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What wonder, then, that these Nantucketers, 
born on a beach, should take to the sea for a 
livelihood! They first caught crabs and quahogs 
in the sand; grown bolder, they waded out with 
nets for mackerel; more experienced, they 
pushed off in boats and captured cod; and at last, 
launching a navy of great ships on the sea, 
explored this watery world; put an incessant belt 
of circumnavigations round it …  
 
And thus have these naked Nantucketers, these 
sea hermits, issuing from their ant-hill in the sea, 
overrun and conquered the watery world like so 
many Alexanders; parcelling out among them the 
Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian oceans.  
 

—Melville, Moby Dick 
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 “Bombay and the Sea”  

Taken during one of the violent storms that characterize the South West 
monsoon in India, the frontispiece photograph “Bombay and the Sea” by 
Pablo Bartholomew offers a compelling perspective on the relationship 
between culture and nature in general, and between humans and the sea in 
particular.  This piece from the 1970s shows the skyline of the Bandra 
Seaface in Bombay (now Mumbai), which is framed by the stormy 
Arabian Sea in the lower section, and by menacing and ominous dark rain 
clouds at the top.  Within this frame, the elements simultaneously 
foreground and dominate the skyline, whose potential verticality is greatly 
diminished by the over-whelming horizontality of the sea and the sky.  
The sharpness of the sea swells forms a striking contrast to the haze that 
veils the skyline—which vanishes entirely on the right beneath the curtain 
of torrential rain—thus downplaying the spatial importance of the city.  
The interrelatedness of the photograph’s elements emphasizes the fragile 
relationship between the man-made city and the power of nature displayed 
in the sea and sky that frame it. 

—Editors 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE MULTITUDINOUS SEAS:  
MATTER AND METAPHOR 

NANDITA BATRA AND VARTAN P. MESSIER 
 
 
 

Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood 
Clean from my hand? No, this my hand will 
rather 
The multitudinous seas incarnadine,  
Making the green one red. 
—Macbeth II.ii. 
 
She sang beyond the genius of the sea. 
The water never formed to mind or voice, 
Like a body wholly body, fluttering 
Its empty sleeves; and yet its mimic motion 
Made constant cry, caused constantly a cry, 
That was not ours although we understood, 
Inhuman, of the veritable ocean. 
—Wallace Stevens, “The Idea of Order at 
Key West” 

he sea has been part of our world for almost 4 billion years, for far 
longer than the human mind.  That its reality precedes its representation 

is a given.  Yet it also seems a given to say that our watery world exists in 
our minds as well as in matter, in fiction as well as in fact.  Nevertheless, a 
sharp and persistent Cartesian opposition turns these apparent truisms into 
a bone of contention and diminishes the multiplicity of the bonds that 
humans have with the sea—metaphoric as well as material, represent-
ational as well as real. 

In the social sciences, the dominant debate about our views of nature 
today is also the dominant debate about the sea: between those who 
emphasize the material issues of nature and the environment (known as the 
“realists”) and those who emphasize the need to examine the social 
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