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MOBY DICK REHEARSED: 
ORSON WELLES’S MOST DARING 

ADAPTATION

summary
After 1950, Orson Welles was taking longer breaks between his theatre 
projects since he became more interested in making films. During his long 
exile in Europe, from 1950 and 1955, Welles performed in eight films, two of 
which he directed. One of the reasons he was reluctant to work in the theatre 
was that most of his later productions failed to gain public and/or critical 
acceptance, which made him dissatisfied and uninterested with the theatre. 
However, he found a chance to stage another theatre production at the be-
ginning of 1955 when he was offered to direct an adaptation of Herman 
Melville’s Moby Dick. Welles considered Melville’s novel one of the greatest 
American classics, therefore he immediately accepted the offer and with 
a previous adaptation in hand (a radio play from 1947 and an oratorio), 
he went even further in deconstructing one of the most popular American 
novels. Welles’s adaptation, entitled Moby Dick Rehearsed, became a play-
within-a play, about a group of actors involved in a run-through rehearsal of 
a Moby Dick dramatization. 

The rehearsal format of his play not only gave a ground for an experimenta-
tion he longed for, but also allowed for relatively low production costs, which 
enabled him to find producers easily. The play was staged without elaborate 
scenery and costumes at the Duke of York’s Theatre in London at the begin-
ning of June 1955, for a three and a half weeks run. Moby Dick Rehearsed 
was surely Welles’s most successful theatre work since Julius Caesar (1938), 
even though it did not get as much publicity. Welles himself considered Moby 
Dick Rehearsed the best thing he did in any form; however, very soon he 
abandoned theatre completely by 1960, after two other theatre productions, 
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79
2.

07
1.

2.
02

7.
2 

Ве
лс

 О
.

79
2.

09
1:

82
1.

11
1(

73
)-

31
C

O
BI

SS
.S

R-
ID

 2
21

95
04

76



M
O

BY
 D

IC
K 

RE
H

EA
RS

ED
: 

O
RS

O
N

 W
EL

LE
S’

S 
M

O
ST

 D
A

RI
N

G
 A

D
A

PT
AT

IO
N

2�

Falstaff/ Chimes at Midnight and Rhinoceros, that also got a lukewarm re-
ception.

Key words
actor-manager, American classic, Duke of York’s Theatre, Herman Melville, 
King Lear, Moby Dick Rehearsed, one-man show, oratorio, novel adaptation, 
play-within-play, radio production, stock company, theatre-within-theatre, 
Orson Welles.

This article is dedicated to the centennial of Orson Welles’s 
birth in 1915 and thirtieth anniversary of his death in 
1985.

During his long exile in Europe, from 1950 and 1955, Orson Welles per-
formed in eight films, two of which he directed.2 He also narrated and hosted 
several radio series for the BBC, and designed sets and costumes for the ballet 
The Lady in the Ice at the Stoll Theater in London in 1953.3 His stay in Europe 
was interrupted only by his brief visit to the US in October 1953 to perform 
as Lear in Peter Brook’s television version of King Lear shot for CBS in New 
York.

Welles was now taking longer breaks between his theatre projects since he 
became more interested in making films. Most of his later productions failed 
to gain public and/or critical acceptance, which made him dissatisfied and 
uninterested with work in the theatre. He always found bad reviews painful, 
taking them personally, rather than as simple criticism. “I can’t believe good 
reviews. And I believe every damned word of the bad ones.”4 

He had yearned for a closer, more intellectual relationship with critics, one 
that would inspire him as an artist. Because he was regarded mostly as a pub-

2 The films are: The Return to Glenascaul (1951), directed by Hilton Edwards; Welles’s own 
Othello (1952), in which he played the title role; Trent’s Last Case (1953), directed by Herbert 
Wilcox; Royal Affairs of Versailles (1953), directed by Sacha Guitry; Man, Beast and Virtue 
(1953), directed by Stefano Vanzina; Sacha Guitry’s Napoleon (1954) and one episode directed 
by George More O’Ferrall in Three Cases of Murder (1954). In 1955 Welles played in Trouble in 
the Glen directed by Herbert Wilcox and in his own film, released in 1962, Mr. Arkadin British 
title Confidential Report, in which he played Mr. Arkadin.

3 Welles’s radio credits for this period include: 
 The Adventures of Harry Lime series (1951); The Black Museum series (1952); the Sherlock Hol-

mes series (1952) and (1955); and Song of Myself and Queen of Spades (1953).
4 Logan Gourlay, “The Bold, Bad Orson is Just a Myth”, Sunday Times, June 5, 1955.
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lic figure, however, most reviewers examined the form of Welles’s work, rath-
er than it’s content. “I earn a good living and get lots of work because of this 
ridiculous myth about me,” Welles said in an interview with Kenneth Tynan 
many years later and added: “But the price of it is that when I try to do some-
thing serious, something I care about, a great many critics don’t review that 
particular work, but me in general. They write their standard Welles piece. It’s 
either the good piece or the bad piece, but they are both fairly standard.”5

Also, Welles did not work more in the theatre for financial reasons. He always 
invested his own money in his projects. When the Mercury Repertory Thea-
tre was flourishing, for example, Welles earned $3,000 weekly as a radio actor. 
Of this he invested $2,000 in the theatre. In the same way, in later years, he 
continued to use his own money to subsidize his film projects. On receiving 
the Life Achievement Award from the American Film Academy in 1975, in 
a speech at the American Film Institute, Welles said that he paid himself as a 
director out of his acting jobs: “I use my own work to subsidize my work. In 
another words, I am crazy. But not crazy enough to pretend to be free. But 
it’s a fact that many of the films you’ve seen tonight could never been made 
otherwise. Or if otherwise – well they might have been better. But certainly 
they wouldn’t have been mine.”6

Although by the mid-1950’s Welles had become more involved in film 
projects, he was still interested in the theatre. He found a chance to stage 
another theatre production in the beginning of 1955. Welles was approached 
by John Huston to play the role of Father Mapple in the film Moby Dick. 
In addition, Huston and Ray Bradbury, who wrote the script, asked Welles 
to help them in rewriting the sermon scene. Besides working on the script, 
Welles also worked extensively on his make-up, so he could play a man much 
older than himself. On the day of shooting, without rehearsing much, Welles 
started to act in front of the cameras. He acted so brilliantly that at the end, 
“totally out of the context and character of the sequence, the cast stood and 
gave Welles an ovation.”7

This probably inspired Welles to return to his own dramatization of Moby 
Dick. In February 1955, he met Wolf Mankowitz, a British writer and pro-
ducer, who encouraged him to continue working on the stage adaptation of 

5 Kenneth Tynan, “Interview with Orson Welles,” Playboy, vol. V, no. 14, March 1967, p. 54. 
6 Orson Welles, “Acceptance Speech on Receipt of the Life Achievement Award at American 

Film Institute”, American Cinematographer, Vol. 56, no. 4, April 1975, p. 429.
7 Charles Higham, 1985, p. 286.
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Moby Dick that had originated eleven years before. Together with Brainerd 
Duffield, Welles had written several versions between 1944 and 1947. He pre-
sented a radio version of Moby Dick as part of the Mercury Summer Theatre 
on August 30, 1946. The show was originally written by Duffield as an album 
for Decca Record Company, with Charles Laughton in the role of Captain 
Ahab.

In the radio version, Welles and Duffield used sound and music to highlight 
dramatic moments and illustrate the struggle with Moby Dick, especially in 
the finale. Sound effects of wind and waves were used between scenes, along 
with harp music that sometimes turned into full orchestra, in an accompani-
ment composed by Bernard Herrmann. As in the novel, the story was told 
from the point of view of Ishmael and consisted of thirteen scenes, with most 
of the dialogue and language that preserved more or less its original form. 
Welles played Captain Ahab and William Alland was Ishmael. Although Ish-
mael’s narration was a major part of the radio version of Moby Dick some 
scenes, such as the brief and dramatic dispute between Ahab and Starbuck, 
were turned into action. Welles and Duffield also kept several soliloquies, 
among them Ahab’s, which was accompanied by soft, sweet, lyrical music.8 

8 Orson Welles and Brianerd Duffield, Moby Dick, Radio Play, 1946. The second part of the 
broadcast starts also with Ishmael’s narration, accompanied by dramatic music that fades un-
der the familiar text: “I, Ishmael, was one of those aboard the ‘Pequod.” This is followed by the 
scene at the blacksmith’s, where all the sounds of the smithy are incorporated as background to 
the dialogue between Ahab and the blacksmith: a hammer pounding on an anvil, coins jingling 
in a leather bag, clanging and hissing as steel is tempered, all with strong and rhythmic music 
fading under. After Ahab baptizes the harpoon: “In the name of the Devil I baptize thee! In 
the Devil’s name!” and declares “Now my harpoon is done”, the music segues into two plucked 
chords played by tympani and orchestra. It then becomes a fully melodic but slightly ominous 
introduction to the seascape.

 The next scene takes place between Ahab and the captains of two other ships, the “Bachelor” 
and the “Rachel”, in which he inquires if they have seen the white whale. It turns into the scene 
aboard the ship and Ahab’s soliloquy on forty years at the sea. After a quiet scene at sea, the 
music is punctuated with a quick splash, introducing the whale, Moby Dick. “I see him! A 
hump like a snow hill! It’s Moby Dick!” Next a sound of oarlocks working fast is heard, along 
with the grunts of oarsmen and splash of water and a sudden hiss like escaping steam. Then a 
harp is heard twanging and Ahab shouts, “Ye missed him!” This is followed by the sound of a 
sudden, tremendous upheaval of the sea. The music is now a background sound with tympani, 
turning dramatically into a sharp cut-off. 

 The pursuit of Moby Dick continues with the sound of churning and splashing. The music 
reaches a violent crescendo that turns into dark and murky background music, while voices 
are heard: “Ye got him!” and “Here we go!” This is followed by cries of terror and the sound of 
crunching, conveying the image of a boat splintering, after which the water churning is heard. 
The music turns into a shimmering climax, diminishing into a series of harp glissandos, and 
then fades out. The sound turns into a gentle bubbling of water and the music becomes deep 
rippling chords, suggesting the engulfed ship. After a moment of silence, Ishmael’s voice is 



A
le

ks
an

dr
a 

Jo
vi

će
vi

ć

31

The radio version of Moby Dick was only one of many that Welles and Duff-
ield created. They continued to work on the dramatization, calling it an ora-
torio, which they subtitled: “A Fable of Vengeance.” Welles felt that because 
of the novel’s content, filled with abstract dramatic passages and complex 
relationships, a conventional form of dramatization would not work well. 
He hoped that the oratorio form would add real vitality and reflect the nov-
el’s basic poetry. Welles planned to “utilize the entire theatrical vocabulary”, 
in order to bring the novel to its fullest voice and expression, adding ele-
ments such as choral and symphonic music, movements and dance ges-
tures, mixing them into an experience that would “kindle the spectator’s 
latent responses.”9

The oratorio – which was never actually presented – preserved some of the 
elements used in the radio-play. Its structure and the division of scenes and 
places remained the same. In their two-act, fifteen-scene work, Welles and 
Duffield concentrated on the story of the whale hunt. They also kept the 
preparations for the voyage of the doomed ship. They envisioned the set as a 
cyclorama with an upstage structure representing the ship with its bowsprit 
pointed toward the audience. Ship’s ladders on either side led toward a nar-
row deck, a mast with a crow’s nest, ropes and rigging. The forestage would be 
left bare, with shallow steps to the left and right along the apron where singers 
would sometimes sit. An orchestra would also occupy the stage. Welles would 
appear as the oratorio’s star and producer, and the original score would be 
composed by Bernard Herrmann.

The cast of characters included Ishmael, Father Mapple, Peleg, Bildad, Elijah, 
Captain Ahab, Starbuck, Stubb, and Pip, along with townspeople, harpooners 
and crew. The synopsis of the first act included Ishmael’s speech, his arrival at 
Nantucket, Father Mapple’s Sermon, Going Aboard the Ship, Ahab’s Entrance 
and the scene on the Quarterdeck. The second act started with Ishmael nar-
rating from the crow’s nest at the masthead, followed by the scene between 
Ahab and Starbuck, Ahab’s soliloquy, Midnight-The Forecastle, a scene be-
tween Ahab and Pip in the captain’s cabin, entitled “The Whiteness of the 

heard saying: “The drama’s done...the ‘Pequod’, all her crew and Captain drowned. And only 
I, Ishmael, escaped to tell this tale...” The epilogue is a speech from Ahab now drowned, who 
speaks about his experience from the bottom of the sea, “but all is water now”, with the music 
rolling up out of his soliloquy to the finale.

9 Orson Welles and Brainerd Duffield, “Antepast” for Moby Dick Oratorio, p. 4, Welles Archive 
Box 7, folder 21.
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Whale”, the scene at the Blacksmith’s Forge, the scene on the Deck, the Chase, 
and the Epilogue.10 

The dialogue and most of the speeches remained the same as in the radio 
version, with only a few stage directions added. At Ishmael’s introductory 
speech, the water-gazers enter the stage: “If they but knew it, all men cher-
ish the same feelings toward the ocean with me”.11 After a while they slowly 
depart: “Wherefore did the Persians and the Greeks hold the sea holy?”12 Af-
ter a chorale, harpooners and townspeople enter the stage. This is followed 
by a “primitive dance”. Then harpooners would leave, and while Ishmael is 
still describing Nantucket: “The island town itself is perhaps the dearest place 
to live in all New England”, young girls and sweethearts perform a dance 
number entitled “The Sailor’s Return”.13 After this, townspeople enter a chapel 
and people read various epitaphs. Ishmael continues speaking while seated 
among the congregation and then Father Mapple ascends to the pulpit and 
everyone sings a hymn. After Father Mapple’s sermon, the lights fade out and 
then fade in revealing the ship and showing Peleg and Bildad seated before it. 
The seamen enter with Ishmael, followed by the recruiting of the ship’s crew. 
The end of the scene is a tableau, with the crowd waving goodbye. The lights 
change and other scenes that follow take place aboard the ship. 

The similarities between the radio and oratorio scripts are especially obvious 
in the finale, where a number of sound effects are used. After Ahab’s shouts, 
the music is punctuated by quick, splashy figures. The music marks the whale 
hunt and the whale boat, in which Ahab and oarsmen are seen, is thrust for-
ward from the pit. The flashing light symbolizes the upheaval at sea, while 
deep, rippling chords suggest the engulfed ship. After a blackout, Ishmael ap-
pears on the forestage to conclude the scene. Then the ghost of Ahab appears, 
delivering the same soliloquy as in the radio script. 

10 There are several versions of the oratorio the last of which is dated July 30, 1947. All these versions 
are filled with Welles’s penciled revisions and many erasures. Especially interesting is the devel-
opment of the oratorio from the first draft. It included a synopsis of scenes on two pages: “Ish-
mael, Father Mapple, Going Aboard, the Crew, Enter Ahab-the Quarterdeck, Ahab and Starbuck, 
Soliloquy, Ishmael, the Blacksmith” and a list of leitmotifs, near which has been written, “pick 
three or four: The Albatross, The Virgin, The Jeroboam, The Rose-bud, The Samuel Enderby, The 
Bachelor, The Rachel, The Delight”. Then comes a scene entitled Pip and Ahab, near which has 
been written: “See the pages: 745, 754, 763,” then “Ahab and Starbuck, The Chase,“under which 
has been written, “How?,” and “Epilogue” Welles Archive, Box 7, folder 21.

11 Moby Dick Oratorio, July 30, 1947, p. 1.
12 Ibid, p. 2.
13 Ibid, p. 3.
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This oratorio was never performed, although Welles tried to stage it in 
France, after unsuccessful attempts to produce it in New York in 1947. On 
October 6, 1947, Maurice Bessy, who met Welles at the shooting of Macbeth, 
sent a telegram confirming that the Comedy Francaise was willing to present 
Welles’s oratorio.14 Welles answered Bessy on October 11, 1947, saying that 
he expected to do Moby Dick in London and asking to postpone the Comedie 
Francaise production to May 1948.15 There are no indications, however, that 
Welles made any further efforts to present his dramatization at the Comedie 
Francaise.

But Welles considered Melville’s novel one of the greatest American clas-
sics and he never gave up the idea of producing it. He immediately accepted 
Mankowitz’s offer in 1955. With a previous adaptation in hand, Welles went 
even further in deconstructing one of the most popular American novels. 
Welles’s adaptation, entitled Moby Dick Rehearsed, became a play- within-a 
play. It is a two-act play about a group of actors involved in a run-through 
rehearsal of a Moby Dick dramatization. Welles wrote the first part of Moby 
Dick Rehearsed, and he based the dramatization itself on the fragments of the 
novel turning them into the Elizabethan-style blank verse. 

Even in its title, Moby Dick Rehearsed, Welles established a premise that his 
text is neither a pure dramatization nor an adaptation of the novel, but rather 
a rehearsal – an experiment which offers a new version of the novel.16 Ac-
tually, Moby Dick Rehearsed reflects some of Welles’s basic ideas on theatre 
and reveals his theatre poetics. As suggested earlier, Welles considered thea-
tre a place for experimentation, where productions are changed from per-
formance to performance. The rehearsal format of his play also allowed for 
relatively low production costs, enabling Welles and Mankowitz to find pro-
ducers easily. As a dramatization being rehearsed, the play could be staged 
without elaborate scenery and costumes. Mankowitz and his partner, Oscar 
Lewenstein, approached several theatre producers. They found Martin Gabel, 

14 Telegram from Maurice Bessy to Orson Welles, October 6, 1947.
15 Telegram from Orson Welles to Maurice Bessy, October 11, 1947. Welles tried to turn the 

oratorio into a film. In 1947, he met Edward Small, an independent Hollywood producer, who 
wanted to work with Welles, and offered him a number of scripts, including the Moby Dick 
Oratorio, but Small refused. See Frank Brady, 1989, pp. 418-419.  

16 According to Webster’s Dictionary, the word “rehearsal” has three meanings: a) something that 
is recounted or told again; b) a private performance or practice session preparatory to a public 
appearance and c) a practice exercise. The verb “to rehearse” has also several additional mean-
ings, such as: a) to say it again: repeat; b) to recite aloud in a formal manner; c) to present an 
account of: narrate, relate familiar story, d) to recount, to give a rehearsal of, to train or make 
proficient by rehearsal, and, finally, to perform or practice as if in a rehearsal.
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a former Mercury Theatre actor and producer and Henry Margolis, a produc-
er, who agreed to back the play at the Duke of York’s Theatre in London. The 
full production cost was estimated to be 1,895.14.6 pounds, including various 
fees and staff salaries, recordings, stage set-up, rehearsals, electric and light-
ing installations, publicity material, advertising, scenery and stage properties, 
transportation and the rent of an electric organ.17

Welles started rehearsals for the production at the end of May 1955, about 
three weeks before the opening. Except for Kenneth Williams, already a well-
known actor, Welles cast mostly young and inexperienced British performers. 
The cast included many actors, who later became leading figures in British 
theatre, including Gordon Jackson, Joan Plowright, Peter Sallis and Patrick 
McGoohan. This talented cast enabled Welles to experiment more with the 
text, especially since he envisioned it as a play rehearsed by a stock company, 
or an amateur group. Although their salaries were low, most of the actors 
were thrilled with the idea of working with Welles, who was a legendary fig-
ure in Europe in the mid-1950s. A whole generation of young British theatre 
artists was influenced by American films, especially those of Welles. 18

Rehearsals for Moby Dick Rehearsed were conducted every day from noon to 
midnight. Welles organized them in a fashion similar to those for The Blessed 
and the Damned, a production he did in Paris in 1950. Although he played 
the main role, he preferred not to rehearse onstage with the other actors and 
had a stage manager read his text. He sat in the darkness of the stalls and gave 
instructions through a loudspeaker system to save his voice. Welles’s vitality 
and ability to amuse the actors enabled them to endure the rehearsals without 
too many complaints, even when some of the scenes were rehearsed for as 
many as 23 times and the loudspeaker vibrated all day long with Welles’s voice 
making remarks such as – “Sir, will you get the hell out of there?”. Even until 
a day before the opening, the cast did not get pieces, prayer-books, charts and 
telescopes, which all were indicated in gesture and mime.19

17 Moby Dick Rehearsed, Production Account, Wolf Mankowitz and Oscar Lewenstein Produc-
tion, Ltd., Oscar Lewenstein Collection, Theatre Museum, London.

18 See David Richard Jones, Great Directors at Work: Stanislavski, Brecht, Kazan and Brook, Berke-
ley, Los Angeles and London: University of California Press, 1986. pp. 166-167.

19 Orson Welles, Moby Dick Rehearsed, New York: Samuel French, Inc., 1965, Act I, p. 5.
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Melville and Welles

Melville’s novel was considered a failure during his lifetime because his theme, 
“the apocalypse and doom of civilization was unwelcome.”20 Welles wrote that 
“recognition and acceptance of the work of a great creator seldom come in 
his own generation and usually only after the passage of considerable time.”21 
According to him, “Melville, the untimeliest of the American Titans has only 
lately been properly appraised.”22 Feeling that a possibility for a new inter-
pretation of the classic existed, Welles decided to stage the dramatization in 
London, where audiences knew little about American culture. Both Melville 
and Welles were expatriates from the New World to Europe. Indeed, certain 
similarities exist between Welles and Melville in their wanderings through 
Europe. Welles noted that Melville articulated “Freudian truths in an era 
which made prudery a fetish”.23 According to Welles, Melville was “a multiple 
personality, driven by neuroses to create works of libidinal intensity.”24 Welles 
was fascinated with Moby Dick, finding it allegorical, full of symbols, fanta-
sies and abstractions. He was intrigued with Melville’s romantic vision of the 
search for an absolute revelation in nature, the inflation of self, the fascination 
with dreams, demonic possession, and self-sacrificing love, the elements of 
the irrational and notion of the so-called “labyrinth” – all elements that were 
characteristic for his own art, as well.25 Welles also pointed that there are “two 
very different things in the novel: that sort of pseudo-biblical element that is 

20 “Antepast”, p. 2.
21 Ibid, p. 1.
22 Besides Welles’s dramatization, there were several attempts to adapt Moby Dick for the stage or 

screen. In 1949, an adaptation and translation of the novel by French novelist Jean Giono and 
director Paul Oettly was produced in Paris. In April 1955, a month before Welles presented his 
dramatization at the Duke of York Theatre, Howard Robman presented his adaptation of Moby 
Dick in the Phoenix Theatre. In addition, there are two film versions of the novel, one with John 
Barrymore in 1930, and, as already mentioned, John Huston’s film.

23 Orson Welles, “Antepast”, p. 1.
24 Ibid, p. 1.
25 Welles recognized various literary and non-literary influences on Melville, particularly those 

that also influenced him. Melville’s literary influence included all the classics, especially the 
Elizabethans. Melville was also influenced by Rabelais, Montaigne and, above all, Shakespeare, 
all favorites of Welles. Melville considered Shakespeare his teacher. For example, the metaphor 
of the ship as a world corresponds to Shakespeare’s idea that the entire world is a stage. Melville 
was particularly obsessed with what he called Shakespeare’s “dark characters”: Hamlet, Timon, 
Lear and Iago. He was especially attracted to the character of King Lear, the same character 
Welles was obsessed by all his life, and in whose image Welles created Captain Ahab. Melville’s 
inspiration like Welles’s also came from his direct experience of music halls, penny theatres, 
promenade concerts and playhouses in New York, London and Paris. 
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not very good, and also that curious 19th century American element, of the 
apocalyptical genre, that can be rendered very well in the cinema.”26

Welles found many theatrical elements in the novel, stating that it thrilled 
him more as a drama than as a novel. He considered Moby Dick “to be capable 
of coherent theatrical utterance”, arguing that Melville wrote the novel like an 
Elizabethan in the “grand manner of poetic tragedy”, which was the way all 
Shakespeare’s great tragedies were written. “His [Melville’s] great ensembles, 
viewed as through a proscenium arch, seem mounted on a stage with traps, 
flies, orchestral pit to the full complement of bombastic solos and operatic 
choruses in one of Edwin Forest’s or Macready’s Shakespearian extravagan-
zas.”27

Welles kept in mind that Melville wrote Moby Dick as a non-conformist 
novel, disregarding all the formalistic conventions of his time. Moby Dick is 
not a typical nineteenth-century novel and Welles recognized early forms of 
parody that it offered. Pages and pages of mock-bibliography and “hyperbo-
les of philological, ironic and occult fantasies”, as well as the use of the first-
person narration, seemed to be most attractive to Welles.28 He pointed out 
that Melville “renounced the sterile and spurious orthodoxies of Victorian 
tradition and entered a realm of pure irrational”, employing techniques and 
devices “theretofore unused and made eloquent and responsive instruments 
of them.”29 In his novel, Melville created a mixture of high and popular art, 
turning it into a piece of classical art. This mixture of Shakespearian theat-
ricality and popular entertainment in Moby Dick appealed to Welles and he 
intended to turn this classical piece of art into a popular piece again. 

Like Melville in the novel, Welles, too, wanted to create a work that would be 
experimental and dissolve all formalistic conventions of theatre tradition. In 
Moby Dick Rehearsed, Welles employed techniques found in the novel that 
belonged to the tradition of the Elizabethan stage. In the total structure of 
his dramatization, Welles preserved narrative means that already existed in 
the novel, such as dialogue, soliloquy, sermon, philosophical and scientific 
discourses, poetry, song, chants, and even dream analysis and allegorical 
symbolism. In attempting to preserve all this, Welles was more truthful to 

26 “A Trip to Don Quixoteland”, 1966, p. 40. 
27 Harold Beaver, “On the Composition of Moby Dick,” in Herman Melville Moby Dick or, the 

Whale, Edited with an Introduction and Commentary by Harold Beaver, London: Penguin 
Books, 1986, p. 25.

28 Ibid, p. 20.
29 “Antepast”, p. 2.
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the original than he was in the initial collaboration with Duffield. Welles, 
however, made large revisions in the order of scenes and the structure of the 
play. Out of the 135 chapters that comprise the novel, Welles’s used only 28 
chapters, adding very little from other chapters and turning the result of his 
editing into two acts and fifteen scenes. Welles followed the main line of ac-
tion, eliminating everything from the novel that was not directly connected 
to it. He grasped the rapid changes of mood and rhythm of the original and 
the entire imaginative and poetic power of its construction.30 With Moby 
Dick Rehearsed, Welles produced a technically complete, self-contained work 
of narrative invention in the theatre. “I think I’ve got it right now or as right 
as it ever will be.”31 

Moby Dick Rehearsed opens with a turn-of-the-century American theatrical 
stock company in New England gathering for a rehearsal. This justified the 
use of the somewhat archaic language that would have been common at the 
time. Simultaneously, Welles used blank verse for the heightened and dec-
lamatory language of the main action and juxtaposed it with the colloquial 
and ordinary language of the actors. The form of a rehearsed adaptation has a 
double focus – on the novel and on the way it has been recaptured. Its struc-
ture corresponds to the popular “frame” story-telling technique that Welles 

30 The following chapters were taken from the novel: 1 Loomings, 6 The Street, 7 The Chapel, 8 
The Pulpit, 9 The Sermon, 14 Nantucket, 21 Going Aboard; 26 and 27 Knights and Squires; 28 
Ahab, 29 Enter Ahab; To Him, Stubb, 34 The Cabin-Table, 35 The Mast-Head, The Quarter-
Deck, 40 Midnight, Forecastle, 41 Moby Dick, 42 The Whiteness of the Whale, 50 Ahab’s Boat 
and Crew, Fedallah, 52 The Albatross, 73 Stubb and Flask Kill a Right Whale and then Have 
a Talk Over Him, 106 Ahab’s Leg, 107 The Carpenter, 108 Ahab and the Carpenter, 109 Ahab 
and Starbuck in the Cabin, 115 The “Pequod” Meets the “Bachelor,” 128 The “Pequod” Meets 
the “Rachel,” 133 The Chase: First Day, 134 The Chase-Second Day, 135 The Chase-Third Day, 
and Epilogue.

 The 15 scenes used in the play were: 1 A scene at the wharf Nantucket and with the whaling 
ship “Pequod” in the backgrounds; 2 The Whalemen’s Chapel in Nantucket; 3 The whaling 
ship “Pequod” upon the very point of starting for the voyage; 4 The first appearance of Captain 
Ahab; 5 Midnight, Forecastle; 6 Midnight--The Forecastle Bulwarks; 7 The scene of Thunder; 8 
The scene between Ahab and Starbuck; 8 Voice of the “Bachelor”; 9 The deck--first night watch, 
a scene between Ahab and the ship’s carpenter; 10 The voice of the “Rachel”; 11 The afterdeck-
-between Ahab and Starbuck; 12 The first encounter with the whale; 13 The second encounter; 
14 The third encounter; 15 Epilogue. 

 The order of scenes in Moby Dick Rehearsed was more or less the same as in Welles’s and 
Duffield’s oratorio, entitled: Ishmael, Father Mapple, Going Aboard, the Crew, Enter Ahab-the 
Quarterdeck, Ahab and Starbuck, Soliloquy, Midnight-Forecastle, Moby Dick, the Whiteness 
of the Whale, the Blacksmith, the Albatross, the “Bachelor”, the “Rachel”, Pip and Ahab, Ahab 
and Starbuck, the Chase and Epilogue.

31 Orson Welles quoted in Logan Gourlay, “The Bold, Bad Orson is Just a Myth”, June 5, 1955.
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utilized on radio many times at the beginning and end of a show to set off the 
main line of action.

Ishmael remains as the main narrator of the story. The presence of the nar-
rator gives the novel a documentary feeling. His presence is most vividly felt 
when he is most occupied with the presentation of actual events and condi-
tions. In the dramatization, a double narrative focus is established: the story 
of an acting company but also the story of Moby Dick seen through the com-
pany’s eyes and the eyes of Ishmael. Events are seen through the immediate 
passion of human effort, but also as they appear to detached observers. Thus, 
the audience’s attention is directed along three courses at once. The very fact 
that the actors appear within what is announced as a rehearsal is the first step 
in this process of assimilation; from the beginning the supposition is that the 
events would lead to a definite termination and that the actors will play parts 
in the story. The device of the rehearsal – and of Ishmael’s interweaving the 
stuff of his own narrative – creates a story-telling atmosphere.

Ishmael’s “autobiographical” narration recalled the format and tone Welles 
employed in his radio narrations. The first person narration was a very popu-
lar literary form in the United States in the nineteenth century and contin-
ued popular in the early days of radio when Welles started working in that 
medium. Welles’s various radio programs, such as First Person Singular, The 
Shadow, and Mercury Theatre on the Air contained the same narrative tech-
niques as the nineteenth-century novel. Andrew Sarris noted, however, that 
even when “Welles tackled the familiar literary classics of the past; he tried to 
stir them into new life in the steaming cauldron of the present. This then was 
the substance of the Shadow: To educate, edify, and entertain the citizens of 
this republic with creative visions – most felicitously in sound – of our past, 
our present, and our future. Consequently, the radio heritage of Orson Welles 
tells us as much about America and the world from the mid thirties to the 
mid-forties as it tells about the man himself.”32

The Production

The play starts when the lights go up, revealing the Young Actor studying 
a promptbook under a shaded work light and reading aloud to the Young 
Actress: “Call me Ishmael...” During his introductory speech, several actors 

32 Andrew Sarris, “Orson Welles on Radio: The Shadow and the Substance”, The Radio Years: 
Orson Welles on the Air, New York: Museum Of Broadcasting, 1988, p. 9.
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come onstage, arriving for a rehearsal, in a scene similar to Welles’s and Duff-
ield’s oratorio. The actors group nears the edge of the stage, suggesting the 
water-gazers from the oratorio and the novel. As soon as the Young Actor 
finishes reading, a burst of thunder starts, but the actors ignore it. They light 
cigars and cigarettes, and one reads a newspaper. As abruptly as it started, the 
thunder stops, after which the Stage Manager pops his head out of the prompt 
side the right of the proscenium arch and inquires about the effect. 

The Young Actor, closing the book, tells the Young Actress that what he has 
read is a sort of prologue, immediately establishing the two parallel worlds 
on the stage. He tells her and the audience at the same time: “There are real 
scenes later on, of course – with dialogue.”33 The scene is followed by another 
sudden loud rumble of thunder, accompanied by another appearance of the 
Stage Manager, who breaks the illusion, pointing out that the thunder was 
produced by a thunder sheet rather than a drum.

The use of a group of actors looking for an ideal text for their theatrical com-
pany recalls Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author.34 Both groups 
of characters get involved in a play-acting of some previous events and slowly 
become more and more integrated into the action of the play, forgetting real-
ity. Welles modeled his company after American and British resident “stock” 
companies that existed in small provincial theatres between 1850 and 1870, 
where each actor undertook a particular type of role. In addition to a Lead-
ing Man, a Juvenile Lead and a Leading Lady, every company included such 
types as a Low Comedian, a Heavy Father, a Chamber Maid later Soubrette, 
and Walking Ladies and Gentlemen later known as Supers.35

Welles’s characters represent a typical nineteenth-century acting company, 
composed of eleven members, including seven stereotypical actors: an Ac-
tor-Manager (who was played by Orson Welles); a Very Serious Actor, also 
called an Old Pro (played by Kenneth Williams); a Serious Actor, also called 
a Cynical Actor (played by Patrick McGoohan), and who always plays a sec-
ond lead; an Experienced Actor; a Middle Aged Actor; a Young Actor (played 
by Gordon Jackson), and a Young Actress (played by Joan Plowright). Other 

33 Ibid, Act I, p. 7.
34 For example, the “names” of the characters are not their real names, but indicate their relation-

ships to the theatre. Similarly, in Pirandello’s text, the names indicate types: the Father, the 
Mother, the Step-Daughter, the Son, the Stage Manager, etc.

35 Francis Donaldson, The Actor Managers, Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1970, p. 15.
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members of the troupe are a Stage Manager and his First and Second Assist-
ants. The cast also includes four Stage Hands.

Welles also used the introductory scenes to present both the type of actors 
in his play and the characters they would play in Moby Dick Rehearsed. The 
characters reflected the fictional actors’ personalities and relationships. The 
opening scene between the actors represents not only an old conflict among 
the members of the troupe, but also the continuation of this conflict in Moby 
Dick. The actors are introduced to each other. A Serious Actor, who usually 
plays Kent, Richmond, Iago and Mercutio, is presented as “our new Second 
Lead.”36 He will play Starbuck in Moby Dick, who is defined by the Young Ac-
tor as “First Mate, an honest, God-fearing sort of fellow. You might say he’s 
the only voice of sanity in the play.”37 

As the Stage Manager experiments with various instruments that are usually 
employed to create theatrical effects, Welles uses the introductory scene to 
demonstrate them. He intended to reveal all theatrical illusions to the audi-
ence so they would see all the mechanisms with which a theatre production 
is mounted. The gathered actors are awaiting the Actor-Manager, who is also 
referred to as the Governor. The role of the Actor-Manager in the play was 
one Welles had as his real occupation for most of his life. According to James 
Naremore, Welles had taken “his theatrical identity from a turn-of-the-cen-
tury tradition of flamboyant directors, and throughout his career he strug-
gled to maintain that identity in the face of changing, increasingly corporate 
culture.”38 This also paid homage to Henry Irving, one of the best known ac-
tor-managers. Like the character of the Actor-Manager in the play, Irving, 
too, was called “Guvnor” or “Chief ” by his fellow actors.39 

As suggested earlier, Welles perpetually considered that the theatre always 
had its greatest competition from the popular entertainment formats. Be-
fore the stock companies appeared in the United States, the theatre was very 
poorly regarded. There were no writers, actors, or audiences. The middle and 

36 Moby Dick Rehearsed, I-7.
37 Ibid.
38 James Naremore, 1989, p. 14.
39 Welles was probably attracted to a controversy that was connected to the personality of Sir 

Henry Irving, who was able to break up some of the old stage conventions and introduce a new 
style of acting. Welles refers to Irving in two of his essays as an example of an actor whose style 
was imitated by others and as a person who gave social importance to actors. Furthermore, he 
mentions Henry Irving as one of the last great representatives of actor-managers. See Orson 
Welles, “The New Actor”, n. d, and “The Director in the Theatre Today”, 1939.
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upper classes went to the theatre to hear Italian opera, so the managers of the 
theatres had learned that to entice people; they continually had to change the 
bill and to compete with acrobats, performing animals, hippodromes, pano-
ramas, and spectacles of every kind. 

During the era of the actor-managers, from about 1865 to 1914, companies of 
actors were like small royal courts to the heads of the profession. Welles’s text 
goes so far as to compare the whole situation to King Lear, and has the Ac-
tor-Manager resembling the mad character of Lear. The allusion to King Lear 
leads the Young Actress to notice that the rehearsal has been called for King 
Lear, not for Moby Dick. Upon the entrance of the Actor-Manager, the actors 
rise, murmuring “Hello, Governor”. He points his stick at the Young Actress 
and with no introduction stars the speech from King Lear, I, i, 94-95 “How 
now, Cordelia; mend your speech a little, Lest it may mar your fortunes”, and 
then makes a transition from declaiming Shakespeare to giving stage direc-
tions without pausing for breath: “Three steps down right and bow.”40 At the 
same time, he moves toward the throne onstage, then sits and criticizes the 
Young Actress: “Last night you sounded like a parlor-maid who’s broken a 
tea-cup.”41 This parody of an actor-manager’s work continues with the Gov-
ernor giving the speech from King Lear I, i, 108-120, combined with stage 
instructions:

THE GOVERNOR Rising “Let it be so, thy truth then be thy dower. Here I 
disclaim all my paternal care, Propinquity and property of blood –” Fall to 
your knees on blood, dear – ”And as a stranger to my heart and me, Hold thee 
from this for ever. The barbarous Scythian”--You take that downstage, my 
dear, – “Or he that make his generation messes To gorge his appetite, shall to 
my bosom” – Well downstage, dear, – with your back to the audience; very 
bad for you, very good for me. Speech–speech “pitied and relieved As though 
my sometime daughter!”42

As soon as the other actors become involved in the scene, the Governor an-
nounces that they will run through another piece. He now lights a cigar and 
asks the Assistant Stage manager to bring in some brandy, handing him the 
keys to the liquor supply. The throne that was used in King Lear is moved 
offstage and the actors now begin to prepare for the next rehearsal.

40 Moby Dick Rehearsed, I-9-10.
41 Ibid, I-10.
42 Ibid.
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Welles found a number of similarities between Melville’s novel and Shake-
speare’s plays, particularly King Lear. King Lear and Captain Ahab share the 
same madness and obsession that destroys everyone around them. Both are 
egocentric and self-absorbed personalities reaching the autumn of their lives 
and struggling for immortality without finding a means for it. Welles expand-
ed the role of Pip, a cabin boy, to serve as a counterpart to Ahab’s evil and also 
as someone who gives another perspective to the character. The relationship 
between Ahab and Pip also reflects the relationship between King Lear and 
Cordelia. Elijah became Ahab’s Fool. Williams, who played Elijah, recalled 
that Welles told him, “You will be Fool to my Lear...”43

When Welles appeared as the Governor on the stage of the Duke of York’s 
Theatre, he wore heavy makeup.44 In an interview with Andre Bazin, Welles 
claimed that in building up his roles, he always needed to disguise himself, 
considering it an essential thing for an actor. Makeup for Welles had great im-
portance and assumed the function of a mask. Welles said, “I don’t like to see 
myself on the screen, and when I direct a film, I have to see the rushes: there-
fore, the more I am made up the less I recognize myself, and the more capable 
I am of making an objective judgment. I hide from my own image, which I 
don’t enjoy seeing at all.”45 Welles needed to separate his involvement as actor 
and director. One way to achieve this separation was to disguise himself for 
a stage appearance. Welles’s attraction to the notion of the actor-manager is 
obvious: as an actor, he could never forget the fact that he was also a director 
and vice versa, but he always attempted to achieve a total separation. In most 
of the productions he directed in theatre, film and radio, Welles also appeared 
as an actor. In all the productions in which he appeared, he usually played the 
star, title role, or the oldest person in the cast of characters. Furthermore, his 
views of the stage resulted from his experience first as an actor and then as a 
director. 

Welles, then forty years old, envisioned the Governor as a man in his late six-
ties, thus the oldest and most experienced man in the cast, “the classic actor-

43 Kenneth Williams, 1982, p. 62.
44 Welles always appeared under heavy make-up and in disguise in both film and theatre, except 

in The Stranger and The Third Man. When he played Mr. Rochester in the film Jane Eyre, he 
decided on a Roman nose to make his face look strong. His make-up man, who accompanied 
him on the set, improvised the nose that was baked on to his face in the morning. After it was 
baked on, make-up was applied over it. That process took two and a half hours every morning. 
Artie Jacobson, “Working with Orson Welles”, Director’s Guild of America Newsletter, August 
1989, p. 14.

45 “Nouvel entretien avec Orson Welles”, September 1958, p. 129.
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manager of the old school”.46 In order to disguise himself for the role, Welles 
applied a long Greek nose, emphasizing the sharp contours of the face.47 The 
heavy makeup and silver hair made Welles look older. He was dressed in 
a black, high-buttoned overcoat and wore a black broad-brimmed heat. He 
also carried a stick that he tapped on the wooden stage floor to represent 
Ahab’s ivory leg. 

The actors begin discussing what the theatre should be. The Governor con-
cludes that the actors are always the servants of the public, because they 
should always act in accordance with the audience’s desire. The Serious Actor 
adds that what the theatre needs is poetry, to which the Governor replies in a 
speech that recapitulates Welles’s theatre poetics:

THE GOVERNOR. Setting down the brandy bottle, with noisily impressive 
emphasis. When it is Theatre--The Theatre is poetry. True, when we do chest-
nuts like “The Bells”, or “Spartacus” we aren’t speaking poetry, but we are try-
ing to make it. After all, that’s our profession; one in which nothing is abso-
lutely required except the actor: – and, of course, he only needs an audience.

THE CYNICAL ACTOR. Under his breath. Ask any unemployed actor–

THE YOUNG ACTOR. With a grin. And when the audience decided it 
doesn’t need us –?

THE GOVERNOR. With massive deliberation. The audience –? Boy, they 
never need us! Nobody ever needed the Theatre, at all, except the people up 
on the stage. Did you ever hear of an unemployed audience? To the Stage 
Manager. Shall we begin?48

The Governor now decides to begin the rehearsal, asking the Stage Manager 
to improvise lighting and sound effects and turns toward the audience, shad-
ing his eyes from the glare of the footlights. He refers to the play as “like one 

46 Moby Dick Rehearsed, I-9.
47 Welles’s false nose became an object of one of the famous theatrical anecdotes about him. In 

one performance, as Welles delivered one of Ahab’s “big” speeches, the nose began to fall off. 
Although Kenneth Williams and Gordon Jackson tried to warn him, it was too late. The nose 
was already slipping down over Welles’s mouth and as he screamed “Get that white whale, 
men!” the nose dropped off completely and landed at his feet. That did not bother Welles, who 
picked it up and kicked it into the stalls. See Peter Hay, Theatrical Anecdotes, New York: Oxford 
University press, 1987, p. 143.

48 Ibid, I-12.
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of the Greek pieces. There are bound to be places where we’ll have to leave it 
to the words – and the imagination”, inviting the audience to participate the 
rehearsal. He announces a run-through until “we break altogether, or our 
friends out there decide they’ve had enough”.49 

By requesting the audience’s participation, the Actor-Manager changes their 
passive role in the theatre. “This time we’re asking quite an extra bit of coop-
eration from them”, says the Actor-Manager. “They are to provide a ship, fully 
rigged, and a couple of oceans for us to sail in it”.50 After the Serious Actor 
insists on more explanations, the Actor-Manager tells him, “Stand six feet 
away and do your dandiest!”51

In Henry Irving’s day, there were no schools of acting or repertory theatres. 
The old stock companies were where young actors learned how to play stock 
characters from the old stock actors. The rest were left to learn for themselves. 
The work of the actor-manager was limited to indications of where an ac-
tor should stand and deliver his lines. “Welles recognized that the ’six feet 
away’ school, laughable as it might sound to contemporary audiences, had 
produced the most impressively emotional actors in Western theatre”.52

According to Welles, the “six feet away school” was not as bad as it is gener-
ally considered, because the “best acting the theatre ever had existed in those 
days and we serious minded fellows who talk about the art of acting and talk 
to our actors about it have not succeeded in the past fifty years in doing any-
thing to equal their standard of performance”.53 Welles behaved the same way 
toward actors as he did toward anyone with expertise and interest in fulfilling 
the concept, adding to it and refining it: he left that person alone to do as he 
pleased.54 

49 Moby Dick Rehearsed, I, 12-13.
50 Ibid, I-13.
51 Ibid, Act I,-13. This line also recalls a story Welles used to describe the role of the nineteenth-

century director as stage manager: “When Mr. Sullivan, for instance, arrived in a town like 
Galway to play ’Macbeth’...he would arrive at the theatre at seven o’clock for a consultation with 
his stage manager. ’I always come in at the center for ‘They have tied me to the stake’, Mr. Sul-
livan would declare. ’Please have Lady Macbeth when she takes the daggers away take them by 
the blades.’ ’All right. Is there anything else?’ ’No. Just have everyone else stand six feet away and 
do their dandiest.’” Orson Welles, “The Director in the Theatre Today”, 1939, p. 5.

52 James Naremore, 1989, p. 11.
53 Orson Welles, “The Director in the Theatre Today”, 1939, p. 5.
54 Interview with Richard Wilson.
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The run-through rehearsal of the Moby Dick adaptation starts when the 
Governor, after addressing the audience, turns briskly upstage. At the same 
moment, the work-light switches off and the Young Actress starts to play a 
kind of “hurry music”, which serves as overture music, on the harmonium. 
The Stage Manager arranges the chairs in two rows, stage center and upstage 
right. This let the actors carrying on the main action of the scene to play stage 
center or forestage center under a spotlight while the others, seated in the 
back, for most of the time were under a dim light that reduced them to sil-
houette. Sometimes they were left completely in darkness while light changes 
accentuated the change of scenes and action. A scene would go on under a 
spotlight while the stage was set up for the following one. 

It was always known that Welles accorded tremendous importance to light-
ing effects, so he brought in Hilton Edwards to help design the lights shows 
to create the transition between the scenes and the atmosphere within them. 
In the existing production copy of Moby Dick Rehearsed, there are only a few 
stage directions, indicating that the mise-en-scene was based on the elaborate 
change of lights and grouping of actors. Besides the extensive use of radio 
story-telling technique and the cinematic editing of scenes, Welles’s produc-
tion was very much influenced by visual art. The grouping of actors on the 
stage, his play with perspective and the use of somber lights, gave the feeling 
of expressionistic paintings. Welles insisted on keeping the same light later 
when he shot the entire play for the film, which made the cameraman protest 
that it was not sufficient enough for filming.55

In the beginning most of the actors were seated while delivering their lines, 
as at a regular reading rehearsal, but as the dramatization progressed and 
everyone became more involved in the text and action, the mise-en scene was 
becoming more elaborate. The Stage Manager also announced each scene, 
reading from the promptbook, while the music continued under his words. 
After the Sermon scene in which Welles was able to repeat his performance 
from the film directed by Huston, the Stage Manager announced the names 
of sailors, and actors in shirt-sleeves to represent the crew of the “Pequod”, 
re-entered the stage at the back, busying themselves among the platforms 
and hanging ropes, which represented the ship. The Stage Manager continued 
reading from the promptbook: “The whaling ship ‘Pequod’ upon the very 
point of starting for the voyage. Enter Ishmael...”56

55 Kenneth Williams, 1982, p. 63.
56 Moby Dick Rehearsed, I-21.
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Ishmael approaches the center proscenium and sits on the floor, “looking at 
the ship and cheerfully addressing the audience.”57 His words illustrated the 
events and objects seen on stage and those unseen, taking place on the ship. 
At several points in the play, Welles brings back Ishmael’s observations, using 
his reactions to describe the passage of time, support the tone of the play and 
point up certain colorful details, revealing the strangeness and excitement of 
the story. Although he is the narrator, Ishmael also is as absorbed in the main 
course of the story as any of the other characters of the play. Ishmael, like most 
of Welles’s narrators in films and radio, acts and is acted upon, being a main 
character in his own story. However, a certain degree of absorbed passivity 
and reflective detachment sets Ishmael apart from other characters, turning 
him into a recording witness, who remains radically open to the experience 
but is able to identify and judge matters. The role of the narrator in Welles’s 
works is always determined, not only by the given situation and action, but 
also by the very job of performing. The technique of retrospective narration 
presumes and creates its own detachment, its own independence and its own 
“survival”. All other characters in the play exist only within the action of the 
story, and are completely subject to its course of events.

The scene serves to introduce the various characters and mysterious Captain 
Ahab in the following way: Ishmael announces a name and then the character 
speaks, involved in a dialogue with the other two mates. For example, when 
Ishmael introduces the third mate, Flask Stage Manager, he describes him 
as a man “of Tisbury in Martha’s Vineyard; a most pugnacious gentleman 
– concerning whales”. Flask speaks of Ahab. “FLASK. Sighs. O, I’ve heard 
tales – who knows –?”58

Starbuck, a.k.a. Serious Actor, is the first mate, who is opposed to Ahab as a 
“long, earnest man”, while Stubb Middle Aged Actor, and Flask, assume the 
roles of clowns in Elizabethan plays. They serve as comic counterparts to the 
main action. Immediately after he has been introduced, Stubb makes a hu-
morous commentary on the doomed trip in which they are involved: “I’ll go 
to it laughing, for a laugh’s the easiest, wisest way to all that’s queer”. Welles 
was aware that the comic relief was needed to counteract the dour atmosphere 
of the play. As a distanced image Ahab is threatening; therefore, to make him 
comic he must be brought closer to the cats and audience. Welles used laugh-
ter as a means to annihilate fear and piety. This was also part of his experi-
ment of breaking down the theatrical illusion. For him, the comic element 

57 Ibid.
58 Ibid, I-27.
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of Moby Dick Rehearsed served as a “vital factor in laying down that prereq-
uisite for fearlessness without which it would be impossible to approach the 
world realistically.” Welles would develop this idea of familiarization of the 
world through laughter and popular speech even further in his adaptation of 
Falstaff/Chimes at Midnight. He used the grotesque, laughter and parody as 
methods for experimentation with classical texts, breaking with a traditional 
approach to them. 

Therefore, through the use of comic scenes such as this one, Welles offered 
relief from the main dramatic course of action and gave insight into the char-
acter of Ahab.59 Ahab does not appear in the beginning of the play, so the cast 
and audience are prepared for his entrance by the various stories and myths 
about him. Ahab’s personality is shrouded in mystery, since the crew does 
not see him, even when they are ready to leave. “For several days after we left 
Nantucket/Nothing above hatches was of Captain Ahab.”60 The character of 
Ahab was another of the number of essentially Faust-like characters Welles 
performed and created. According to Welles:

Ahab, the grim and shaggy whale hunter, is of course the externalization 
of Melville’s own inner conflicts. He is one of the strongest images in all 
literature. His ego passes from the objective world into the unconscious 
and back to the outer world. He ranges from narcissist reveries of twilight 
consciousness through physical activations of tragic-melodrama, arriving 
by spiritual transit at the eventual apotheosis. His quest is involved with 
the basic rhythms of the universe, the rhythms of life and death.61

After Ahab’s entrance the merry and humorous tone of the play becomes grim 
and dramatic, introduced with the effects of storm and thunder. The effect of 
wind grows louder and the ship’s bell is heard. The sound of wind is getting 
louder, turning into the effect of thunder and lightning at sea. A dense tangle 
of ropes is lowered from the flies and the wind effect starts moving them. 
Lamps sway over the heads of the sailors. As they struggle with the ropes 

59 For example, in another dispute between Starbuck and Ahab, when Starbuck is confronted 
with Ahab’s madness, another scene between Flask and Stubb is played simultaneously on the 
opposite side of the forestage: “Flask and Stubb are revealed; like Ahab and Starbuck they oc-
cupy a separate area of light.” Moby Dick Rehearsed, I-40. The scene is similar in structure to 
the one between Mephistopheles and Faustus in Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus that was immediately 
repeated by Wagner and Clown.

60 Ibid, I-26.
61 “Antepast”, p. 3.
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and lurch from side to side, their cries are heard in the darkness, carrying the 
audience into an illusion of “a terrific typhoon”.62 

During the course of the play, development of Ahab’s madness corresponds 
with the effects of thunder, accomplished through the abrupt change of lights 
and sound effects that several times leave the stage in darkness. Several dra-
matic scenes ended with the dramatic use of a single light that remained on 
Ahab, but dim rapidly as the curtain goes down. When the excited voices 
suddenly announce the appearance of the white whale, this is introduced 
similarly to Welles’s radio adaptation through the use of the music. This is a 
very low tympani roll that resembles a disturbance of the air more than an 
outright sound. It is followed by the excited voices of the crew that grow loud-
er, as the crowd of sailors approaches the forestage. As the voyage goes on and 
the action seems to develop toward the finale, the whole play begins to resem-
ble less a rehearsed reading and more a full theatrical illusion. Even Ishmael, 
who has served as narrator and commentator, becomes fully involved in the 
action of the play. He is now turned into a direct anchor of the events seen on 
stage. The voices, music and sound effects grow louder, accompanying Ahab’s 
excited voice. The lights change, too. Ahab’s cries are echoed in excited cho-
rus by the crew. This is followed by frenzied movement as the “whale boat” 
a rostrum is pushed out into the spotlight forestage and the men clamber 
to their places at the “oars”. Everybody is involved in the “violent rhythmic 
gesture of rowing”. In the boat, the sailors’ struggle against the “whale” turns 
into a ritual. Followed by the music effects, the chorus continues the chant of 
“Pull-Pull” louder and quicker.63 

The ritual chant is interrupted by Ahab, who moves forward into the light 
and gestures for silence. The noise is instantly cut off. Everyone on stage turns 
toward the audience, staring, fascinated, at the “whale” before them. At the 
moment when the harpooners “fling out” their harpoons toward the whale 
or audience, uttering war whoops, the light swiftly changes and a hurrying 
rumble of drums and a roar is heard. Ishmael describes what is going on dur-
ing the struggle with the whale: “Warningly he waves his bannered flukes in 
air/The marble body arches high – the great god/reveals himself! –”64 After 
this, all noise and effects fade into silence, followed by a pause filled with 
anticipation.

62 Anthony Cookman, “Whale of a Show”, The Tatler and Bystander, June 29, 1955.
63 Ibid, II-63.
64 Ibid, II-66.
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Welles always made various attempts to extend the action from the stage into 
the auditorium. For example, for his Dr. Faustus production, Welles extended 
the stage apron twenty feet into the orchestra.65 He thought that such close-
ness would make a greater impact on the audience, like close-up shots in 
films. “The nearer you are, the bigger you must seem and the louder you 
must speak, to hold attention.”66 In Dr. Faustus, the larger ensemble scenes 
were played in the deeper recesses of the stage, while soliloquies, low com-
edy scenes and dialogues between Faustus and Mephistopheles took place on 
the apron. Similarly, in Moby Dick Rehearsed, the scenes between members 
of the acting company were played more upstage, Ishmael’s narration and 
scenes between Ahab and Starbuck took place downstage, while the most 
dramatic scenes that involved the whole crew of the “Pequod” were played 
on the forestage, closer to the audience. To depict the whale boat, the actors 
lowered a rostrum into the front seats, since the stage represented the deck of 
the boat, and the auditorium was the sea. This way, Welles enabled the audi-
ence to identify more with the main action. Although this action went well 
when rehearsed in the empty theatre, the scene caused some problems when 
it was performed in a packed house:

Sailors were clambering into the stalls trying to lower the boat into the cen-
tral gangway while well-dressed spectators shrank in their seats from the 
proximity of burly perspiration. One lady’s box of chocolates got squashed 
on her lap, and she protested loudly; and the spectators in the circle com-
pletely lost sight of the cast. They rose in their seats to extend their view, 
provoking cries of “Sit down” from those seated behind. Orson, with his 
hand raised for the harpoon, was roaring “Shut up” to the audience be-
tween his vengeful curses to the whale, and we eventually returned to the 
stage amidst considerable confusion.67

Nevertheless, when it worked, the scene was so effective that it created the 
feeling that the audience, too, “have been grappling” for their lives with “that 
whale”.68 According to W.A. Darlington of The Daily Telegraph, the setting 
gave a tremendously realistic impression of a ship fighting a stormy sea, but 
at the same time put “too much strain on an audience’s power of make-be-
lieve.”69 However, most critics had to admit that the whole production be-

65 Richard France, 1977, p. 91. According to France this was probably one of the first attempts to 
break the proscenium arch in a Broadway house.

66 Orson Welles quoted in Richard France, 1977, p. 91.
67 Kenneth Williams, 1982, p. 62.
68 The Daily Mirror, June 15, 1955.
69 W. A. Darlington, “Tough Part for Orson Welles,” The Daily Telegraph, June 15, 1955.
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came an exciting experience because the audience itself was drawn into the 
production, becoming an integral part of the play.

At the very end of the play, when Ishmael closes the promptbook, some of the 
actors move out of the darkness toward center stage and pick up their over-
coats. The Governor goes to the Stage Manager’s table, picks up his coat and 
lights a cigar while putting on his hat, “but he is Ahab no longer.” After all the 
actors leave the stage, the Governor says to the Young Actor: “You can take 
down the curtain.”70 This marked the end of Welles’s ninety-minute theatre 
version of the novel Moby Dick. Although the production closed down on 
July 19, most of the cast gathered again at the end of July for the filming of 
Moby Dick Rehearsed.71

Aftermath

The reviews that followed were a mixture of astonishment and confusion. 
Welles’s insistence on the visualization of the play caused Audrey Williamson 
to write that Welles’s direction concentrated on a visual rather than a mental 
and vivid externalization of the play. “He created out of a great book some-
thing less great, intellectually unmemorable, yet a theatre piece of something 
like visual genius which marvelously condensed the atmosphere of the pe-
riod, seascape and heroic conflict.”72 Williamson praised Welles’s technique 
of placing the book within the framework of a stock company’s rehearsal, 
which solved many problems of dramatization and enabled Welles to project 
his powerful theatrical vision into an expressionist form. “The bare wings, 
flats and flies of the undressed stage became a scene outside time and space, 
changing kaleidoscope-fashion from ship to harpoon boat, wharf-side to 
storm at sea, chapel to stage, with a wonderfully rhythmic plan of arc lights, 
swinging ropes and mimetic action.”73

Calling it “a monstrous sea charade”, Gerard Fay of the Manchester Guardian 
wrote that the production was the best example of “how an empty stage can be 

70 Ibid.
71 Unfortunately, the film’s whereabouts are unknown. According to Jonathan Rosenbaum, Oja 

Kodar recently found the fragile reels of what is supposed to be the film version of Moby Dick 
Rehearsed in storage. The film has never been shown to date. See Jonathan Rosenbaum, “The 
Invisible Orson Welles: First Inventory”, in: Sight and Sound, Vol. 55, Winter 1986, p. 166.

72 Audrey Williamson, Contemporary Theatre, 1953-1956, London: Eyre Methuen, 1957, pp. 81-
82.

73 Ibid, p. 81.
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clothed by imaginative direction and forceful acting”.74 Most of the reviewers 
were unanimous in praising Welles for the ingenuity of his methods, defin-
ing the play as a unique stage experiment. “Trying to stage the unstageable is, 
however, just the kind of pursuit that one expects from Mr. Welles.”75 Welles, 
who almost twenty years before had stated that the great field of the director 
was the field of conception, believed that there was no such thing as dramatic 
identity without effect, which could be produced by language, movement, 
music, ideas, “or by that which is overheard or beheld. And this is the busi-
ness of the director: to make of his playhouse a kind of magic trick in which 
something quite impossible comes to be. This is the director’s contribution to 
the visual side of production from the point of view of conception.”76 

The result of Welles’s experiment was that Moby Dick Rehearsed had good 
audiences and full houses for its limited three-and-a-half-week run. The au-
diences consisted mostly of his devoted film fans, but theatergoers who were 
interested in stage experiment also attended. Welles intended to return the 
next season with the same production as part of a program of repertory to be 
presented by him in London in the forthcoming season. The critics, too, en-
couraged him to return in the autumn to revive the play in repertory. “A fresh 
vigorous mind would not be unwelcome in our sagging West End Theatre.”77 

The meta-theatrical technique of a play within a play has been admired by 
many, although some critics had misgivings about the text in dramatization. 
“Passage after passage that on the printed page has the stamp of genius be-
comes mere windy and incomprehensible rhetoric when it is spoken; and just 
where the book rises to its climax of power, the stage version tumbles into 
bathos.”78

Gerard Fay wrote that the play succeeded in this way all the time, but as a 
version of Melville’s masterpiece, “it fails by overemphasis”.79 Kenneth Tynan 
wrote that at this stage of his career, it was absurd to expect Welles to attempt 
“anything less than the impossible”. Tynan was also able to recognize Welles’s 
attraction for Henry Irving and his tribute to him:

74 Gerard Fay, “Wellesian Version of ’Moby Dick’”,in: Manchester Guardian, June 18, 1955. 
75 W. A. Darlington, “Moby Dick in London”, The New York Times, July 2, 1955.
76 Orson Welles, “The Director in the Theatre Today”, 1939, p. 10.
77 Audrey Williamson, 1956, p. 83.
78 W. A. Darlington, July 21, 1955.
79 Gerard Fay, June 18, 1955.
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It was exactly fifty years ago last Wednesday that Irving made his last ap-
pearance in London. I doubt if anyone since then has left his mark more 
indelibly on every second of a London production than Mr. Welles has on 
this of ’Moby Dick.’ [...] The real revelation was Mr. Welles’s direction. The 
great square, rope-hung vault of the bare stage, stabbed with light from 
every point of the compass, becomes by turns the Nantucket wharf, the 
whaler’s chapel, the deck of the Pequod, and the ocean itself. The technique 
with which Mr. Thornton Wilder evoked “Our Town” is used to evoke 
“Our Universe.” The whaling-boat from which Ahab flings himself at Moby 
Dick is a rostrum projecting into the stalls, and the first-act hurricane is 
a model of imaginative stagecraft: ropes and beams swing crazily across 
one’s vision, while the crew slides and huddles beneath. Mr. Welles’s films 
have already established his mastery of atmospheric sound: here the crash 
and howl of the sea is alternated with a brisk little mouth organ theme 
and strange, foreboding chords played on a harmonium. Dialogue is over-
lapped, words are timed, and syllables are pounced on with a subtlety we 
have not seen since “The Magnificent Ambersons”.80

Tynan recommended that a British audience which had been unemployed for 
a long time go and see Moby Dick Rehearsed, a production that would engage 
their senses fully: “With it, the theatre becomes once more a house of mag-
ic”.81 As far as the acting was concerned, since Welles was engaged very much 
in directing the show, he confessed that he did not have enough time to build 
his role during the rehearsals and so worked on it during the actual perform-
ances. His portrait of the Actor-Manager, Father Mapple, and Captain Ahab 
varied from production to production. Some of the reviewers noticed that he 
sometimes tended to “rumble ominously rather than act”.82 However, most 
agreed that there were flashes of enormous power and all the enthusiasm that 
made him a mesmerizing stage presence. Anthony Cookman from the The 
Tutler and Bystander noticed that Welles brought to his performance a boom-
ing voice, an unquailing eye, a masterful expression and impressive bulk, but 
did not manage to dominate the stage. “As an actor he has an impressive voice 
and an impressive face, but neither the voice nor the face is particularly ex-
pressive”.83 Tynan was even more critical when he wrote that Welles played 
Ahab less than convincingly. “The trouble is that everything he does is on 

80 Kenneth Tynan, July 17, 1955.
81 Ibid.
82 Richard Watts Jr., “Orson Welles’s Version of ’Moby Dick’,” The New York Post, July 12, 1955.
83 Anthony Cookman, June 29, 1955.
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such a vast scale that it quickly becomes monotonous”.84 On the other hand, 
Tynan wrote, there were few actors alive who could play the role at all. 

Although Moby Dick Rehearsed was labeled by many as a one-man show, the 
critics admitted that Welles surrounded himself with excellent supporting 
players. Patrick McGoohan was praised for giving “the ablest characterization 
of the evening”.85 Another critic claimed that McGoohan and Gordon Jack-
son were able to “imprint themselves on the memory”. Kenneth Williams, in 
particular, created “a vivid character ’double.’”86

No matter how many interpretations or explanations were offered, from the 
psychoanalytical to the political, the key to Moby Dick Rehearsed is certainly 
Welles’s theatre poetics. He used the structure of a play-within-a play to ex-
press his feelings about the theatre, his theories about acting and, most im-
portant, and his relationship to the audience. His essay, “The Director in the 
Theatre Today”, may be compared with many similar ideas that were more or 
less explicitly stated in Moby Dick Rehearsed. Since Welles never articulated 
his ideas theoretically, to write about them in the form of a dramatic dialogue 
seemed most appropriate for him.

If in Around the World (1946) Welles made an attempt to summarize all his 
experiences from various media, in Moby Dick Rehearsed, he tried to sum-
marize his theatrical experience and define his poetics. He considered Moby 
Dick Rehearsed the best thing he did in any form: “I seriously think if I ever 
did anything really good, that was it”.87 Welles was impressed by the serious-
ness and patience of the London theater-goers, who seemed to appreciate his 
theatrical experiments. Probably this responsive and understanding audience 
inspired him to believe this was his best piece of work. Moby Dick Rehearsed 
was surely his most successful theatre work since Julius Caesar (1938) and 
beyond the work of the Mercury Theatre, even though it did not get as much 
publicity. 

Welles’s adaptation was the only one that outlived the actual production. It 
was the only Welles theatre work to be published and produced again, first in 
Dublin in 1961 and then in the United States in 1962.88 A production of Moby 

84 Kenneth Tynan, July 17, 1955.
85 Ibid.
86 Audrey Williamson, 1956, p. 83.
87 Orson Welles, quoted in Barbara Leaming, 1985, p. 490. 
88 After the show opened in London there were plans to take the production to the Gate Theater 

in Dublin and to the United States in the late summer of 1955, but these plans did not work out 
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Dick Rehearsed based on Welles’s text opened at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre 
in New York on November 28, 1962, to similarly enthusiastic audience and 
critical response. The play was produced by Jerry Adler and Samuel Liff, di-
rected by British director Douglas Campbell, and had Rod Steiger as its star. 
On New Year’s Eve 1980, the Helen G. Bonfils Theatre, a regional theatre in 
Denver, opened its first repertory week with Welles’s play.89

In the end, it should be noted that at the time Moby Dick Rehearsed opened in 
London, Welles’s reputation had become controversial and was even less seri-
ously examined than previously. The evaluations of his work were more and 
more exaggerated. A review of Moby Dick Rehearsed, written by John Barber 
for the Daily Express, says:

The prodigiously talented Orson Welles – now adding a casual triumph 
on TV to his great regal achievements as a film star, film director, script-
writer, ballet deviser, and laughing jumbo of Europe’s gay spots – last night 
put on a stupendous, freakish, reckless melodrama that veers between the 
nonsensical and the flabbergasting.90

Such words as: “laughing”, “jumbo”, “stupendous”, “freakish”, “reckless”, “non-
sensical” and “flabbergasting” convey a reluctance to take Welles and his work 
seriously. The reviewer continued in the same tone, calling Welles “the play-
boy intellectual”. This was hardly a serious critical response; though it was 
written for a popular newspaper. Yet, the same spirit infused some so-called 
serious writing, such as Tynan’s review: “Mr. Welles has fashioned a piece of 
pure theatrical megalomania: a sustained assault on the sense which dwarfs 
anything London has seen since, perhaps, the Great Fire”.91

This perception of Welles’s work as trivial harmed him more than serious 
criticism. Audrey Williamson noted that the critics had perhaps forgotten 
Welles’s acting apprenticeship in Dublin and New York and belittled his per-

because Welles decided to return to New York. On November 8, 1958, The New York Times an-
nounced that Cheryl Crawford and Joel Schenker wanted to produce the show with the Actor’s 
Studio at the Bijou Theatre, along with Sean O’Casey’s play, Shadow of a Gunman, and The 
Rivalry by Norman Corwin, with Welles as the director and star, but nothing came of it. Arthur 
Gelb, “Drama by Welles May Be Done Here”, The New York Times, November 8, 1958.

89 Gerald M. Berkowitz, “Epilogue: The American Theatre in 1980”, New Broadways: Theatres 
Across America, 1950-1980, Totowa, N.J.: Rowman & Allanheld, 1982, p. 176.

90 John Barber, “Orson Welles Serves the ‘Ham’ Trick– Brilliantly”, Daily Express, June 17, 1955.
91 Kenneth Tynan, July 17, 1955.
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formance in Moby Dick Rehearsed as that of a “star” personality rather than 
that of a seasoned actor. Yet,

Welles is an actor to his fingertips, with an eye like Jove to threaten or com-
mand, and a voice which can range from sonority and irony to pathos. He 
is capable of being moved, and can therefore move, and the star personal-
ity was disciplined always to the demands admittedly dominating of the 
character.92

Unfortunately, the underrating of his serious work seemed to become Welles’s 
destiny: on his return to the United States, he found himself being written 
about mostly in anecdotes and superficial observations.
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NAJSMELIJA PREDSTAVA ORSONA VELSA: 
PROBA MOBI DIKA

apstrakt
U periodu posle 1950. godine, Orson Vels pravi sve duže pauze u radu u 
pozorištu, usled svog sve većeg interesovanja za filmske projekte. Jedan od 
razloga slabije zainteresovanosti za pozorište, bio je taj što njegove pozorišne 
predstave nisu bile najbolje primljene ni od publike, ni od kritike. Ipak, po-
četkom 1955. godine, pruža mu se nova prilika, kada dobija ponudu da reži-
ra adaptaciju romana Hermana Melvila, Mobi Dik. Vels je odmah prihvatio 
ponudu, ne samo zato što je Melvilov roman smatrao za jedan od najvećih 
američkih romana, već i zato što je već napravio radio-adaptaciju i orato-
rijum baziranu na romanu Mobi Dik. Adaptacija romana je nosila naziv 
– Proba Mobi Dika, i bila je u formi predstave-u-predstavi, o provincijskoj 
trupi glumaca koja priprema adaptaciju Mobi Dika u pozorištu.

Forma predstave-u-predstavi, u vidu glumačke probe, ne samo da je omo-
gućila Velsu da sprovede u delo neke od svojih ideja o eksperimentalnom po-
zorištu, već je takođe lako pronašla producente, budući da nije bila produk-
cijski zahtevna, to jest, mogla se igrati bez kostima i scenografije. Premijera 
predstave održana je početkom juna 1955. godine u londonskom pozorištu 
Djuk of Jork (Duke of York’s Theatre). To je svakako bila jedna od najuspe-
lijih Velsovih predstava još od vremena njegovog Julija Cezara iz 1938. go-
dine. Međutim, uprkos činjenici da je i sam Vels Probu Mobi Dika smatrao 
svojim najuspešnijim delom, on će ubrzo zauvek napustiti pozorište, 1960. 
godine, doduše tek nakon još dve, nedovoljno uspešne, pozorišne predstave 
– Falstaf/ Ponoćna zvona i Nosorog. 

Ključne reči
adaptacija romana, američki klasik, drama-u-drami, glumac-upravitelj, 
Herman Melvil, Kralj Lir, monodrama, oratorijum, radio-drama, pozorište 
Djuk of Jork, pozorište-u-pozorištu, Proba Mobi Dika, Orson Vels


