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The Encantadas 
Herman Melville (1819–1891) 
 
[1] I. Dream 
 
Sometimes, even now, 
when leaving the crowded city 
to wander out July and August 
among the Adirondack Mountains... 
in some deep-wooded gorge, 
surrounded by prostrate trunks of blasted pines... 
 
I recall, as in a dream, my other 
and far-distant rovings 
in the baked heart of the Encantadas. 
I behold again the vitreous inland rocks 
worn down, and grooved into deep ruts 
by ages and ages of the slow dragging of 
tortoises in quest pools of scanty water... 
and I can hardly resist the feelings that in 
my time I have indeed slept upon evilly 
enchanted ground. 
 
[2] II. Desolation 
 
Take five-and-twenty heaps of cinders 
dumped here and there in an outside city lot. 
Imagine some of them 
magnified into mountains and the vacant 
lot the sea... 
 
And you will have a fit idea of 
the Encantadas, or Enchanted Isles. 
Rather a group of extinct volcanoes 
than of isles... 
looking much as the world at large might, after 
a final conflagration. 
 
Their special curse... 
which exalts them in desolation above 
Idumea and the Pole... 
is that to them change never comes; 
neither the change of seasons nor the 
change of sorrows. Cut by the Equator, 
they know not autumn, and they know 
not spring. 
 
Already reduced to the lees of fire, 
ruin, itself, can 
work little more upon them. 
Showers refresh the deserts, 
but in these isles rain never falls. 
 
Like split Syrian gourds 
left withering in the sun, 
they are cracked by an everlasting drought 
beneath a torrid sky. 
“Have mercy upon me,” the wailing spirit 
of the Encantadas seems to cry, 
“for I am tormented in this flame.” 
 
Man and wolf alike disown them. 
Little but reptile life is here found... 
 
 

No voice, no low, no howl is heard. 
The chief sound of life here is a hiss. 
 
[3] III. Delusion 
 
In many places 
the coast is rock-bound, or, more properly, 
clinker-bound; tumbled masses 
of blackish or greenish stuff 
like the dross of an iron-furnace 
forming dark clefts and caves, 
into which a ceaseless sea pours a fury of foam; 
 
Overhanging them with a swirl of gray, 
haggard mist, amidst which 
sail screaming flights of unearthly 
birds heightening the 
dismal din. 
 
However calm the sea without, 
there is no rest for these swells and 
those rocks; they lash 
and are lashed, even 
when the outer ocean 
is most at peace with itself. 
On the oppressive, clouded days, 
such as are peculiar to this part of the 
watery Equator, 
the dark, vitrified masses, many of 
which raise themselves among white 
whirlpools and breakers in detached 
and perilous places off the shore, 
present a most Plutonian sight. In no world 
but a fallen one 
could such lands exist. 
 
Those parts of the strand free from the marks 
of fire stretch away in wide level beaches 
of multitudinous dead shells, with here and 
there decayed bits of sugar cane, bamboos, 
and coconuts washed upon this 
other and darker world from the charming 
palm isles to the westward and southward; 
all the way from Paradise to Tartarus; 
while mixed with the 
relics of distant beauty you 
will sometimes see fragments of charred 
wood and mouldering ribs 
of wrecks. 
Neither will any one be surprised at 
meeting these last, after observing the 
conflicting currents which eddy throughout 
the wide channels of the entire group. 
 
The capriciousness of the tides of air 
sympathizes with those of the sea. 
Nowhere is the wind so light, baffling, 
unreliable, and so given to perplexing calms, 
as at the Encantadas. 
 
[4] IV. Diversity 
 
One noon my ship was cruising in close vicinity 
to the isles. Partly by way of freak, and partly by 
way of spying out so strange a country, a boat’s 
crew was sent ashore. 
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It was after sunset when the adventurers 
returned. Ropes were dropt over, and 
presently three huge antediluvian-looking 
tortoises were landed on deck. These were 
none of your schoolboy mud-turtles... but 
black as widower’s weeds, heavy as chests of 
plate, with vast shells medallioned and orbed 
like shields, and dented and blistered like 
shields that have breasted a battle. Shaggy, 
too, here and there, with dark green moss, 
and slimy with the spray of the sea. 
 
The great feeling inspired by these creatures 
was that of age: dateless, indefinite endurance. 
They seemed newly crawled from beneath the 
foundations of the world. 
 
These mystic creatures, suddenly translated 
by night from unutterable solitudes to our 
peopled deck, affected me in a manner not 
easy to unfold. 
 
As I lay in my hammock that night, overhead 
I heard the slow weary draggings of the three 
ponderous strangers along the encumbered 
deck. One ceased his movements altogether 
just before the midwatch. 
 
At sunrise I found him butted like a batteringram 
against the immovable foot of the foremast, 
and still striving, tooth and nail, to force the 
impossible passage. 
In that strange infatuation of hopeless toil 
which so often possesses them... 
they seem the victims of a 
downright enchanter. 
I have known them in their journeyings 
to ram themselves heroically against rocks, 
and long abide there, 
nudging, wriggling, wedging, in order 
to displace them, 
and so hold on their inflexible path. 
Their crowning curse is their drudging impulse 
to straightforwardness in a belittered world. 
 
To gaze abroad upon the Encantadas there 
is the noble point of 
observation... Rock Rodondo. 
Two hundred and 
fifty feet high, rising straight from the sea. 
When first seen afar, it is invariably mistaken 
for a sail. 
When four leagues away of a golden hazy noon, 
it seems some Spanish admiral’s ship, 
stacked up with glittering canvas... 
But coming nigh the enchanted frigate is 
transformed apace into a craggy keep... 
sole survivor 
of some perished castle. 
 
From a broken, stairlike base, washed 
as the steps of 
a water palace by the waves, 
the tower rose in entablatures of strata to 
a shaven summit. These uniform layers 
at their lines of junction project 
flatly into encircling shelves, from 
top to bottom, rising one above 
another in graduated series. 
All these rocky ledges are alive 
with unnumbered sea-fowl. 
Eaves upon eaves, nests 
upon nests. 

 
Let us first glance low to the lowermost shelf 
of all. What outlandish beings are these? 
Erect as men... they stand all around the rock 
like sculptured caryatides, supporting the next 
range of eaves above. 
 
Their bills short... 
their feet seemingly legless... the members 
at their sides are neither fin, wing, 
nor arm. And truly neither fish, flesh nor 
fowl is the penguin... 
without exception the 
most ambiguous creature yet discovered 
by man. Though dabbling in all three 
elements... and indeed possessing some 
rudimental claims to all... 
the penguin is at home in none. 
On land it stumps; 
afloat it sculls; 
in the air it flops. 
As if ashamed of her failure, 
Nature keeps this ungainly child hidden away 
at the ends of the earth. 
 
But look, what are you woebegone regiments 
drawn up on the next shelf? Pelicans. A pensive 
race, they stand for hours together 
without motion. Their dull ashy plumage 
imparts an aspect as if they had been powdered 
over with cinders. A penitential bird, 
indeed, fitly haunting the shore of the clinkered 
Encantadas... whereon tormented Job himself 
might have well sat down and 
scraped himself with potsherds. 
 
[5] V. Din 
 
Rodondo is the Aviary of Ocean. 
 
Birds light here which never touched mast 
or tree; hermit-birds, which ever fly alone; 
cloud-birds, familiar with unpierced zones 
of air. As eyes ascend from shelf to shelf, we 
find the tenants of the tower serially disposed 
in order of their magnitude: gannets, black 
and speckled haglets, jays, sea-hens, spermwhale 
birds, gulls of all varieties. Thrones, 
princedoms, powers, dominating one above 
another in senatorial array. All would have 
been bewitchingly quiescent, were it not for the 
demoniac din created by the birds. Not only 
were the eaves rustling with them, but they flew 
densely overhead, spreading themselves into a 
winged and continually shifting canopy. 
 
With ear-splitting cries the wild birds celebrate 
their matins. Each moment, flights push 
from the tower, and join the aerial choir 
hovering overhead, while their places below 
are supplied by darting myriads in dischord of 
commotion. 
 
As day advances the dissonant din augments. 
 
[6] VI. Dawn 
 
I found myself just before dawn of day close 
under the moon-shadow of Rodondo. 
Its aspect was heightened, and yet softened, 
by the strange double twilight of the hour. 
The great full moon burnt in the low west 
like a half-spent beacon, casting a soft mellow 
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tinge upon the sea... like that cast by a waning 
fire of the embers upon a midnight hearth. 
 
Along the entire east the invisible sun sent 
pallid intimations of his coming. The wind 
was light, the waves languid; the stars 
twinkled with a faint effulgence. The twilight 
was just enough to catch Rodondo in its perfect 
mood, without tearing away the dim investiture 
of wonder. All nature seemed to supine with the 
long night watch, and half-suspended in jaded 
expectation of the sun. 


