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bigger meaning than what is shown such as the characters, their actions, motifs, numbers 
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In Melville's and Britten's Billy Budd, symbolism is used to emphasize a deeper and bigger 

meaning than what is shown such as the characters, their actions, motifs, numbers and the 

ship. Both of which had their own reasons to imply those symbols:

          There are several types of symbolic representations….They are able to store 

knowledge in their                 memory(ies?) and to transmit if from one generation to 

another….It extends to the whole fund of            knowledge of a language community and 

ultimately of humanity, including functions, situations,               process, and symbols 

themselves. 1 

     Symbols in Billy Budd represent a past Melville and Britten had. The two of them have a 

certain message, and the best way to send it was through symbolism. For Melville, two 

incidents of the past had a great influence to him.

           St Mary's struck an officer and was hanged after a court-martial convened by the 

ship's                              commodore. Asked by the captain to forgive him for sentencing him, 

Smaill said: 'Yes, sir, and I                  honour you for it. God bless that flag!'….[later] two petty 

officers were convicted of planning a                 mutiny and hanged from the yard arm. One of 

the officers … [was the] cousin of the novelist                      Herman Melville. [He] was greatly 

affected by these two incidents, and in 1886 wrote his fist draft            of what he finally 

called Billy Budd, Sailor.” 2 

     He tried through this novel to set his emotions by manipulating with symbols to discuss a 

greater issue than just a narrating mere story. He was trying to put this issue into ethical and 

moral debate, and to serve this purpose there is nothing better than putting it into concrete 

and abstract symbols.

     Britten, on the other hand, had his own image and his own way in symbols. He took 

symbols that he found which suits his own story and reasons and put his own symbols as 
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well. Mark Elder, the conductor of the 2010 Glyndebourne production, points out that 

"Britten felt a great sympathy to turning a very short story to very powerful human drama". 

“Britten was abused at South Lodge, possibly while undergoing a flogging, he surely have 

responded in just this fashion: the shame would never pass….If Billy Budd is a school story 

then Vere stands for the headmaster.” 3 It is really important for the symbols to be there, but 

symbols are not just symbols. 

Billy

     Billy, as a main character, is innocent and naïve, more like a child brought up from his 

caring home to a place of wild beasts. The most important symbol that portrays his innocent 

is the ship Rights of Man in both the novel and the libretto. We as readers and audience 

assume that he has come from a place serving the rights of man and having it as an 

important factor, but when looking more into it we could see there is more to the Rights of 

Man than just the rights of man. In the year 1789 the declaration of the "Rights of Man" has 

been set, which is about 100 years before Melville existed. It spoke of being free and 

liberated and it was during of the Romantic period that we can assume that what Melville 

wanted to point out. 4 That Billy is a romantic innocent boy his “Farewell to the Rights O’ 

Man" is not only spoken to us that rights of men will not only be taken from men but that 

Billy lives  the romantic life and atmosphere that will be taken from him. Moreover, Melville 

mentions Romantic revolutionists "…alike with his native land and its liberal philosophers, he 

evinced by naming his ships after Voltaire, Diderot, and so forth" (Melville 284).    

     We can see the emphasis laid on Billy's innocent, romantic, and liberal thoughts in the 

Dansker and Billy’s confrontation scene in the opera: Billy speaks "I'm to get a promotion", 

and "Oh I'm content, I'm content. Everyone loves me", in a romantic tone, a horizontal line 

(Forster 37). If you listen to it and close your eyes, you can easily imagine Billy standing at 

the upper decks and spreading his arms like a bird about to fly, more like the famous Jack 
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and Rose scene in Titanic. Then Dansker replies with "Jemmy Legs is down on you" in a 

classic tone, using vertical lines (Forster 37). In the 1966 BBC production, the scene ends 

implying the antithetical idea by having Billy lie down vertically and Dansker is sitting upright 

horizontally, showing that Billy is a symbol of an innocent young man.

     Billy, in his own innocent way, serves us two biblical allusions. "The comparisons mainly 

fall into two  different categories: those linking Billy to Biblical Adam before the 'Fall of Man,' 

and those comparing Billy to Jesus Christ." 5

     "In this novel Billy shows many similarities to Adam ….Billy possesses a masculine beauty, 

a brute strength, and a superior code of morals above his shipmates." 6 Melville makes it 

quite clear that Billy is Adam he encounters by name. "Billy in many respects was a little 

more than a sort of upright barbarian, much such perhaps Adam presumably might have 

been ere the urban Serpent wriggled himself into his company" (Melville 288). Then the 

narrator goes on saying "[Billy's] good fortune is lighting on such a fine specimen of the 

genus homo, who in the nude might have posed for the stature of young Adam before the 

Fall" (Melville 327). This is an allusion story of Adam's creation to the fall by the Serpent 

(Satan) in Genesis 2.7 This somewhat foreshadows that Billy's ending will be a fall similar to 

the one of Adam and Eve happening for the same reasons. 

     Later we come to meet the symbols indicating that Billy is Christ. We, as readers, meet 

several elements that parallels Christ's figure. First Billy leaves an ideal world of Rights of 

Man and goes to a world that opposes his, just as Christ leaves heaven to live among other 

mortals. Billy has a mysterious background: his parents are unknown; Christ, on the other 

hand, has no father but a spiritual one, God. 8 Billy is tempted by the after guardsman, who is 

sent by Claggart (the devil), to commit evil, and Christ was tempted by the Devil when he 

was fasting in the desert. Billy is falsely accused of mutiny; Christ is falsely accused of 

blasphemy. Billy goes through a trial that sentences him to death and so does Christ go 
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through trial that sentences him to death."Billy shows little to no fear in the face of death, 

and his last words are 'God bless Captain Vere!'. Just as Christ forgave his executors ("Father, 

forgive them; for they know not what they do" Luke 23:34:), Billy forgives Captain Vere and 

seems to wish him strength to overcome his guilt." Yet in the libretto Christ's figure was not 

portrayed as forgiving as he originally is. He was more like a cursing in a somewhat verbal 

irony saying "Starry Vere, God bless you!" (Forster 62). He is giving out the words of Blessing 

but pointing out that this will haunt Vere forever. It is more like he is leaving fate and karma 

do its job on Vere. Billy in the end faces death by being hanged from a spar resembling the 

arm of a cross. Christ hangs from a cross, both of whom sacrificing their lives. 9

          [A]t the moment of Billy's death, the narrator recalls, 'a soft glory as of the fleece of 

the Lamb of God seen in mystical vision.' Just as the gospel of Matthew 27 says the 

weather turned after Christ was executed at Golgotha (25.5). After his death, the    

          sailors begin to worship Billy. They keep track of the spar where he was hung, and 'To 

them a chip of it was a piece of the Cross'. 10

     "Billy, like Christ, calms and inspires the men around him…[the narrator] tries to explain 

that Billy is a special sailor, a peacemaker, and that his mere presence on a ship can soothe 

the other men and reduce the threat of mutiny." 11

     We can see Billy’s much resemblance to Christ in his figure at Glyndebourne production: 

his appearance serves as a symbol of Christ, looking, before the hanging, just like Christ 

before his Crucifixion.

Claggart

     Billy being a symbol of both Adam and Eve and Christ adds to the novel’s  take on 

antithesis: Claggart must be the opposite symbol of Christ, Satan himself "[SATAN- this title 

means adversary…one who always goes against or is opposed to you expressing Christ. Satan 

despises the Cross]".12 We see that Claggart takes a rather natural inhabitation of evilness. 
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He is evil and everything he does is inclined to that side. He possesses "the mania of an evil 

nature, not engendered by vicious training or corrupting books or licentious living, but born 

with him and innate, in short 'a depravity according to nature" as if his existence is for a 

reason (Melville 310)."The narrator is arguing that Claggart is an 'exceptional mortal,' but on 

the other he is trying to render Claggart's hatred normal and understandable." 13 

     The 1966 film also portrays him as a more devilish appearance where he has a whip that 

looks like a serpent." The Serpent, the Devil and Satan are three aspects of one and the 

same spirit-being (Rev 12:9) And the great dragon was cast out [of Eden when Adam left], 

that old Serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceives the whole world. "14 

      Claggart's personality shows such great pride in himself where he does not see the fault 

in himself but forces the faults upon others. He, out of jealousy, tries to demolish Billy 

because he is loved and has extreme social privileges unlike him. His pride then overtakes 

him and he tries to do whatever it takes to take away the position of Adam and Eve in 

heaven. 'Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the LORD God had 

made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the 

garden’?”' (Genesis 3.1). "Though outwardly respectable with a ‘discreet bearing,’ Claggart is 

‘the direct reverse of a saint’…, which is to say a terrible sinner. The worst sin is Pride, and 

Claggart's nature has the "phenomenal pride in it that excludes vices or small sins" while it 

looks for sin and weakness in others ." 15

     Although we know that all the bad things come from Claggart he does not really do the 

dirty work himself, he orders them but he was not the one who does the action. He makes 

private meetings and hisses his orders to the novices just like the serpent who hisses his 

schemes. "[ SERPENT- this title means to hiss which is derived from a word meaning to 

whisper]." 16 
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      To emphasise this symbolic figure, Forester and Crozier make it obvious by making Billy 

cry out "Devil!" (Forster 53) right before he strikes Claggart down, as Billy got hit by the truth 

that Claggart was indeed a human devil. Falling (as the rhythm indicates) to his deserved 

death.

     The chords and motifs also give the symbol of Claggart as the lowest tone that is the 

trochaic, pessimistic, which is associated with evilness, and below earth which is more like a 

hell figure "the key scheme moves upwards from an early and ambiguous B-flat major with a 

few significant diversions-to E major for Billy's first aria, and to F minor for Claggart (was I 

born yesterday?).” 17 "Claggart, for instance, is characterized by a motif that contains two 

falling fourths"18, as in the devil that falls by his sins and his place, which is Hell below.

     At Glyndebourne, we see that Claggart appears at the end of Act 1 in the upper gallery 

looking down at Billy: he is making up a plan to destroy Billy and seduce him into committing 

mistakes, which is the job of the devil.

Vere

     Vere is presented symbolically in both abstract and concrete notions as God. Vere, as a 

main character whether he is or not a protagonist, is implied as being both just and fatherly. 

Even though he is there he appears rarely. He is mentioned, praised on, talked about where 

we could see the idea of his existence is more put in rather than shown, which is weird for 

we all know that major characters as they are have more appearance than the minor 

characters in most cases, but not in this case. “Vere doesn’t become involved in the action 

until the moment that Claggart appears before him and makes accusations. From that point 

on, though, what happens lies in Vere’s hands.” 19 He watches the novices' and the officers' 

actions yet we are only told that he does so but we do not actually see him roaming around 

the ship inspecting them, showing them that he is there watching “[o]n the left hand, where 

he doth work, but I cannot behold him: he hides himself on the right hand, that I cannot see 
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him” (Job 23:9). He appears when needed, as if reminding everybody that his power is not 

gone. He is more or less like a god watching everybody; even though his power is dominant; 

he is not seen in our days, but the idea of him is there. “In whom also we have obtained an 

inheritance, being predestined according to purpose of him who works all things after the 

counsel of His own will” (Eph 1:11). In the BBC production, in the prologue Vere appears 

standing near a globe, like a god watching down on the world.

      There are constant questions whether he really symbolizes God or something else, 

considering his fatherly feelings towards Billy. He is both God and a human father.  Before 

Billy strikes Claggart we see that Vere is landing his hand gently on Billy, generally speaking 

we see it as him trying to comfort Billy through the stammer, but if we aim to interpret it 

more profoundly, we see that he is encouraging him to kill Billy in a rather ambiguous way. 

His hand is like a push for Billy to commit the crime as if he is saying :“Do it, kill him and 

sacrifice your life”: 

          "There is no hurry, my boy. Take your time, take your time." Contrary to the effect 

intended, these            words so fatherly in tone, doubtless touching Billy's heart to the quick, 

prompted yet more violent           efforts at utterance- efforts soon ending for the time in 

confirming the paralysis, and bringing to               his face an expression which was as a 

crucifixion to behold. The next instant, quick as the flame                 from a discharged cannon 

at night, his right arm shot out, and Claggart dropped to the deck                      (Melville 331).

     In the libretto, the text reads: "VERE. Take your time, my boy, take your time. [VERE lays 

his hand on BILLY's shoulder. BILLY's right fist shoots out, striking CLAGGART on the 

forehead]" (Forster 52). In the 1988 ENO production, for instance, Vere actually gives a hint 

of a push to Billy while doing his fatherly gesture to comfort him.
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“[Vere] orders Billy to die just as God told Jesus He must die in the Garden before his cruel 

and barbaric passion”, 20 even though it is not a direct order from Vere to Billy to sacrifice 

himself, Vere needs this action to hang Billy later and sacrifice his son for the sins of others, 

in this case Claggart being the sinner. 

          Initially, who sends Christ to be crucified? Answer: God. Now, in Billy Budd, Who sends 

Billy to be crucified? Answer: Captain Vere. According to the New Testament, God

          sacrificed his human son so that humanity could be forgive of their sings and given a 

chance to get into heaven. Vere sacrifices the sailor who has come to feel like a son

         because he wants to dispel the atmosphere of mutiny and to keep order to his ship. 21    

     “Struck dead by an angel of God! Yet the angel must hang” (Melville 333). Vere already 

knows the fate of Billy he only needs to ensure that he has to sacrifice Billy, his son, to see 

that he is just, that he is God the father of Jesus. He knows, as a God should know, the 

ending of Billy. “Yet the angel must hang”, he says before even the court judges have 

decided the verdict. Regardless, “he cares about Billy Budd even though he is about to send 

him to his execution.” 22 Later on Vere feels the guilt for sacrificing Billy, even though his act 

is an act of justice, but then Billy is innocent and understanding as he is shouts out: “Starry 

Vere, God bless you!” (Forster 62), "At the penultimate moment his words, his only ones, 

words wholly unobstructed in the utterance, were these: 'God bless Captain Vere!'" (Melville 

353), just as Jesus says “Father, Forgive them; for they know not what they do. And they 

parted his raiment, and cast lots” ( Luke 23:34). Both are forgiving and assuring that the act 

is the right thing even if it is cruel.

    Billy is as Christ the human son of God, and God is the father of Christ. Here we see that 

Vere plays exactly the role of God in both ways, except in the end where he is portrayed as a 

man with human failings, though he is the god-like captain of the Bellipotent. 
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Stammer

     Billy is known that he is flawless except for one natural flaw, which is stammering. We 

assume that the stammer is a harmless flaw that comes and goes. It also confuses people 

when the relevance and symbol of Christ is presented in then there is this flaw which does 

not complete the figure of Christ. But still the image is still presented there. He is with no 

doubt a symbol of Christ with a stammer, a malfunction.

      Billy's stammer increases when he meets Claggart or when something has to do with 

Claggart that is directed to Billy. Whenever he is met with Claggart, he gives us a 

certain stammer either by a stammer motif or by actually stammering. We may not 

notice that this stammering has to do with the existence of the source of evilness on 

the ship which is fairly told his Claggart. It does not appear anywhere else, even 

though we were told that it comes and it goes by Billy himself but yet we as readers 

and audience do not witness the stammering unless it is linked to Claggart. 

“Strikingly , the flogging of the Novice is not ordered by Claggart, who has not yet 

made an appearance, but by the Bo’sun, a mere cog in the machine.” 23 

     From the very beginning of Britten's libretto we are given the opening scene of Captain 

Vere assorted with two basic symbolic chords giving the antithesis motion in the story. "The 

struggle between good and evil, Billy and Claggart, is symbolized by the opposition of the 

chords of B major and B minor which is heard in the string that accompanies Vere's musing 

at the opera." 24 We are given then the stammer motif showing Billy's flaw as if something is 

corrupted. "Much good has been shown me and much evil, and the good has never been 

perfect./ There is always some flaw in it, some defect, some imperfection in the divine 

image, some fault in angelic song, some stammer in the divine speech" (Forster 7). The 

stammer later on shows in when he finds Squeak in his hammock and we know that Squeak 
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was sent by Claggart. Then Billy stammers when he was seduced to a mutiny act, which was 

a plan to make Billy fall in a flaw. Last but not least Billy stammers when being confronted 

and accused by Claggart, and then the stammering ends by a blow from Billy at Claggart 

causing his death.

     As mentioned above, every stammer is associated with Claggart, whether directly or 

indirectly. Once this fact is known, we can then predict that there is a symbolical reference 

to this stammer. Why does the stammer exists with the existence of Claggart? We might 

connect evilness to this stammer, one flaw in this theory is that evil did exist in the 

shipmate's flogging but Billy did not stammer at that time. All the incidents are evil, but 

when the stammering occured the evilness was directed at Billy.

     What do we actually get when we know that both the stammer and Claggart's evilness 

are linked together? Looking at the last stammer (how it happens and how it was the reason 

for corrupting the innocence and purity of Billy), we can say this might as well sum up the 

reason behind this symbolic resemblance.  

     The symbolic significance, in yet a simple form, foreshadows the ending.  Every time 

innocence is played, evilness comes along and the corrupted sound of stammering comes 

telling us that something bad is going to happen to Billy, telling us that Billy will commit a 

grave mistake and so he does at the end of his last stammer where he is to kill and demolish 

his own flawless image.

 Number Three

     Number three is a very important symbol, its consistency signifying that it has more to it 

than its mere existence. There are three main characters (Billy, Vere, Claggart), three court 

judges, three candles (at BBC), the description of Billy in three adjectives "A Beauty, A Jewel, 

The pearl of great price" / "O Beauty, O Handsomeness, goodness" by both Vere and 
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Claggart, three impressed men having Billy as the third one, the usage of 3D staging, mutiny 

in the libretto occurs with three echoes, three syllables and 3D staging: "FIRST LIEUTANT and 

SAILING MASTER: Mutiny".”That’s Enough” by Billy before the execution scene is sung three 

times. These are some exemplary forms of the employment of the number three. 

     The obsessive utilization of this number could only mean two things: it is 

either a common used number or there is a purpose behind it. Looking for a purpose when 

thinking of number three a geometric figure appears in the triangle but when we look in at it 

we come to ask what does the triangle represents, and where there is a further meaning to 

the number three.

   Starting with the latter three happens to be in: God's attributes are three (omniscience, 

omnipresence, omnipotence), the three divisions of time (past, present and future), the 

three persons in grammar ("me", "myself" and "I"), the sum of all human ability is threefold 

(thought, word and deed), the three kingdoms of matter (animal, vegetable or mineral). 

Then comes the triangle which is a symbolic figure that is always associated with 

Christianity's trinity: God, Jesus/Christ, and the Holy Spirit. Linking these two aspects 

together and seeing which parts of these theories suits the other. 25

   Since one part is dealing with religion the other must be connected to it, it is obvious that 

God is an ideal image in Christianity so is he linked with Gods attributes his qualities are 

justice, therefore Vere is represented here. The opposing view in Christianity is injustice and 

evilness the qualities of Satan seeing that the three persons in grammar ("me", "myself" and 

"I") where "I" is quite frequently and the frequent talking of oneself is considered as being 

arrogant. Arrogant is a term related to evilness, so we assume that this evilness and 

arrogance is no else but Claggart. Lastly, we come to see the third part of the triangle, which 

is Jesus/Christ it is known that Christ being a noble that sacrifices his life in order to purify 

his people's sins there is also a level of good deeds and thoughtfulness in this whole process 
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and so this is represented in the sum of all human ability (thought, word and deed) which 

both qualifies Billy to the position.

    Knowing all the above it is not difficult to relate number three to a symbol figure. Both 

Melville and Britten play with this number to their advantage, not only to give more 

character to the main characters but to show that the story has a more of a religious 

significance to the main theme.

 Number Four

     Number four is no different than number three in Billy Budd. It is used constantly and is 

definitely a symbol to point out except number four is used more in the libretto than in the 

novel itself. The readers are not aware of that number but could point out its claustrophobic 

significance whereas in the libretto it is there in both the senses and its employment 

throughout the scenes. Yet it differs from every production and the audience would 

defiantly find that the 2010 Glyndebourne production is the best to form out the use of this 

number. 

     Four, as said earlier, is used constantly in many ways we see it first when one of the 

impressed men objects to this and says that in four solid sentences "RED WHISKERS I 

protest. I object. I only went to oblige. I'm no sailor." Then it appears in the sound of the 

knock at the door when Vere was talking to the officers [There is a knock at the door. 

LIEUTENANT RATCLIFFE enters] in four rapid knocks (Forster 27). After Billy finds Squeak in 

his hammock and Claggart orders the punishment for Squeak the chorus sings:

           CHORUS [off] –TENOR SOLO.

           Over the water,

          Over the ocean,
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          Into the harbor

          Carry me home (Forster 32).

     The novice who is flogged feels so trapped in shame's prison that he expresses this shame 

will never pass four times saying "never", "The shame'll never pass, the shame'll never pass, 

the shame'll never, never, never, never pass" (Forster 19).He is in such a closed mental state 

that he cannot escape those thoughts of shame.

     In four lines straight after that Claggart talks to himself with a four paragraph saying how 

much he despises Billy and how he will try to destroy him from "O beauty, o handsomeness, 

goodness!" ending at "…I will destroy you" (Forster 32-3). Four is there when Claggart 

accuses Billy by addressing him four times with his full name and saying that he accuses him:

          CLAGGART [staring at BILLY]

          William Budd, I accuse you of insubordination and disaffection.

          William Budd, I accuse you of aiding our enemies and spreading their infamous creed 

          ---of "The Rights of Man."

          William Budd, I accuse you of bringing French gold on board to bribe your comrades 

          ---and lure them from their duty.

         William Budd, you are a traitor to your country and your King.

          I accuse you of mutiny! (Forster 52).

     In the previous quotations we can see that Claggart called out “William Budd” and “I 

accuse you” four times. Each call forming a wall of a prison cell, each gives an image of a 

different closed room. “William Budd" is a room inside another room of “I accuse you”, 
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putting Billy in two traps that make it impossible for him to escape or destroy, hence the 

stammer that follow the accusation. 

     Billy then tries to defend his actions by claiming that what Claggart has said is a lie 

repeating "It's a lie" four times. Later he begs Vere to save him from this situation four 

times:

          FIRST LIEUTENANT. Prisoner, have you any more to say?   

          BILLY. Captain Vere, save me!  

          FIRST LIEUTENANT. Go in and wait.

          BILLY. Captain, save me! 

          FIRST LIEUTENANT. Go in.

          BILLY. I'd have died for you, save  me!

          FIRST LIEUTENANT. Go in.

          BILLY. Save me! (Forster 56).

       And lastly we see that in Glyndebourne, four men come out to pull the rope for the 

hanging of Billy.

     Four forms a square figure which is normally associated with a small, claustrophobic room 

regardless of what kind of room it is whether it is a prison cell or any tiny room, a room that 

is without doors and is a massive trap for whoever enters it once you are in it, there is no 

way out. Four in Billy Budd not only symbolizes Billy's destiny but also shows the trap that 

the ship provides, both mentally and physically: it is not possible to either escape this or give 

up any position. It is their destiny to be trapped, and there is nothing to do about it. In the 

commentary "Introducing Billy Budd", John Mark Ainsley, the tenor playing Vere says it quite 
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clear and bold in which a great link set to this number it is a claustrophobic place, nobody 

can escape it: they are all trapped there. Vere cannot go for a walk to clear his mind, Billy 

cannot escape his destiny, the impressed men cannot escape this cruel world: it is all a 

prison in which everyone is in this fearful place a victim except for the one who put them all 

in prison, Claggart.   

     Four serves its meaning well here. It is hard times, mentally more than physically, and the 

best way to show it then in an inescapable state of body and soul. 

      Claustrophobia is also a part of the symbol of the ship.  The ship is the only female part 

implied in the novel, so we can refer to an actual, real woman. As mentioned earlier of the 

"Rights of Man", it also has the same significance here: a transfer from a good, innocent 

place to a dark, brutal one. "[T]he Rights-of-Man symbolizes a place where individuals 

maintain their individuality." 26

      Whether it is HMS Indomitable or Bellipotent she serves the same purpose here: the 

claustrophobic setting that no one can escape. "[T]he Bellipotent represents a military world 

in which, under the threat of violence and therefore in the presence of evil the rules of 

society impinge upon the individual rights of men." 27 The society  with which the novel deals 

has more of an upright, beastly way, harsh and cruel, which mostly gives away the place that 

Billy is transferring to and makes us wonder what will happen to that innocent young man in 

such a society. "[Melville] uses the Indomitable as a metaphor for the world….others have 

seen the ship in Billy Budd as a metaphor for a prison and even, wittily, for the English public 

school [the one referred to in the introduction, where Britten was bullied]." 28 

What Symbolism Offers in Billy Budd
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     Many symbols exist in Billy Budd. Some are very obvious, and others needed some 

thinking to figure them out. We could see that a story of such complexity cannot be offered 

without the symbols it relies on to show what the story actually means. It also offers a great 

deal of skeptic views, of what is right and what is wrong, and whether there actually is a 

right and wrong in life. 

      Symbols provide us with a deeper meaning and without them Billy Budd would be a story 

of a person hanged because he went against the law. Symbols are all part of a whole. Billy, 

Vere, Claggart, the numbers, as well as the stammer all combine together to present both 

Britten's and Melville's symbolic points of view.    
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    4 Stephen Greenblatt, et al (eds.,)Revolution and Reaction"The Norton Anthology of 

English Literature", 7th ed., vol. B. (New York: Norton, 2006) 2.
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