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Melville’s hallmark is a ship of people “moving toward an 
unknown horizon” on a “journey without maps”

– Albert Camus, 1952, p. 125

Melville and Scale
Transcendental Topology and the Quantum Sublime
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Source: https://www.tripadvisor.com/LocationPhotoDirectLink-g41769-d532171-i425574881-Herman_Melville_s_Arrowhead-
Pittsfield_Massachusetts.html

Rolling fields like seas and Mount 
Greylock (the Leviathan)
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Source: Jul 18th 2019 https://www.economist.com/books-and-arts/2019/07/18/born-200-years-ago-herman-melville-
was-globalisations-first-great-bard

The “25,000 miles of this world’s circumference” 
seen through “Herschel’s great telescope” and 

Leuwenhoek's “microscopic diligence” 
(Moby-Dick, 368; 202; 216) 
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Moby-Dick (1851)
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 Singular genre of poetry and praxis 
 Captures heart and intellect through the imagination 

 Melville: 
 Praxis: “The whaling voyage is a strange sort of a book; 

blubber is blubber tho’ you may get oil out of it”

 Poetry: “The book is a romance of adventure, founded upon 
wild legends in the Southern Sperm Whale Fisheries”

Sources: Oriental Repose. Baleinier au Mouillage (Whaler at anchor) colored lithograph drawn by Jean-Baptiste-Henri Durand-Brager 
(1814-1879), Garneray’s Sperm Whaling Scene: Peche du Cachalot. Cachalot Fishery. Aquatint by Ambroise Louis Garneray (1783-1857).
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The Colossus of Rhodes
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Source: Tapestry: Histoire d’Artémise Le colosse de Rhodes; Beauvais, 1521; Paris, 1599
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Column, Colossal, Monstrous
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The Column The Colossus The Monstrous

PurposivenessPurposiveness No Purposiveness

Cannot 
comprehend

“Almost too” much 
to comprehend

Easy to 
comprehend

Source: Kant, Immanuel. (2000, 1790). Critique of the Power of Judgment. Ed. Paul Guyer. Trans. Paul Guyer & Eric Matthews. Cambridge 
UK: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511804656.

“almost too great for our faculty 
of apprehension” (§26, p. 136)
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Kant’s Three Critiques
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The three critiques treat pure reason, practical reason, and reflective judgment: what the 
world is, how we should respond, and the bridge between them for new situations in which a 
concept does not pre-exist and we make an on-the-spot reflective judgment in the aesthetic 

experience of beauty (in the finite form) or the sublime (in the infinite formless)
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Beautiful vs Sublime
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Source: Kant, Immanuel. (2000, 1790). Critique of the Power of Judgment. Ed. Paul Guyer. Trans. Paul Guyer & Eric Matthews. Cambridge 
UK: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511804656.

The Sublime

Form not necessary and is infinite

The Beautiful

Form is necessary and is finite
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“We call sublime that which is absolutely great,” namely beyond all comparison in size or 
magnitude (§25, p 131)

“Hence it is the disposition of the mind resulting from a certain representation occupying the 
reflective judgment, but not the object, which is to be called sublime. Thus we can also add 

this to the foregoing formulation of the explanation of the sublime: That is sublime which 
even to be able to think of demonstrates a faculty of the mind that surpasses every measure 

of the senses” (§25, p 134)

For since the feeling of the sublime brings with it as its characteristic mark a movement of 
the mind connected with the judging of the object, whereas the taste for the beautiful 

presupposes and preserves the mind in calm contemplation, yet this movement is to be 
judged as subjectively purposive (because the sublime pleases), thus this movement is 

related through the imagination either to the faculty of cognition or to the faculty of desire, but 
in both relations the purposiveness of the given representation is judged only with regard to 

this faculty (without an end or interest): for then the first is attributed to the object as a 
mathematical, the second as a dynamical disposition of the imagination, and thus the object 

is represented as sublime in the twofold manner intended. (§25, p. 131) 

The Analytic of the Sublime 

Source: Kant, Immanuel. (2000, 1790). Critique of the Power of Judgment. Ed. Paul Guyer. Trans. Paul Guyer & Eric Matthews. 
Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511804656.
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“But one division is necessary in the analysis of the sublime which that of the beautiful 
did not require, namely that into the mathematically and the dynamically sublime” 

(§25, p 131)

Mathematically vs Dynamically Sublime

Source: Kant, Immanuel. (2000, 1790). Critique of the Power of Judgment. Ed. Paul Guyer. Trans. Paul Guyer & Eric Matthews. 
Cambridge UK: Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511804656.

Ongoing awe

Mathematically Sublime Dynamically Sublime

Episodic fear
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Kant’s Three Critiques
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The three critiques treat pure reason, practical reason, and reflective judgment: what the 
world is, how we should respond, and the bridge between them for new situations in which a 
concept does not pre-exist and we make an on-the-spot reflective judgment in the aesthetic 

experience of beauty (in the finite form) or the sublime (in the infinite formless)
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Colossus: The Giant, 1818, de Goya
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Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Colossus_(painting)#/media/File:El_coloso.jpg
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Hegel
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Symbolic Age Classical Age Romantic Age

Lyric Poetry

Inexpressibility of the infinite 
(idea) returns 

Prometheus (Goethe)

 Historical eras of artistic development

Greek sculptureEgyptian pyramids

Idea-form not fully reconciled Idea-form reconciled

Source: Hegel, G.W.F. (1975, 1835). Hegel’s Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art. Vol 1. Trans. T.M. Knox. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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Sublime
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Source: Turner
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Father Mapple’s Pulpit
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Source: https://zeddrix.com/moby-dick-chapter-8-summary/
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Moby-Dick: Spouter Inn

15

 A portentous, black mass of something hovering in a 
nameless yeast. A boggy, soggy, squitchy picture truly…

Source: Melville, Moby-Dick, 1851, Chapters 55 and 56: “Of the Monstrous Pictures of Whales” and “Of the Less Erroneous Pictures of 
Whales, and the True Pictures of Whaling Scenes”
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The Great Wave off Kanagawa, 1831, Ura
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Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Great_Wave_off_Kanagawa
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The Ocean is a Machine
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The Scale of AI
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Source: https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-023-00641-w
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