurosis about uprising isn't unwarranted. 

In one key scene maybe a mariner methodologies Budd to 

enrol him in a rebellion on board ship. This scene could 

possibly demonstrate a blending revolt on board Vere's 

vessel; the endeavour to include Budd may simply be 

important for Claggart's scheme to obliterate Budd. 

However, the occasion stresses the genuine threat of revolt 

around then. 

 

The Handsome Sailor is very nearly a legendary figure who 

addresses the ideal mariner to the sailors of that time. 

Melville portrays the figure of the Handsome Sailor as 

capable in his hazardous calling strength and excellence. 

Stories of his ability were presented. Shoreward he was a 

boss an eminent figure whose moral nature was only from 

time to time out of keeping with the actual make. To be sure, 

besides as conditioned by the previous, the attractiveness 

and force, consistently appealing in manly combination, 

scarcely might have drawn the kind of fair tribute the 

Handsome Sailor in certain models got from his less skilled 

partners. Such was Billy Budd.  

 

The Handsome Sailor is a romanticized figure who is truly 

excellent, popular with his kindred mariners, and genuinely 

solid. All through the book Billy Budd is contrasted with or 

related to the Handsome Sailor.  

 

The excellence of the Handsome Sailor is reflected in Billy 

Budd's appearance. Budd is "welkin-peered toward," 

brilliant haired, wonderful of highlight and structure, a solid 

and uncomplaining specialist, and constantly merry and 

pleasant. He is additionally a peaceful youngster who sees 

the best in everybody. Budd's appearance and demeanour 

not just distinguish him as a kind of Handsome Sailor yet as 

a Christ-like figure also. His delightful appearance passes on 

Budd's internal immaculateness, otherworldliness, and 

surprisingly extraordinary power. Notwithstanding, 

comparing Billy Budd with the Handsome Sailor likewise 

may suggest that Budd is as whimsical (nonreal or 

anecdotal) a character as the Handsome Sailor of legend is. 

 

The creator at times thinks about characters in the story to 

creatures. In likeness and analogy, characters are compared 

to various creatures to make their qualities clearer.  

 

For instance, Claggart is in some cases alluded to as a snake. 

He is additionally contrasted with a "scorpion" who stings 

itself with its own tail to kill whatever great might be 

covered up inside. These creature pictures clarify Claggart's 

"abhorrent" nature. At the point when Budd is faced by the 

after-sentry's unfairness he is said to respond like a 

"youthful pony straight from field unexpectedly breathing in 

a disgusting whiff from some synthetic industrial facility." 

The distinctive picture of the pony passes on Budd's 

estrangement from the evil of men and shows how repellent 

he, as blameless of malevolent as a pony, discovers it. All 

through the story, creature symbolism is utilized to pass on 

the activities or sensations of different character 
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