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Moby-Dick, written in 1851 by Herman Melville, recounts the voyage 
of the Pequod, a whaling ship that embarks from Nantucket, 
Massachusetts, and sails throughout the Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific 
Oceans in search of an albino whale named Moby Dick. Narrated 
by Ishmael, a mariner aboard the ship, the story is fueled by the 
vengeful and increasingly maniacal desire of the Pequod’s captain, 
Ahab, to kill the white whale, which claimed his leg during  
a past expedition.

MOBY DICK; or, The Whale, directed by Wu Tsang (b. 1982, Worcester, 
MA; lives in Zürich, Switzerland) and written by Sophia Al Maria, 
adapts Melville’s canonical novel into a predominately silent, 
feature-length film, animated by a live orchestral score composed 
by Caroline Shaw and Andrew Yee with Asma Maroof and 
performed at the MCA by the Chicago Sinfonietta. 

Tsang’s film generally adheres to Melville’s original plot while 
accentuating key elements that continue to resonate with our 
understanding of culture today. Informed by historian C. L. R. 
James’s postcolonial reading of Moby-Dick, the film sifts through 
what Tsang describes as the “messy politics” of Melville’s text, 
scrutinizing the imperial impulses that drive his characters to hunt 
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whales, traverse oceans, and obsessively map their surroundings.1 
MOBY DICK; or, The Whale also pays particular attention to the 
social life of the crew, taking inspiration from maritime historical 
accounts of sailors from different countries congregating on ships, 
which at the time were rare spaces of cultural exchange and 
revolutionary politics.2 Presenting scenes of tender embrace between 
mariners and sensual sequences of sailors handling viscous whale 
blubber, the film draws out queer dynamics between crewmates 
alluded to in the novel, linking the production to many of Tsang’s 
earlier works that similarly bring submerged queer and trans 
narratives to the surface. As it approaches its conclusion, Tsang’s 
film increasingly turns to abstraction as a strategy to indicate the 
limits of empirical knowledge, exemplified by the inconceivable 
depth of the ocean, the persistent unknowability of the  
white whale, and the incomprehensible scale of colonialism and 
capitalism—systems at the heart of Melville’s novel. 

Since its premiere at the Schauspielhaus Zürich in 2022, MOBY 
DICK; or, The Whale has been presented in several cities across 
the United States, Europe, and Australia—a tour that feels all too 
fitting for a film anchored by the subject of travel across oceans. 
As the Midwest premiere venue for this project, the MCA is 
thrilled to bring Tsang’s film to Chicago, a city by the water with 
a rich maritime history of its own.

             
             Nolan Jimbo 
             Assistant Curator

1.  The specific text that informed Tsang’s project was C. L. R. James, Mariners, Renegades, and Castaways:   
 The Story of Herman Melville and the World We Live In (Hanover: Dartmouth College, 2001); “Wu   
 Tsang – interview | Madrid | 21 February 2023,” Studio International, accessed December 10, 2023.  
 
2.  Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the   
 Hidden History of the Revolutionary Atlantic (Boston: Beacon Press, 2013).  
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