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Life and Death: Conjoined Twins 

³0HWKLQNV�ZH�KDYH�KXJHO\�PLVWDNHQ�WKLV�PDWWHU�RI /LIH�DQG�'HDWK´��0HOYLOOH������

Human are mortal creatures; we have a set beginning and a set ending. But life and death 

are not separate parts of our existence. For us death is a part of our daily lives and we 

cannot run from it no matter how advanced our societies become. While Life and Death 





Ishmael does not suffer alone as he wrestles with life and death; Queequeg 

struggles mentally with Life and Death as well. When he falls gravely ill, Queequeg 

resigns himself to death. He prepares himself mentally and physically for eminent death, 

DQG�RUGHUV�D�FRIILQ�EH�PDGH��+RZHYHU��4XHHTXHJ�UHFRYHUV�DQG�GHFODUHV�WKDW�³DW�D�FULWLFDO�

moment, he had just recalled a little duty ashore, which he was leaving undone; and 

therefore had changed his mind about dying: he could not die yet, he averred...if a man 

PDGH�XS�KLV�PLQG�WR�OLYH��PHUH�VLFNQHVV�FRXOG�QRW�NLOO�KLP´��0HOYLOOH�������'HVSLWH�

4XHHTXHJ¶V�SK\VLFDO�VWDWH��KH�VWLOO�PDQDJHG�WR�UHFRYHU�IURP�KLV�LOOQHVV��4XHHTXHJ¶V�ERG\�

wasting away to illness, but he was psychologically wasting away as well. In this 

SDVVDJH��4XHHTXHJ�VD\V�WKDW�³KH�FKDQJHG�KLV�PLQG�DERXW�G\LQJ��KH�FRXOG�QRW�GLH�\HW�´�

which implies Queequeg had no objections to dying previous to remembering his 

business on land. Queequeg mentally lost his will to live, and so his soul died before his 



FRPIRUW�KLP��IRU�KH�PXVW�EH�YHU\�VDG���3LS�GLHG�D�FRZDUG´��0HOYLOOH�������7KH�XVH�RI�



KLV�IDWH��%XW��ZH�DOVR�VHH�ZKHUH�/LIH�DQG�'HDWK�RYHUODS�LQ�$KDE¶V�SKDQWRP�OLPE��7KRXJK�

this limb is a ghost and no longer alive, Ahab tells the carpenter he can feel his leg as if it 

KDG�QHYHU�EHHQ�UHPRYHG��7KLV�OHJ�IHHOV�DOLYH�DQG�\HW�RFFXSLHV�WKH�VDPH�VSDFH�DV�$KDE¶V�

dead limb. This shows how although Life and Death can coexist while remaining distinct 

states of being. Thus the juxtaposition of Life and Death manifest physically in Ahab.  

7KLV�FRH[LVWHQFH�EHWZHHQ�/LIH�DQG�'HDWK�DOVR�PDQLIHVWV�LQ�7DVKWHJR¶V�IDOO�LQWR�WKH�

6SHUP�ZKDOH¶V�KHDG��:KLOH�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�UHWULHYH�WKH�VSHUP�RLO��7DVKWHJR�DFFLGHQWDOO\�

falls into the Tun and the whale head breaks away from the Pequod. Ishmael chronicles 

WKH�WUDJHG\��³/RRNLQJ�RYHU�WKH�VLGH��WKH\�VDZ�WKH�EHIRUH�OLIHOHVV�KHDG�WKUREELQJ�DQG�

heaving just below the surface of the sea, as if that moment seized with some momentous 

idea; whereas it was only the poor Indian unconsciously revealing by those struggles the 

perilous depth to which he had sunk... poor, buried-alive Tashtego was sinking utterly 

GRZQ�WR�WKH�ERWWRP�RI�WKH�VHD�´��0HOYLOOH����-������7DVKWHJR�ZDV�³EXULHG-DOLYH´�LQ�WKH�

slowly sinking whale head. Physically Tashtego was alive, but to those on the Pequod he 

was as good as dead because they saw no way to rescue him; and Tashtego would have 

died if not for Queequeg. Queequeg, full of foolish bravery, dove in after Tashtego and 



Yin and Yang 

The communion between Life and Death are seen symbolically throughout Moby 

Dick. The intimacy of Life and Death can be seen in the Whale God of King Tranquo, the 

coffin life-EXR\��DQG�$KDE¶V�KDUSRRQ��:KHQ�GHVFULELQJ�WKH�PHDVXUHPHQWV�RI�Zhales, 

,VKPDHO�UHFDOOV�YLVLWLQJ�.LQJ�7UDQTXR¶V�ZKDOH�VNHOHWRQ��:KLOH�DWWHPSWLQJ�WR�PHDVXUH�WKH�

Whale God, Ishmael commented on the juxtaposition between the green jungle and the 

ZKLWH�VNHOHWRQ��,VKPDHO�QRWHV�WKDW�³\HW��DV�WKH�HYHU-worn verdant warp and woof 

intermixed and hummed around [the skeleton], the mighty idler seemed the cunning 

weaver; himself all woven over with vines; every month assuming greener, fresher 

verdure; but himself a skeleton. Life folded Death; Death trellised Life; the grim god 

wived with youthful life, and begat him curly-KHDGHG�JORULHV´��0HOYLOOH�������7KH�ZKDOH�

skeleton is a symbol of Death and the green vines symbolize Life. In this image, Life and 

Death are intertwined and inhabit the same place. The skeleton and vines show how Life 

and Death coincide and become inseparable. There is death in life and life in death; death 

will come to the living vines and there was life in the skeleton. Both symbols touch on 

mortality and show how Life and Death are juxtaposed.  

In the same way, the coffin life-buoy demonstrate how Life and Death can 

function together. The coffin was built for Queequeg to be buried in when he died, 

however Queequeg never used the coffin. Later, the coffin was transformed into a life-

buoy. What once served as a final resting place became a life-line. When the Pequod 

VLQNV��,VKPDHO�DORQH�VXUYLYHV�³EXR\HG�XS�E\�WKDW�FRIILQ��IRU�DOPRVW�RQH�ZKROH�GD\�DQG�

night, [he] floated on a soft and dirge-OLNH�PDLQ´��������7KH�FRIILQ��D�V\PERO�RI�'HDWK��

became a life-buoy. Ishmael, the man who took to the sea to escape death, was saved by 



death; for if Queequeg had not fallen ill, the log and line life-buoy would not have been 

replaced. In the life-buoy, the two spectrums of life occupy the same space and become 

one entity. Death cannot be taken away from the life-buoy, because it was originally 

made to be a coffin; neither can Life be removed because the coffin has been transformed 

into a life-saver. Here Life and Death are combined and coexist in the same physical 

space. The life-buoy shows how Life and Death can be one in the same, for what was 

PDGH�HQWRPE�WKH�GHDG�VDYHG�,VKPDHO¶V�OLIH�� 

$NLQ�WR�,VKPDHO¶V�FRIILQ�OLIH-EXR\��$KDE¶V�KDUSRRQ�ZDV�ZURXJKW�IURP�ERWK�'HDWK�

and Life. Ahab forged his harpoon in order to kill Moby Dick, but when blacksmith 

DWWHPSWV�WR�WHPSHU�WKH�VWHHO�ZLWK�ZDWHU�$KDE�H[FODLPHG��µ³1R��QR²no water for that; I 

want it of the true death-temper. Ahoy, there! Tashtego, Queequeg, Daggoo! What say 

\H��SDJDQV��:LOO�\H�JLYH�PH�DV�PXFK�EORRG�DV�ZLOO�FRYHU�WKLV�EDUE"´�KROGing it high up. A 

cluster of dark nods replied, Yes. Three punctures were made in the heathen flesh, and 

WKH�:KLWH�:KDOH¶V�EDUEV�ZHUH�WKHQ�WHPSHUHG¶��������7KH�KDUSRRQ�ZDV�PDGH�IRU�'HDWK��

but christened with the Life-blood of the other harpooners. The harpoon, made of dead 

steel, symbolized Death for Moby Dick; the blood used to temper the barb represents 

Life. The harpoon demonstrates how Life and Death can intermingle in a single object. 

Just as Death and Life could not be separated from the life-buoy, they cannot be 

VHSDUDWHG�IURP�$KDE¶V�KDUSRRQ��7KH�KDUSRRQ�ZDV�PDGH�IRU�'HDWK��PDGH�WR�JRUJH�LWVHOI�

on whale blood. However, the only blood it tasted was the human blood of Tashtego, 

Daggoo, and Queequeg as Fedallah died before darting the fierce harpoon. The harpoon, 

made in blood and Death, never killed its target; Moby Dick lived while Ahab died. This 



irony shows how closely intertwined and interconnected Life and Death are in the story 

of Moby Dick.  

Life and Death are two separate entities, yet Melville juxtaposes these two states 

and shows the connection they share. Just as Yin and Yang are polar opposites yet come 

together to complete each other in a circle, Life and Death are very different entities but 

coexist to define our mortal lives. Life and Death are juxtaposed throughout 

psychologically, physically and symbolically throughout Moby Dick; but such 

manifestations surround our everyday lives as well. Our mortal lives cause us to 

constantly walk with Life and Death. No one is guaranteed Life tomorrow and Death can 

creep up in unexpected ways, but we still live each day no matter how Life and Death 

intertwine. We live each day with the knowledge that someday we will die; we continue 

through Life, while acknowledging that Death is already in us as well. Humans 

themselves are the embodiment of how Life and Death coexist in their many different 

forms. Life and Death are as conjoined twins, they are never far apart and you cannot 

have one without the other; they are connected and coexist in the same body.  
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