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Herman Melville – Woodlawn Cemetery, the Bronx, New York 

 

Melville’s confounding tombstone at Woodlawn Cemetery, New York. It is adorned with a blank scroll, a seeming 

anomaly for the wordy writer whose masterpiece comes in at a hefty 206,052 words. 
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It may surprise lovers of literature that Herman Melville's "Moby Dick" was not only 

disregarded by critics when it was published in 1851 (at the time entitled "The 
Whale", it was largely ignored. Astonishingly, only 3,000 copies sold during 

Melville's lifetime; the book brought him neither fame nor fortune. The author died 40 
years later, in 1891, and was buried at Woodlawn Cemetery in the Bronx, New York. 
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Melville is in good company at Woodlawn, once considered "America's most 
prestigious cemetery for men and women of accomplishment" and today an outdoor 

museum that hosts more than 100,000 visitors annually. Here, too, are journalist Nelly 
Bly, reformer Elizabeth Cady Stanton, musician Irving Berlin, poet Dorothy Parker, 
Joseph Pulitzer and W.C. Handy – the Father of the Blues – among other luminaries. 

Melville's tombstone, at Plot Catalpa, Section 23, is adorned with a blank scroll, a 
seeming anomaly for the wordy writer whose masterpiece comes in at a hefty 206,052 
words. 

Melville's intended meaning behind the scroll has perplexed visitors for decades. Is it 
a joke? The author's way to get back at the world for not seeing the literary merit of 

"Moby Dick" during his lifetime? Was it intentionally left that way to symbolize, as 
many believe, a blank canvas and creativity? 

 

Learn more: Woodlawn offers a number of ways to experience the cemetery, 

including self-guided tours and a series of guided tours and events.  For more 
information about the author and his works, visit www.melvillesociety.org. 
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