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within t his allegurical f r amework that Coetzee's novel s should be 

read, and wi thin which they at tain their most complex meaning. 

Although many r eviewers take cognizance of this fact , no extensive 

study of this particular aspect has to date been published. 

Coetzee's novels qualify as alleguries because of the mult i-level 

nature of the narratives. As Beryl Roberts says, "Endowed with a 

gift for sparse, spare story- t elling, in which there is not a 

wasted wor d or image, he yet manages to tell a story of allegoric

al significance, which haunts the mind and touches raw nerves" 

( 1983). 

Tony Morphet points out that in Coetzee ' s very first novel , Dusk

lands, "real ism as the faithful history of the interpenetration of 

man and situati on seen from within and without , and judged from a 

single central poi nt of view" is abandoned (58), and Coet zee 

strikes out on a course as yet uncommon in South African l itera

ture, but along a t r ail blazed by writers such as Barth, Pynchon 

and Borges. In Waiting for the Barbarians Michael Lee identifies 

a movement i n South African f i ction "away from direct and realist

ic representat i on of a deadlocked South Af r i can reali ty •. . through 

imaginative project i on into the realm of allegory, myth and symbol" 

(1981:88) . 

Williams refers to t he allegorical level of In the heart of t he 

country, i n which Magda frees herself from her past, represented 

by her father , and then tri es to relate to the black labourers. 

"The allegury would suggest that it is too late for peaceful negu

tiations between black and white and the confrontation between 

them wi ll be vi olent" (1985 : 53). 

Zamora ca l ls Waiting for the Barbarians Coetzee ' s most al legorical 

work, pres enting "a portrai·t of the rel ati ons between t he posses

sor of po>ie r and the possessed ,,/hich is both a subtle and a point

ed i ndi ct ment of those relations" (5) . 
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Life and times of Michael K is identified as an a l legory by Allan 

Huw Smith, who calls Michael K "a bent-wire coat hanger of a char

acter on which to hang this allegory" ( 1983:28), although Zamora 

feels that this novel i s less an allegorical fable of power than 

Coetzee 's other novels. She does , however, connect this novel to 

the tradition of allegorical dissent which she has traced in much 

modern literature (11). 

Nadine Gordimer (1984:3) is of the opinion that Coetzee chose al

legory as his mode, because it was the only way he could handle 

the horror he had to convey, and she identifies various allegoric

al symbols in Michael K. Helene Miiller confirms that in Michael K 

"Coetzee has written an allegory which may be interpreted on two 

distinct levels: the universal and the more specifically South 

African" (1985 :41) . D.J . Enright appears able to justify Life and 

times of Michael K only on the grounds of its being an allegory, 

albeit a thin one (1983 : 1037), while Patricia Blake reads it as an 

allegory of terminal civil war, and the end of the world (1984:56). 

Coetzee's most recent novel, Foe, also falls i nto this category of 

allegory. Douglas Reid Skinner remarks that " more allegoric-

ally than explicitly, it revealingly examines the complex and 

highly politicised empirical and textual domains of South Africa , 

achieving by such inspired distancing an emphatic clarity of vis

ion" ( 1986b:83). Alexander refers to the fact that the novel is 

about "the vagaries of communication and above all about the writ

er's craft" (1987:38), while on the surface confronting the read

er with the rudiments of the racist , colonialist situation out of 

which many of the problems of our present world have grown, thus 

unmistakably an allegory . 

In order to test my hypothesis that the allegorical aspect of 

Coetzee 's novels is of crucial importance to the interpretation of 

his work, it will be necessary first to trace the development of 

allegory into modern times . This summary lays no c laim to being 

full y comprehensive, but will hopef ully be of sufficient scope to 
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arrive by this method at a working definition of allegory, within 

the f ramework of which it wil l be possi ble to evaluate Coetzee's 

novels as all egori es. 
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2 ALLEOORY: A BRIEF CONSIDERATION OF TIS DEVELOPMENT UP TO 
1HE NINETEEN'lH CENTURY 

2. 1 IN'IRODUCTION 

Despite the developments and adaptations t hat allegory has under

gone through the ages to allow for changing demands and purposes 

and shifting emphases , it has remained sufficiently recognisable 

s o that even very early definitions are still at least partially 

valid . Allegory can still be identified as "speaking in other 

tenns" (Gillie ,1972:382) , while Whitman ( 1987 : 1) points out that 

from t he begi nning allegory has been known as an oblique way of 

writing. A very early theorist, Quintilian, says that allegory 

presents one thing in words and another i n meani ng (Levine,1981: 

23). These early definitions imply a critical awar eness of alle

gory ever since the earliest literary and artistic employment of 

the form (Bloom, 1951:163) . 

A more modern t heorist , Northrop Frye, defines allegory as fol

lows : "We have allegory when the events of a narrative obviousl y 

and conti nuousl y refer to another simultaneous struct ure of events 

or ideas, or natural phenomena" (Preminger,1965 : 12) . Angus Flet

cher writes that allegory says one thing and means another (1964: 

2) while Nuttall defines allegory as "a described set of things in 

narrati ve sequence standing for a different set of things in tem

poral or para-temporal sequences; in short, a complex narrative 

metaphor" (1967:48). 

These definitions of the simplest form of allegory are useful as 

starti ng points, but va r i ous authors voice warnings against read

ing adequacy or conclusiveness into them. Levine points out that 

Quintilian , Fletcher , Frye, Honig and Quilligan have all gone on 

"from t he description of allegory's bipartite design to discussion 

of i t s larger significance - raising questions of typology, clas

sical backgrounds, Biblical exegesis, 'levels' of interpretation , 

iconography , and so on" (198 1:23-24) . Nevertheless , as Bloom 
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poi nts out, there has never been any di vergence of opinion about 

the "foli ate nature" of allegory ( 1951 : 173). 

All egory is then a term denoting a technique of l iterature, whi ch 

in turn gives rise to a method of criticism . It is a technique of 

f i ction-writing, for al legory must have some kind of narrative 

basi s (Prerninger:12). 

Allegory appears to have come into being as a form of interpreta

tion of t he earl iest classical myths. I t carne to include composi 

tional allegory, adjust ed itself to accommodate Christianity and 

continued through the ~tiddle Ages, beconung part i cul arly popular 

in secular l iterat ure as an allegory of courtly l ove . In more 

modern times allegory has proved itself t o be a flexible l iterary 

form, capable of adapting t o modern ways (Satti n , 1978:4) , corning 

to include satire and i r ony, and becoming popular as a disguised 

political and soci al commentary. Buning points out that i n t he 

course of its long history allegory has proved to be an appropri 

ate litera~J mode for dramatizing man's psychol ogi cal experience 

and search for identi ty ( 15). Most recentl y a l legory has served 

to i l lustrate man's futil e search for meani ng i n a world that has 

become a wasteland of f rustrati on and a minef i eld of racial preju

dice and poli tical dissent. 

Angus Fl etcher and other s have shown how f eatures of a l legory ap

pear in a variety of kinds of works, from i ts earl y begi nnings , 

through the parables of Hawthorne , to such modern poets as Yeats 

and El iot (Fowler , 1982: 193). 

Allegory has remained an i mportant mode employed successfully by 

various modern authors. Indeed, after a long per iod of decline, 

allegor y has al most become what it once was : the vogue (Whitman, 

1981 :64), and i ts value i s proved by the fact that it has survived 

centuries of use , abuse and criticism. It i s indeed 'living alle

gory ' . 
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2. 2 11IE ORIGINS OF ALLEXDU 

Whi tman has made a study of the meaning of the Greek components of 

the word ' allegory ' , and come to the conclusion that the composite 

connotes both that which is said in secret , and that which is un

worthy of the crowd : guarded language and elite language . These 

two connotations have become explicit parts of allegorical theory 

and practice. The secretive l anguage has special importance for 

polit ical allegory , and elite or superior language has particular 

point in religious and philosophic contexts (1987:263) . "Insofar 

as the emphasis is placed on saying other than what is meant , al

legorical theory and practice is largely a grammatical or rhetor

i cal matter , concentrating on the compositional technique of cre

ating an allegorical text . •• Insofar as t he emphasis is placed on 

meaning other than what is sai d, allegorical t heory and practice 

is largely a phi los ophic or exegetical matter, stressing the in

terpretive technique of extracting meaning from a text already 

written" (Whitman,1987:264) . 

Auerbach, Lewis and MacQueen are in agreement that allegory origin

ated \~th the ancient Greeks , in a form which we would now call al

legoresis (Lewis, 1938:48). Northrop Frye explains t hat allegore

sis, a system of interpreting the gods as personification either 

of moral principles or of physical or natural forces, grew up i n 

order to account for the foolish behavi our of t he gods . Judaism 

had similar difficulti es and t here were Jewish efforts to demon

strate that phil osophical and moral truths are concealed in the 

Ol d Testament stories (Preminger:13). Bloomfield agrees that his

torically , the allegorical method was deve l oped i n Alexandria to 

interpret 'properly ' Homer, and somewhat later t here and in Pales

tine to interpret 'properly ' the Old Testament, so that it could 

be seen as the predict i on of Chri st or the future kingdom of God 

(1 971:301 ). Quilligan supports this argument , agreeing that it 

was allegoresis that began with the Greeks, and that many works 

wer e fel t to be al l egorical because they had been made to r ead so 

( 1979:19). Theagines of Rhegi um (c . 525 BC ) is generally credited 
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with having been the first to resort to an allegorical interpreta

tion in explaining such offensive passages in Homer as the battles 

of the gods. Theagines i nterpreted below the l iteral battles of 

the gods , the descri ption of confl icting elements, or of moral 

conflicts (Scholes & Kel l ogg, 1966:117). 

Buning confirms that the earliest examples of allegory would there

fore be the controversy in early Greek philosophy over the inter

pretation of the s tories about the gods in Homer and Hesiod, which 

l ed to the various rationalizations and moralizations of classic

al nwLh (35). Thi s means that allegory did not develop merely as 

a device or a fashion, but "was originally forced int o existence 

by a profound and moral revolution occurring in the later days of 

paganism" (Lewis : 113) • In his fine work on allegory, MacQueen con

firrns that allegory did not originate i n the first place as a lit

erary device , and points out that its origins were philosophical 

and thedlogica l (1970:1). Scholes confirms this view, arguing 

that allegory depends on types, but the types of allegory are re-

f err able t o a philosophy and theology concerned with ideals and 

essences (101). 

Lewis , however, also agrees with Dante that the history of alleg

ory begins with the personi fications i n classical Latin poetry 

( 48 ) . Thi s view is supported by Quilligan who says that "as a 

narrati ve i n i ts own r i ght, allegory had to await a Christian 

Latin poet 111 (1 979 : 19). The type of narrative allegory referred 

to here, has been t ermed "compositional allegory" by Whitman ( 1987: 

264) . \Vhitman says t hat t he i nteraction between compositional and 

interpretive strains of allegory reaches a critical stage i n the 

t welfth century, the decisi ve turning point being the Cosmographia 

of Bernard Silvestris . He says t hat "in this text, the coordi nat

ing tendencies of earl i er movements in antiquity and the ~Iiddle 

Ages begin to coalesce in a comprehensive, f ar- reachi ng design" 

1 . Quilligan ident i fies t his poet as the fourth-century Pruden
tius 0979 : 19) . 
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(9-10). Bernard interprets the story of creation by creating al

legorical agents to act out the story, thus integrating the act of 

i nterpretation with the act of personification. By consolidating 

the internal dynamics of allegorical writing, he stimulates the 

sophisticated allegorical movement of the late Middle Ages (Whit

man, 1987: 10). 

Edwin Honig is of the opinion that the origins of allegory are to 

be located "in the indistinct border between primitive mythologic

al figurations and the more sophisticated structures of philosoph

ical thought" (Buning: 35). This idea is particularly interesting 

when seen in the context of modern African lite;ature. Hugh Webb 

contends that this becomes clear when one examines some character

istic features of the African oral tradition, "that vast cultural 

inheritance responsible for shaping the final form of much of the 

modern literary achievement [in Africa]" (1978:67) . The moralis

ing tales or parables are certainly allegorical in form, "a short 

narrative presented so as to emphasise the implicit analogy be

tween the component story-parts and the organising moral or les

son" (67). 

In agreement with Honig's view, Bloomfield traces the origins of 

personification allegory into the distant past , pointing out that 

"it has been argued that the origin of literary personification is 

to be found in ritual drama, for Canaanite and Egyptian rituals 

used abstract qualities as divine and semidivine names" (1963:163)• 

He also concedes that in the earliest Western writings, in the 

Bible and Homer, personifications are used, and they are found 

throughout all Greek and Roman literature (163). In fact, Bloom

field declares that if we view the whole range of Western litera

ture, from Homer to the present time, personification allegory will 

be found to be one of the most popular of all literary modes (1963: 

161). He defines personification allegory as the process of anim

ating inanimate objects or abstract ideas (163) and calls it a 

method of "presenting generalized and idealized notions in litera

ture by literary means" (170). 
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To Lewis allegory is inventing visibilia to express an immateri a l 

fact , such as the passi ons which one experiences (45), for he be

lieves that allegory developed as the only way in which to convey 

t hat which is subjective in literature, "to paint the inner world" 

(113). Indeed, he call s it "the subjectivism of an objective age" 

(30) . Allegory makes i t possi ble to convey complexi ties of mean

ing not otherwise accessible . I t causes reverberat i ons in the 

reader s' own exper ience, so that even the simplest allegory may 

have almost endless application (Lewis; 1938 : 289). 

Levine agrees: "By definition personification is a metaphoric, 

hence mixed mode - somet hing non-human is endowed with human char 

acter istics. This 'endowment ' results f r om the transfer of semant

ic feat ures from a predicate normally associ ated with humans t o a 

noun (t ypically functioni ng as subject ) t hat designates something 

non-human " ( 1981:24). He explains that when we say that a l legory 

says one thing and means another, it is the predicate t hat "says" 

the one and the per soni f ied nouns that "mean" the other (25) . 

Bloomfield acknowledges that the relevant theories of Lewis are 

perhaps the best-known ( 1963:168) and he is also in general agree

ment, stating that per sonification allegory combines the non-meta

phoric subject with metaphoric predicate and "yokes together the 

concrete and the metaphoric in the presentation of general ity" 

(169). He is of the opinion, however, that what Lewi s speaks of 

as "immateriality" is better thought of as "generality" ( 1963:170). 

At the r oot of the allegorical concept is the tradit ional noti on 

that it i s "an essential ly didactic devi ce whose responsibilit y it 

is to delight while it teaches" (Bloom: 164) • From t he begi nni ng 

al l egory has been associ ated with narrati ve , "a narr ative, that i s 

to say , or ser ies of narrat ives , which serves to explain those uni

versal facts that most intimately affect the believer , fact s such 

as times, crops, t ribes , citi es , nati ons , b i r th , marriage, death, 

mor a l l aws, the sense of i nadequacy and failure and the sens e of 

potenti al, both of \vhi ch characterize the greater part of mankind" 

(MacQueen:l ). 
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MacQueen i denti fies Plato as the effective founder of many aspects 

of the allegorical tradition . The tradition of Homeric allegores

is was well-established at the time of hi s birth , and constituted 

an important element in Greek philosophy by the time he wrote The 

Republic (Scholes & Kel logg: 118). In his attempt to give compre

hensible shape to truths that we r e difficult for the human mind to 

grasp, he employed myths, allegorical narratives and developed me

taphors (MacQueen:7). MacQueen illustrates the depth of meaning 

made possible by the use of allegory: "Dis or Pluto, the god of 

t he underworld who rapes Proserpine, is the earth in which the 

seed i s buriect and germinates. At a different l evel, however, Dis 

is death, and Proserpine is the human soul, subject to death, but 

redeemed by the toil s of t he mother goddess, Ceres" (2). He sug

gests t hat the Greek philosopher, Sallustius, would have called 

the one level "material" and the other "psychic". Ceres and Pro

serpine began as an allegorical process of sowing and harvesting 

corn, whi ch is the material level, but by an almost inevitable ex

t ension became an allegory of rebirth after death, which repre

sents the psychic level (1 ). 

A second myth which MacQueen discusses is that of the search of 

the musician, Orpheus, for his dead wife, Eurydice . This allegory 

he labels psychic: "Orpheus and his music represent the higher 

intellectual and redemptive powers of the human soul, Eurydice the 

lower, more appetitive powers which are particularly subject to 

evil and death. The sufferings of Orpheus in the upper and under

worlds represent the sacrifices necessary if the soul is to r e

deem t he lower self whi ch it loves, and without which it cannot 

find salvation" (4). MacQueen points out that unde r Orphic i nflu

ence, the allegorical journey t hrough the undenvorld became an im

portant part of classical epic poetry , notably in Virgil's Aeneid 

(5). "The descent of Aeneas [into Hades] is an allegory of t he 

dark night of the soul as it is tempe r ed to become the i nstrument 

of divine purpose" (MacQueen : 5). Wimsatt and Brooks i dentify t he 

Aeneid as an allegory of the course of human life : "the wander

ings of the first three books are the tales that amuse childhood; 
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the love affair of t he f ourth and the athletic exercises of the 

fifth typify phases of youth; the descent into Hades of the s i xth 

is a profound study of the whole nature of things; the rest is 

the contest of act ive life" ( 1970 : 148). Wimsatt calls this a typ

ical moralisation of a classi cal myth. "One should notice, how

ever, that t he two level s of action do not merge when abstract 

names are assigned. There sti ll exist independentl y a literal ac

tion and an abstract action which the literal action points to. 

On the literal level, despite the generalizing names , a specific 

man still plays a specific lyre in the woods" (1970:25). 

Fletche r point s out t hat allegories tend to resolve themselves in

to e i t her of t wo basi c forms, which may be l abel led "battle" and 

"progress". He says that "battl e" perhaps begins i n Western lite

rature with Hesi od's account of uhe gigantomachia, the battle be

tween titanic creatures for control of the world, but is more pro

minent when psychologi sed with the Psychomachia (the fight for 

mansoul) of the early Christian poet, Prudentius . Progress be

gins with t he allegori cal interpretation of t he Odyssey, t he Argo

nautica, and the Aeneid (151). 

In some allegories, parti cularly in some of the ear liest attempts 

at al legori cal nar rat ive, like Prudentius' Psychomachia, the aes

thetic and mimetic el ement s seem to be sacri ficed to plainness of 

meaning. In Psychomachia t he characters are f emale soldiers, 

beari ng t he names of vi rtues and vices, invol ved in unrealistic 

and aesthet i cal ly unsatisfying caval ry charges and single combats, 

i n which the vi rtues ultimately t riumph (Schol es & Kellogg : 110). 

Nevertheless, one of the earli est recorded objections against al

legory i s that of Socr at es, who complai ns of t he obscurity which 

shr ouds t he under lying i nt ention of moralistic poetr y (Bl oom: l ?J-

174). 
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2. 3 MEDIEVAL ALL~Y 

2.3.1 1liE NATURE OF MEDIEVAL ALL~ 

According to Gay Clifford, the wide range of material included i n 

medieval allegory originated from the encyclopaedic humanism of 

the twelfth century. She says that the omnipresence of this kind 

of encyclopaedism that dominated the Middle Ages is suggested by 

the recurrent figure of' the world as Mirror or Book (1974:64). 

Leyburn points out that what a mirror reveals is just a r efl ec

tion of r eality, but it is only by means of the reflecti on that 

reality can be perceived (1956:9). It was a development which 

had an important influence on the intellectual history of the 

next t hree centuries, and it affected allegories as much as it did 

ecclesiastical art and theology. The more comprehensive a work 

was, the more effective it was thought to be (Clifford:63). She 

says t hat "amplification" and "embellishment" were the terms used 

for excursions into subject matter now regarded as separate from 

literature (65). Coetser (1985 :18 ) regards this as a weakness, 

stating that by building three or four levels of meaning into his 

work, the medieval allegorist made his allegory obscure . 

Lewis emphasises that there was nothing mystical or mysterious 

about medieval allegory. It was a mode of expression used del i 

berately ( 1938:48). He J:Xllnts rut that we cannot Epeak, can i n fact 

·hardly think of an "inner conflict" without a metaphor, which is 

a limited allegory (60). He traces the development of allegory 

and finds that the habi t of applying a llegorical interpretations 

to ancient texts encouraged fresh allegorical constructions (61). 

Later medieval allegory i s a new c r eation. "It owes to antiquity 

and to the Dark Ages not so much its procedlire as the preservation 

of that atmosphere in which allegory was a natural method" (84) • . 

Whi·tman identifies three different but related versions of the 

philosophic tradition which distinguish, respectively, three semi

nal allegories in the Middle Ages. He emphasises that none of the 



16 

t r aditi ons defi nes t he "philosophy" of a particular allegory or 

any medieval peri od, but "each approach , brought into the f or e

ground by broad changes in medieva l int ellectual life, i l luminates 

a different allegorical work" ( 1981:65-66). He calls the f i rst 

appr oach the absol ute or metaphysical correl ation of opposi tes 

whi ch divides t he very universe i nto opposi tes , arguing t hat one 

side implies the other. In the Cosmographia Bernard Sil vestr i s 

seeks to resolve this division. The effort to define the opposi 

tions of the natural world might be cal led the relati ve, or gene

rat i ve, cor relation of opposites, and this preoccupi es Al a i n de 

Lill e ' s more troubled vision in the De planctu naturae . The rela

tion between nature and t he human mind i n what might be cal led t he 

perpetual, or epi stemol ogical , correlation of opposites i s drama

tised a century after the De planctu i n J ean de Meun ' s Roman de la 

Rose. Two gener ati ons later, Dante consolidates and trans f orms 

these three appr oaches i n the Divine Comedy ( 1981:66 ) . 

Bloom says t hat f or the spiritually and mor all y searching temper 

of the ~liddle Ages, allegory was i deally sui t ed t o the expressi on 

of both temporal and everlasting truths, because i t offered an ap

parently satisf actory key t o many of the mysteries of the mor al 

uni verse . "Medieval thinkers . . . made it impossible f or t hemselves 

to evaluate every event in nature or i n scripture as the reposit

ory of four di f ferent yet r elated kinds of truth, one l i teral and 

thr ee symbolic" ( 165). The three symbolic kinds of truth he ident

ifi es as a l legorical, t ropological and anagogical (165 ) . He be

lieves t hat t his rul e has survived as t he philosophical essence of 

allegorical writing (166). 

Wimsatt finds that modern criti cs have ident i f i ed at least three 

vari et i es of all egory in medieval literat ure : t opica l allegory i n 

whi ch fictional characters and a fictional s t ory represent the 

real acti ons of hi stori cal peopl e; scri ptural all egory wri tten in 

imitati on of the all egory found by medi eval exeget es throughout 

the Bi ble, and personification allegory in which t he actions of 

persons r epresenting abstract concepts portray event s of general 
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human significance (23). Topical allegory seems to have more 

historical than literary value. The fable of the mice in Piers 

Plowman, for example, is generally accepted as a representation of 

political events in Richard II's time (Wimsatt : 23). His king is 

both the King of England and all kings, his field full of folk 

both England and the whole human community . The failure of vari

ous orders of Englishmen to fulfil the most basic obligations of 

social and political ·justice is given grave and apocalyptic sig

nificance (Scholes & Kellogg:144) . 

McClennan agrees that allegory in its narrower sense is usually 

moral allegory (1976 :39) . Zamora is of the opinion that medieval 

poets were concerned to preserve the values of a world they felt 

to be slipping away "under the changing social and intellectual 

pressures of their times" (1) . Allegory personifies abstractions 

~uch as love, faith or courage. It may also be historical, pres

enting a hi storical event or series of events half-concealed by 

altered names and surroundings. Historical allegory seldom refers 

to the distant past, and generally has to do with contemporary e

vents. In the Scri ptures it often refers to events in the future 

(McClennan : 37). 

Zamora (1) gives her description of medieval allegory: "It rests 

on the understanding of a universe in which all things are funda

mentally s i gns, an under standing inherent in the ubiquitous trope 

of the world as God ' s book. The framework for all medieval signs 

was believed to be fixed and guaranteed, and diverse spheres be

lieved to be ultimately congruent: the allegorical literature of 

the medieval period was a means of making this congruence visible". 

Allegory may be simple or complex. Simple allegory is often con

sidered to be naive because it subordinates the fiction to the ab

stract "moral" . An example is the fable . Simple historical alle

gories occur in some of the later prophecies of the Bible , such as 

the allegory of the four kingdoms in Daniel. More complex histor

ical allegories tend to develop a strongly ironical tone, so that 
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there i s a close connection between historical or political alle

gory and satire (Preminger:12). 

Pi ehler observes that many earl y medieval all egories are concerned 

with the logical argumentation between rati onality and pre-ration

al thoughts and beliefs (1971 : 7-8). Allegory blurs those distinc

tions that woul d be di s t racting. The discursively complex is re

presented symbol ically with a directness and unity of expression 

that suggests an underlying unity, even in the "r eality" of the 

i nvisi bl e worl d (Pi ehl er :45). Piehler confirms Lewis's finding 

that with the turni ng inward of the mind, to internal debate, 

comes a tendency t owards allegory (34). He suggests that in alle

gory t here i s a deliberate attempt, supported by both the intuit

ive and rational oper at i ons of t he mind, to r ecover the internal 

dimension that was i nherent in primitive myth ( 10) . 

Piehler explores a parti cular type of allegory, a mani f estation of 

a particular ki nd of experience , visi onary allegory . His approach 

is t wofold : a lit erary historical approach in which he explains 

medi eval allegory in terms of the ancient myths out of which its 

central imagery devel oped, and the classical dial ogue which formed 

the basis of its intel l ectual structure; he also interprets vi

sionary allegory as "a profound and far-reaching exploration of 

the human psyche, sustai ned and developed for over a thousand 

year s" (5). 

Dreams are an important medieval allegorical device, Piers Plowman 

cont aining no l ess than eight dreams, and t wo dreams wit hin dreams. 

Sattin , in f act, contends that all egory did not originate as a 

l ite r ary form at al l , but as i nterpretation of dr ean5, events or 

utterances (5) . The dreamer is faced by an alanning problem that 

causes considerab l e emoti onal tension . The initi al answer to the 

probl em is provided by an eni gmatic vision of a psychic authority, 

and t he dreamer has to obtain further guidance from an interpreter . 

It is this type of allegory that Piehl er terms "visi onary all egory'' . 

The pattern t hat i s usual l y fo l lowed is the preliminary anguish , 
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the subsequent prayers and invocati ons by which the hero obtains 

access to the visionary world, the landscapes of this world, the 

characters of the persons he meets there, and the dialogue that 

ensues between them (Sat tin: 7) • Both Piers Plowman and The Pil

grim' s Progress answer to this descri ption . 

In medieval visionary allegory t he emotional tone of the situation 

is frequently conveyed by images of landscape and setting (Pieh

ler :41) . Coetser points out that the allegorical landscape in 

medieval visions was drawn from a range of . specific literary 

sources . The primary source was the Biblical Garden of Eden, and 

garden imagery of the Song of songs (78). 

Piehl er has come to the further conclusion, that from the thir

teenth century onwards allegori sts increasingly based thei r alle

gor ies on the encounter of the narrator with a single specific in

dividual, rather than wi th a personified abstraction . He suggests 

that Dante's figure of Beatrice was the great step towards modern 

conceptions, in which concret e personalities became frequent (142). 

2.3.2 BIBLICAL ALLEroRY 

The allegor ical method of inter pretation of the Bible had its ori

gins with Greek and Roman thinkers, who treated classical myths as 

allegor ical interpretations of abstr act cosmological, philosophic

al or moral truths (Abrams , l981:88). Piehler agrees that Bi blical 

and Christian allegory developed naturally out of medieval pagan 

allegory, the already familiar "psychic" level being readily 

transferred to Christian Bibli cal exegetical practice, and to r e

ligious allegory (80) . On the other hand, Scholes and Kellogg 

warn against this assumption. Although rationalist attacks on the 

truth and morality of Biblical texts were similar enough to those 

l evelled against Homer, Scholes and Kellogg believe that they can

not be assumed to be a continuing of pre-Socratic Homeric allegor

esis. They motivate thei r obj ection by pointing out a basic dif-
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ference between t he two . Plato and his predecessor s understood 

t he Homeric texts to have been divi nely inspi red , but the t ruth 

was hidden below the literal surface. The literal surface itsel f 

was a (beauti f ul) l ie . Hebrew exegesis also regards the Bible as 

being divinely inspired, but the difference from Gr eek al legore

sis lies i~ i t s acceptance of the scriptural writings as literally 

and historically true (Scholes & Kellogg:122) . St Augustine , for 

example, believed that t he Bible was literally t rue . God, bei ng 

the author, is the allegorist and He frequently hides his meaning 

in the historical events recorded by the Old and New Testaments 

(122). 

Bloomfield points out that Prudentius' Psychornactda gave personi

ficat i on allegory a great boost, representing a break-t hrough in 

\vhich Judea -Christi an noti ons were given an epi c qualit y built 

around personifications ( 1963:163). He says that when Prudentius 

"presents artistical ly" the moral s t ruggle by means of personified 

abstr acti ons, he is "creating a work which makes clear the norm 

and the i deal without l osing t he vividness of the concret e" (169). 

Christian visionary a l legory contains examples of the two types of 

all egorical loci most prevalent i n l ater medieval a l legory : t he 

l andscape as setting, and the contrast of landscapes to express 

contrasted psychol ogi cal and spiritual states (Piehler : 81) . Pi eh

ler names an example: "The vision of the ni nth similit ude of the 

Pastor of Hennas (second century) includes a detailed description 

and i nterpretation of the contrasted topography of twelve mount

ains r epresenting twel ve contrasted human states" (80). 

Corinthians X: 1-11 is an ~xample of allegory . "In this passage 

Paul sees t he exodus of t he Children of Israel from Egypt as com

bining hi storical f act with a latent meaning which refers to the 

Chri stian Church. Egypt is the ol d world of sin ; the Pr omi sed 

Land i s t he Kingdom of God ; the wilder ness is the struggle for 

salvation during this life. The ndraculous crossing of the Red 

Sea together with the subsequent guidance by the pil lar of cloud 
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corresponds to Christian baptism; manna corresponds to the bread 

of the Eucharist; the water which sprang from the Rock corres

ponds to the wine of the Euchar ist; Moses and the Rock corres

pond to Chri st , and there may also be a refer ence to Peter, the 

Rock on which Christ built His Church ..• " (MacQueen:19-20). 

Paul saw the old Israel as a type of the New Kingdom. That Paul 

was right is suggested by the prophetic nature of the later books 

of the Old Testament (MacQueen:27). 

More examples are mentioned by MacQueen , namely the Song of Solo

mon, which may be allegorized in terms of the love between Christ 

and the Church, and Jonah in the whale's body as the descent into 

Hel l and the resurrection of Christ, the three days spent in the 

whale's bel ly being all egorized as the period between Good Friday 

and Easter Day (20-21). 

MacQueen identifies both narrative and figural allegory in the 

Bible, Cori nthians XIII being a figural a l legory, and the parable 

of the Prodigal Son a narrative allegory (18). The Old Testament 

events, on the other hand, are "types", figures of events in the 

New Testmaent (18) . 

The examples mentioned above (the Song of Solomon and Jonah in the 

whale's body) depend less on a narrative than on a situation (mu

tual love; Jonah ' s plight) . "The full meaning becomes apparent in 

terms only of the future. A figure may be involved, but to bring · 

out the allegorical meaning it stands, not in isolation, but in 

meaningful context. The prophetic situation rather than the fig

ure forms the allegory. Narrative is not involved, or if it is, 

it is at a fairly rudimentary level" (MacQueen:23). 

In typological theory, events narrated in the Old Testament are 

viewed as figures which are historically real themselves, but also 

prefigure persons, actions and events i n the New Testament (Abrams: 

87). "Typological interpretation is sometimes said to be hori zon

tal, in that i t rel ates i tems in two texts separated in time; al-



22 

legorical i nterpretation i s sai d to be vertical , in that it un

covers mult ipl e meanings expressed by a single textua l i tem" 

(Abrams:88). Abrams explains that the di sti ncti on is between the 

historical truth that is expressly signified, and the allegoric 

meaning t hat is signifi ed by analogy (88) . 

Boucher says t hat t ypology is the percept i on of God's acts in hi s 

tory as consistent and steadfast, therefore as i nterrel ated and 

mutuall y ill uminating. "Typology is continuous not simply because 

of the conti nuity of cause and effect in history, but because pur

pose is l ent by history 1 s author, God. Accor ding to this view God 

makes each event a parti a l revel ation of His whole purpose and a 

term relative to the absolute fulfillment" (1981:133). 

MacQueen believes t hat typology dominated Christian thought and 

Chri stian art until the Refonnation ( 18 ) and he comes to the con

clusi on t hat typological allegory forms an important subdi vision 

of the more general prophetic and situat ional fonns of all egory, 

\vhi ch are charact eri stic of both the Old and the New Testament 

(23). 

The difference bet ween narrative and typologi cal allegory is des

cribed by MacQueen. Typological allegory has no narrative compli

cati on such as t he rol e of the Priest and the Levite in t he para

ble of the Good Samari tan , or the behaviour of t he elder brot her 

in t hat of the Pr odi gal Son, these last two being narr ative alle

gories. He believes that the majority of the New Test ament para

bles are prophetic and situational all egory, not i nvolving typolo

gy ( 23) . Bede makes an important distinction between verbal and 

f actual allegory which MacQueen explains: "Verbal allegory i s a 

trope: i t is a .use of f igurative language to convey prophetic in

formation. Factual allegory i s a New Testament typology" (52) . 

Cl i fford contends that all New Testament all egory, particular ly 

s ituational all egory, ori gi nat ed from a f eeling that aut hor and 

audi ence were partici pating in a new and exceptional sit uat ion . 
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She hastens to qualify, however, that this feeling was not con

fined to the New Testament (26). The situational allegorY of the 

Bible is, on the whole , more direct and immediate than the classi

cal allegorY which, while dealing with the day-to-day and year-to

year routine of life, places this routine at a distance and so 

makes i t more "comprehensible and controllable" (MacQueen :26). 

MacQueen names Mark IV:26-29 (the parable of the man who casts 

seed into the ground but doesn ' t know how it grows) as situation

al allegorY, a straight-forward variation on the Seeds and the 

Ground. The reaping of the harvest , however, now r epresents the 

advent of t he Kingdom of God (25). Ezekiel XXVII-XXXII is also an 

example of situational al legory, in which Tyre is presented as a 

magnificent merchant ship , wrecked at sea (MacQueen:28). 

The book of Revelations makes use of situational allegorY, being 

the record of a series of visions, but structurally can be clas

sified as alphabetic allegorY: "The entire book Revelations r e 

volves on the phrase which in the first and last chapters John 

pl aced in the mouth of Christ : 'I run alpha and omega, the first 

and the last ' [letters of the alphabet]" (MacQueen:33). Alphabet 

ical allegorY merges easily into the numerical , and the numbers 

referred to in this book , two, seven, twelve, etc., have a power

ful meaning in relation to time and history (MacQueen:33). This 

tradition was continued into later periods and MacQueen refers to 

a hymn composed by St Colomba of I ona, Altus Prosator, for which 

he used a similar content, an account of the beginning and end of 

the world, in numerical allegorical form (44). 

Scholes and Kellogg are of the opinion that the "plot" of the 

Bible may be seen not mere ly as a horizontal line stretching f rom 

the beginning to the end of historical time , but also as a second 

line , just above the former, gradually rising and leading in time 

f r om man's expulsion f rom paradise to his reunion wi th God in 

Heaven ( 124). 
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2.3.3 mE KJRALITY PLAY 

The ol dest ki nd of compositional allegor y is the moral or homil e

t i c allegory. In the Middle Ages the moral iti es were t he most im

por tant form of allegor ical drama. Riggio suggests that l'Jedieval 

Christian writers f avoured a l legory "because of i ts tendency to 

give universal sanction to a particul ar set of mor al patte rns and 

to transfer meaning consi stently from one leve l of meani ng to an

othe r , f eatures which accorded wel l with medieva l theologi ca l i 

dea l s " ( 1981 : 188 ) . 

Mackenzie stat es that t he Moral ities are not a seri es of plays 

\~ich have adopted all egory as a method of present ation ; but a 

series of a l l egories pr esented i n dramatic form ( 1914:vii ) in 

whi ch t he emphasi s is pl aced "on thos e al l egori cal figments that 

expr essed the fate of man on ear th" (Pre.minger: 531) . I t is didac

tic and employs three kinds of allegorica l agents : the individual , 

the t ype, and the a l legor i cal hero (Coetser :27 ) . It has two poles , 

its bi pol arity (birth, death, etc.) emphasi sing facets of l ife , 

which become a l l egori cal lei t-motifs (Coetser :25 ) . Coet s er quotes 

Mackenzi e as sayi ng t hat the main object of a moral ity play is the 

teaching of some mor al l esson, i n which t he pr i ncipal charact ers 

are personif i ed abstracti ons of univer sal t ypes (25) . The moti f 

is the pilgrinillge of t he l ife of man , an enterprise ending i n 

death or a battle between the force s of evi l . The cri s i s i n the 

full-scope morali t i es is the unexpected arrival of Deatl1 (Premin

ger :531 ). Abrams calls t hem dramati sed allegories of the life of 

man , hi s tempt at ion and sinning, hi s ques t f or salvation , and hi s 

confrontat i on by death . The hero represents Everyman, and among 

the othe r characters a r e person i f ications of vi r t ues, vices and 

Death , as well as angel s and demons who contest t he possession of 

the s oul of man ( 108). 

Broussard i s of t he opinion t hat the t heme of a j ourney whi ch ori 

ginat ed two c ivi l i zations bef ore i n t he Odyssey, became the medi 

eval mor ality pl ay epitomized in Eve ryman (1962 :6). 
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Riggio r ecognises change or development in English morality plays, 

pointing out that those of the fifteenth century characteristical

ly dramat ise the process of Christian redemption as an allegory of 

temptation, repentance, and divine mercy, while sixteenth-century 

moralities often serve more obviously poli tical purposes (187). 

Riggio says that Bevi ngton i dentifies Wisdom who is Christ (c . 

1460-1480 ) as the first English morality play to contain an exten

ded political commentary, but finds evidence to suggest that as 

early as the beginning of the fifteenth century, in the oldest ex

tant English morality play , The Castle of Perseverance (c. 1400-

1425) , there i s a consistent political sub-structure associating 

economic and social abuse with feudal patronage (1 88) . The Castle 

of Perseverance dramati s es four theological a l legories: the pil

grimage of human l ife , the battle between the vices and the reme

dial virtues, the defence of a figurative castle , and the debate 

of the four daughters of God in the parliament of Heaven (Riggio: 

188 ) . She emphasises, however, that the play goes beyond tradi

tional t heology in its use of allegory, and becomes a r eflection 

on the social order (189) . 

2.3.4 MEDIEVAL LOVE POE'IRY 

Medieval love poetry is apt to repel t he modern reader, both by 

its form and i ts matter. Lewis is of the opini on, however, that 

we should understand our present, and perhaps even our future bet

t er if we could succeed in reconstructing the long-l ost state of 

mind for which the allegorical love poem was a natural mode of ex

pression (1), because humanity moves t hr ough stages of development 

yet never leaves anything behind. 

The allegorical method i n general was familiar to thirteenth-cen

tury r eaders (Lewis :116). In support of his view of the import

ance of allegory , Lewis s ays t hat "the i nner life, and special ly 

the lif e of l ove, religion and spi r itual adventure, has .. . always 

been the field of t rue allegory; for t he re are intangibles which 
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only allegory can fix and reticences which only allegory can over

com~"(166). 

According to Bl oomfield, as far as the West is concerned, "the 

great efflorescence of personi f i cation began in t he late twelfth 

century with the extensive use of animated concepts and noti ons, 

many of them psychological, i n r omance, lyric, and debate" (1963: 

163). 

The first part of Le Roman de la Rose by Guillaume de Lorris is 

perhaps the finest example of allegory in medieval love poet ry . 

Lewis describes its second part by Jean de Meun as a fai l ure, but 

a great failur e, desi gnating the Romance as the typical poem of 

the Middle Ages (155) . The poems that derive from i t constitute 

the rnost important literary phenomenon of the later Middle Ages 

(156) . 

In the fourteenth century the sentiment of courtly love, expressed 

in t he form of an allegory, made its effective appearance in Eng

land (Lewis: 158). Chaucer's love poems a re all recognisable des

cendants of 111e Romance of the Rose, but none of them is a poem of 

the same type ( 166) . Lewis believes, however, that while the Guil

laume Le Roman de la Rose is a true all egory of love, only a trace

wor k of allegory survives in the work of Chaucer . We have dreams, 

allegorical persons , and. i n the Book of the Duchesse we have the 

allegorical f rame of a dr eam and courtly l ove, but Lewis contends 

that allegory has di sappeared (167) . Love allegory, however, forms 

t he framewor k of Gower's Confessio (Lewis : 213) . 

Lewis finds allegory to be t he dominant form in the years bet•"een 

Chaucer's death and t he emergence of the poetry of Wyatt, empha

s i sing that dominance 1s not necessarily good for a form (232). 

Bloomfi e l d contends that the period from 1200 to 1700 was the 

great era of personi fication allegory in European l iterature (1963: 

163 ) . I t i s the l abouring of this f orm that has given allegory 

its bad name (Lewis:233) . I t deteriorates steadily as the Middle 
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Ages progress. With Deguileville medieval all egory descends to 

such depths t hat Lewis almost finds it possible to excuse the last 

century of criticism "for rejecting allegory root and branch as a 

mere disease of literature", but even in Deguileville's work there 

are passages that restore one's faith (Lewis:269). Through Lyd

gate and Hawes there is improvement but a new perfection is only 

reached i n Spenser ' s The Faerie Queene (Lewis:279). It was his 

method to have an a l legorical core in each book, although not e

verythi ng in the poem was allegorical (Lewis:334). 

2. 4 RENAISSANCE ALLEGORY 

"With the ascendancy of the Renaissance the practical concept of 

allegory became comparati vely simplified, although in its general 

outlines the mode supported the same tropological and anagogical 

overtones as i n medieval usage" (Bloom: 166). Bloom points out 

that the Renaissance practitioners and critics retained the con

cept of the literal -figurative l evel, but synthesized the three 

symbolic levels into one ( 166) . Allegory remained a valuabl e di

dactic tool (167). 

McClennan expresses some generali zations concerning the function 

of allegory during the Renaissance: that it was useful as a rhet

or ical device , and that it was useful to half conceal contemporary 

references (37) . Zamora sees simil arities in medieval and Renais

sance allegor ies in that they both present an admirable surface of 

action and description which cor responds to a moral and ethical 

system- unstated perhaps, but palpably present (1). 

McCl ennan has made a study of the definitions of the term 'alleg

ory' as it was used between 1550 and 1650, and has found it used 

l oosel y enough to i ncl ude fable, prophecy, irony, hyperbole, and 

similar devices. "It is synonymous with the vague , the strange, 

even the techni cal" (37) . Puttenham's definition is more limited, 

finding allegory to be "continued metaphor" (McCl ennan:37). Put-
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tenham and some critics, in fact, decry allegory because of its 

"duplicity" (Bloom: 168), while other critics like Harington and 

practitioners like Spenser acknowledge allegory not as a deception 

for the sake of concealment , but as a "transparently adorned state

ment of both tropological and anagogical truth" (Bloom: 168) . This 

latter view is predominant during the Renaissance period. 

In his let ter to Cangrande, Dante expounds the f our possible sen

ses which he i dentif ies i n polysemous allegory : t he literal, the 

allegorical , the moral and the anagogical. He uses the Biblical 

account of the departure of the Israelites out of Egypt to illus-

trate his theory. "Here the literal s ense is the actual, his-

torical j ourney out of Egypt; the moral sense i s the conversion 

of the soul f rom the misery of sin to a state of grace; the ana

gogical sense i s the passage of the soul f rom t e rrestial corrup

tion to heavenl y glory" (Nuttall:23 ). Nuttall r emarks t hat Dante 

allies his Comedy with scriptural all egory (23). 

Leyburn focuses attention on the fact that Renaissance \vriters 

were still convinced that allegory is "a decoration of unpalatable 

truth, the sugar coating of the pill" ( 3) . Although Scholes and 

Kellogg find it diffi cult to imagine that the represent ational or 

aestheti c qualities of allegory could ever have been received i n 

this way (1 10) , t hi s convi ction probably stermned from t he use made 

of allegory by t he medieval church. In t he i nterpr etat ion of 

scripture Leybur n recognises that the presence of allegory i s i n

dicated in three of t he four senses, l i teral, allegoric, tropolo

gic and anagogic (3) . 

Up to the Renaissance, visionary allegory is defined by i ·t s use 

of the images of the external world , and the struct ural pr inciples 

of the classical dial ogue, to fashion a visionary world "in which 

spiritual powers can be encountered and portrayed directly" (Pieh

l er: 10 ) . Spenser's allegory, however , f inds its most char acter i s

t i c images not i n the world of experience , but i n the Faer yland of 

myth and romance (Schol es & Kellogg: 145 ). The i ntr oductions to 
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each of Piers Plowman, Faerie Queene and Pilgrim's Progress, con

front the reader with a strange world, each distinctive, though at 

the same time a combination of elusiveness and familiarity. They 

are neutral and indefinite, and yet immediately suggest that they 

mean something important (Clifford:2). Rosamund Tuve distinguish

es between "moral" allegory, which by universalizing human behav

iour teaches us hov; to act , and "allegory proper" which is con

cerned with man as a soul to be saved. Both kinds of allegory are 

present in Spenser's The Faerie Queene (Tuve,1966:2S). Spenser's 

doctrine is based on a broadly humanistic Christian ethic and 

theology, but his heroes, which being illustrative of specific ~ 

tues, are also types of men , not purely intellectual symbols . 

Lewis calls Spenser the great mediator between the Middle Ages and 

the modern poets: "What the romant ics learned from him was some

thing different from al legory; but perhaps he could not have 

taught it unless he had been an allegorist. In the history of sen

timent he is the greatest of the founders of that romantic concep

tion of marriage which is the basis of all our love literature 

· from Shakespeare to Meredith" (360) . 

Scholes and Kellogg identify Spenser and Dante as being among the 

few narrative poets really to master allegorical composition. It 

is possible to gain from their work an idea of the essence of al

legory , and what qualities are indispensible to allegorists: "They 

have in common extraordinary literary learning and linguistic abi

lity; ease and control in writing vernacular verse , based on en

ormous natural gifts and an arduous apprenticeship in versifica

tion; a deep commitment to ideas, balanced by an esthetic commit

ment to the art of narrative" (108). 

During the Renaissance the fundamental narrative forms of allegory 

are still the journey, t he battle or conflict, the quest or search, 

and transformation, some form of controlled or di rected process . 

Both the allegorical journey and t he allegorical battle descend 

from myths originating in classical texts. Clifford says that the 
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control is provi ded by the object of the activity : "We interpret 

the significance of the 'motion' of the characters and of the for

ces affecting them in the light of knowl edge about the directi on 

in which they travel 11 ( 15) • This is possible because the dir ec

tion of the action i s usually signal led at the outset : "The 

dreamer hero of Piers Plowman asks, 'How may I save my soul? How 

may I know the true from the false?' and these questions initiate 

the movement of the poem. Christian asks, ' Whither must I fly? ' 

Spenser's knightly heroes are assigned to particular tasks" (15). 

Cl ifford enumerates t he diversi ty of obj ecti ves of all egori cal 

heroes : "Salvation i n Piers Plowman; true courtesy in Book VI 

of The Faerie Queene; sexual possessi on and pl easure in Le Roman 

de laRose" (12 ) . 

She points out that a l l t hese allegori es are concerned as much 

with the way in which the characters go about achieving these ob

jects as with the actual achievement, the conclusion of the narra

tive (12). Lewi s calls t hese fundamental narrative forms arche

typal patt erns which often appear in works as motifs (Coetser:20-

21). Honi g designates thi s allegorical quality "a twice- told tale", 

expressing a vital belief (1959: 12). He calls the tal e "twice

told" because i t employs an old story, the a l legorical motif, as 

the pattern for a new story . According to Rosamllild Tuve it does 

not matt er where the parallels are fetched from in allegory : 111\That 

counts i s whether a metaphorically understood relation is used to 

take of f into areas where a similitude can point to valuable human 

actl.on , or t o mat ters of spiri ·tual import" ( 13 ) . 

Coetser agrees with the i dea of a basic structur e, pattern or pre

t ext forming the basis of a l legory . As an example he cites Don 

Quixote . He is of the opini on that the chival ric romances, of 

which Don Quixote was intended to be a satire, fonn i ts pr e-text 

(36) . 

"Allegory requires not onl y an episodic narrati ve which can be ex

t ended at wil l , but also means for the anal ysis of t hat narrati ve . 
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Exposition must co-exist with the dramatized substance of the ex

posi t i on" (Clifford: 23) . Clifford finds that the form which i dEal

ly meets this requirement is the journey, "a metaphor for life 

which can be found at almost all periods of Westem culture" ( 23) . 

She says, furthermore, that "in journey, as in dream-vision, the 

traveller is an instrument whereby systems can be explored . Be

cause he is an outsider he often possesses a special kind of ob

jecti vity about the newly encountered system as a whole while the 

sequential nature of his experiences provides for explaining its . 

particularities" (23). The allegorical joumey also takes the 

form of a quest, and need not be a physical journey, but a journey 

of t he spirit. Don Quixote, for example, becomes a symbolic fi

gure of a man and his quest for spiritual freedom (Coetser:39). 

Fletcher says that the traveller is a natural hero for allegory, 

because on hi s journey he is plausibly led into fresh situations, 

and new aspects of himself may be turned up (3). 

MacNeice is of the opinion that t he medieval morality play, Every

man, is an obvious prototype for Bunyan, "for Christian is Every

man again, and his quest can stand for any quest that begins in 

anguish and ends in self-conquest and death" (1965 :29 ). 

Zamora has her own views ahout the occurrence of the quest motif 

in allegory: "Though it i s conrnon enough in European medieval and 

renaissance allegories, the form itself was not presented as a 

quest so much as an assertion, or rather, . a re-assertion of the in

stitutional imperatives of church and crown" (1) . Fletcher iden

tifies a f urther guise under which the quest motif appears, being 

presented as "an eternally unsatisfied search for perfection, a 

sort of Platonic quest for the truly worthy loved object" (64). 

The imperfection of mortal love and life is illustrated by the 

fact that the typical knight in The Faerie Queene is rewarded for 

victory not with bliss, but with a further challenge (Fletcher:6S). 

Nuttall observes that the great critical error in deali ng with the 

personifications in an allegory like Bunyan's , is "to suppose that 
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because the degree and elaboration of personification, etc., is so 

obviously f ictional , the personification itself must be fictional 

al so" ( 32) . He expl ains that Bunyan probably believed that some

thing bearing a r ecognisable resembl ance to Apollyon did exist, 

just as he fully expected there to be a Heavenly City whi ch he 

coul d not accuratel y describe because he had never been there. It 

is ther efore not mere fiction , just as Apollyon is not mere fiction. 

"Bunyan uses hi s f i gures and personifications not because he be

l i eves in them tout court, be because he does not know how e lse to 

say what he wants to say" (32). 

Frye remarks that often the allegorist is too inter ested in his ad

ditional meaning to care whether his fiction is consistent or not 

as a fiction . Bunyan ,. and even Spenser occasionally drop into na

I ve a l l egory (Preminger : 12) and t his i s possibly one of the rea

sons why allegory has met with criticism f rom the earliest times 

and is still frequently the object of derogatory comrr,ent. 

According to Piehler , the importance of allegory as a serious~ 

waned in the fifteenth century "owing t o the grm•ing i nability of 

allegorical poets to continue t o achieve imaginative comprehension 

of the symbolical and mythical element s of the form" ( 20). A more 

strictly analytic appt•oach to the phenomenal wor l d had developed 

by the seventeenth century and made allegory seem t rivial (20). 

McClennan poi nts out, however , that the usefulness of allegory as 

a rhetorical device i s never challenged, and that it is a hi ghly 

effective mode. He holds that this is as true at t he end as at 

the beginning of the period (37) . The use of allegory to careful

ly veil contemporary references was firmly established i n t his pe

riod . 

The image of the world as book survives into t he seventeenth cen

tury , but after t hat becomes l ess common \Clifford: 54) . Cliffor d 

points out that Gal i l eo spoke of t he book of the univer s e being 

open , but i l legi ble to most men, because they did not unde rstand 

its l anguage ( 6 5) . This connnent marked a great change, i n fact a 
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comple t e contrast to the medieval encyclopaedic approach. It was 

"t he beginning of the fragmentation of the intellectual world and 

the divi ding up of the imaginative universalism available to Alain 

de Lill e, Dante, Langland or Spenser. The fragmentation is sug

gested by the way in which attitudes to digression change" (Clif

ford:65) . 

2. 5 EIGH'EEN'IH AND NINETEEN'IH-CENTURY ALLEOORY 

From t he late seventeenth century onwards, allegory underwent a 

drastic change. Even f r om a casual r eading it is clear that far 

from offering "an ordered universe as an object of deli ghted con

templat i on" , works are written wi th a sense of hostility towards 

any systematization of life. Clifford says that they are still 

frequently concerned wi th order, but as something threatening (110). 

She suggests that the capacity for constructing and beli eving in a 

coherent world view began to disintegrate in the eighteenth centu

ry as can be seen in Swift' s A tale of a tub ( 1 704) , which is "a 

deliberate parody of the allegorical method, a brilliant palimp

s est of irony", and in Gu1liver's travels (1726) which ironically 

mocks and parodies cultural authority as well as its own t extual 

authority (49). Leyburn points out that in A tale of a tub, the 

story is the determining f orce, but instead of finding a vehicle 

f or his wi t i n the Bible and playing upon the familiarity of the 

borrowed story as Dryden has done , Swift chooses to make a narra

tive from his own "invention" (22). 

Clifford advances three plausible r easons for this radical change 

in attitude: the growth of a materiaListic, mercantile ethic i n 

the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the subject

ivism of the Romantics, and the rise of Freudian and post-Freudian 

psychology in the twentieth century (117). Piehler explains the 

change which has taken place by pointing out that by the seven~ 

century an increasingly analytical approach to the phenomenal w:rld 

made allegory seem trivial. He says that "the attenuated allegory 
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of the eighteent h century, appealing to the reader on the al lego

rical level alone, bereft of serious psycho-therapeutic purpose 

and of support f r om di alogue or symboli sm, i s responsible for the 

low opinion of all egory as a genre at t he present time, as well 

as the lack of understanding of the complex and profound char ac

ter of medieval visi onary a l legory" (20). Buning goes s o far as 

to declare that the end of all egory in the Augustan period (early 

and mid-eighteenth century) was heralded by Swift and Pope. Their 

satires mocked the older forms of allegory and allegoresis, and 

replaced commentary by parody (39) . 

Allegory and sati re ar e t he two extremest forms of di dactic narra

tive . I n general allegor y t ends to result from t he exertion of 

intel lectual control over aesthetic forms like romance and folk

t ale . Satire , on the other hand, tends to result from intellect

ual control over such empirical forms as history, travel narrative 

and novell a. All egori es and satire are mixed forms (Scholes & 
Kellogg: 111) . They are not mut ually exclusive modes. "Whereas 

the def ining char acteri s t ic of allegory is its symbol ic imagery 

rather than its meaning, satire is most conveniently defi ned in 

terms of its meaning" (Scholes & Kellogg: 111) . Historically sat

ire appears as a precursor of r ealism. In the satire of Augustan 

Rome and August an England t he ironical juxtaposition of a highly 

representational fict ional worl d against the suggestion of an i 

deal wor ld whose val ues are denied in practice is of the essence . 

The i deal world is good and the real world is bad, wi th the result 

that sati re flourishes when the world is in transition from "an 

ideall y oriented moral scheme of the cosmos to an empirically ori

ented non- moral scheme" (Scholes & Kellogg: 112). The_ val ues of 

the satirist himself are difficult t o locate because the satire 

strikes out against a particular society for falling away fr<;>m a:n

formity t o an ideal past, and agai nst the ideals of t he past for 

havi ng so littl e relevance to t he real world (Scholes & Kellogg: 

113 ) . 

Scholes and Kel logg are of the opinion that in the "Voyage t o Lil -
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liput" (Gulliver ' s travels) the political allegory operates in 

much the same way as i~ Book V of The Faerie Queene. It is fair

ly easy, when reading Gulliver, to identify those passages which 

have all egorical significance . The reader reacts to the Yahoos, 

for example, as illustrations of certain aspects of human nature 

carried to extremes because of the absence of rational or other 

restraints, although the Yahoos are also shown to be images of hu

man flesh in a highly representational way. Gulliver himself is 

a kind of Everyman, i llustrating the norm of humanity in contrast 

with the Yahoos, but is also a representative indivi dual with a 

complex personality (Scholes & Kellogg : 114). Swift achieves his 

finest effects and subtl est meanings by maintaining the delicate 

balance between the two. 

Scholes contends that a l legory amounts to seeing life through 

"ideational filters provi ded by philosophy or theology" (100). 

He says that when r ealism supplanted allegory as the great form 

of serious narrative, i t is precisely because it looked directly 

at l ife, without filters, t hat i t claimed to be superior ( 100). 

Piehler believes that allegory has weakened, but Cli fford is con

vinced that it survives because it has changed: "In a sense what 

happens is that allegory goes underground : from being the advo

cate of conventional soci al values, or at least of a conservative 

kind of wisdom, it tends to become subversive, satirical, and con

cerned with the predicament of the rebel and the outsider" (115-

116). She admits that a l legories become scarcer and more covert 

at the beginning of this period. Those works which are allegoric

al are hostile to the conventions and structures of society. These 

conventions and structures are shown as threatening rather than 

supporting the heroes. She says that the allegori cal action in 

modern works is more obscure, so that it becomes almost impossible 

to ascertain its ultimate meaning. At the same time allusions to 

mythology, history and theology become less frequent as allegories 

l ose their confident encyclopaedism and become more exclusively 

"personal odysseys" ( 116). 
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Sir Richard Blackmore i dentifies a large measure of esthetic v.iWe 

separable from the didactic, moralistic intention of allegory . He 

seems even to imply that the didactic appeal is secondary and in

cidental, so thc.t it appears that allegory was slm~ly coming to l:e 

recognized as a literary form wi th esthetic as wel l as didactic 

properties (Bloom : 169). In Bl oom ' s opinion it is the i ncreasi ng 

maturity of critical judgment and the growing recogniti on of lit

erary forms as more t han "t he superficial support and subordina

tion of a secondary moral notion" (181-182) that causes a llegory 

to fall into disfavour . 

Buning is of the opi nion that it was with the eighteenth-century 

enlightenment that all egory radically changed its purpose, but not 

its method: "from being an essentially affirmati ve mode of writ

ing, which cel ebrated a structured , authoritative and basically 

Chri stian view of reality, it became an increasingly ironic mode 

of writi ng, sceptical of any publicly shared cosmic or collective 

system of thought or values, and concerned with hi@1ly subjective 

and fragmented present ations of reality and the s elf" (13). Kun

dera points out that the world had acquired a frightening ambigu

ity, and the single divine truth had decomposed i nto a myriad re

lati ve truths shared among men (1984:15). Bloom takes note of the 

fact that it was common eighteenth-century practi ce to attack one's 

personal enemies under cover of allegory (177). 

Allegories were, nevertheless, still being written by English Ro

mantics, and Zamorc. poi nts out that they still looked mai nly to 

myth to provide the descriptive or surface level of their work (2). 

Bloomfield, in fact, states that personifi cation allegory experi

enced a period of resurgence in the late eighteenth- century ode , 

and to some extent in modern poetry, begi nning with Baudel aire. 

He r6narks that even Wordsworth used personification allegory i n 

his poetry (1963 : 163) . The aim of medieval poetry is to express 

traditional i deas, whi le the i dea of poetry to evoke f eeling, is a 

deve lopment of the Romantic poets (Sattin : 8) . Al legory had become 

an i ntell ectualized literature against which the Romantics ~lted. 
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Zamora confirms that it is in the eighteenth and nineteenth cent

uries that the doubleness of allegory begins to reveal the dispa

rity between the world as it is and the world as it ought to be . 

I t is in this period that the great English political satirists, 

Pope, Dryden and Swift, "adjust the relation between the realist

ic and symbolic l evels of allegory" ( 2) . Irony now becomes a re

gular feature of allegory, and allegory is established in English 

as a tool of political protest (2) . Zamora finds it necessary, 

however, to point out that in contrast to modern allegorists, ~ 

seventeenth and eighteenth-century satirists were hardly revolu

tionaries . "The motives impelling their allegorical satires were 

optimistic, conciliatory and essentially conservative. Underlyiqg 

their allegori es is the same hope which underlies medieval and re

naissance allegory - that their disparate levels of significat ion 

may yet be reconciled in friendly fashi on" (2) . Allegory has tra

ditionall y been a conservative rather than a subversive form (1). 

Bloom i s of t he opinion that the most commonly acceptable feeling 

t hrough the eighteenth cent ury is that "the moral equivalent of 

t he allegorical fabrication must be transparent enough to be ac

cessible " (175). He points out that until the rise of e~thetic 

criticism in the n1neteenth and twentieth century, there has been 

a tendency for allegory to be judged mai nly for i ts message, and 

to neglect its literary merits (175). 

Although Blake, Wordsworth and Byron are often referred to as re

volutionaries, their allegories move mainly in the field of aes

thetics and psychology rather than in poli tics : "The English Ro

mantics were i nspired by individual imperatives, not communal ~= 

even t heir commitments to national revolutions were based on indi

vidualistic ethics . Their allegories were allegories of t he self 

and the soul, not of the system" (Zamora:2). 

Buning suspects that most modern critics have fa i l ed to do justioe 

to all egory as one of the oldest and most expressive of literary 

t echni ques , s ince they remain in thrall to Romantic prejudice 
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against allegory (11). Whitman says that the widespr ead distinc

tion between "allegory" and "symbol" is i n many respects a deve

lopment of the Romantic period (1987 : 267). This is largely due 

to Coleridge's theor ies , and in Germany , also t o those of Schel

l ing, Schlegel and particularly Goethe. In spite of his poor op-

inion of allegory, Coleridge paid it considerable attention in 

order to distinguish it from symbol. Despite their contr adi c-

tions and shortcomings, his critical writings have had much in-

fluence. The fol l owing extracts provide ample proof of the si-

milarity of Goethe's and Coleri dge's approaches to the question 

of allegory versus symbol: 

Allegory changes a phenomenon into a concept, a concept into 
an image, but i n such a way that the concept i s still limited 
and completely kept and held in the image and expressed by it, 
whereas symboli sm changes t he phenomenon i nto t he i dea , the i
dea into the image, i n such a way that the i dea remains always 
infinitely active and unapproachable in the image, and wi ll 
remain inexpPessible even t hough expressed in all languages 
(Maximen: 1112 , 1113) (Buning:19). 

Accordi ng to Coleridge , 

We may safely define allegor ic writing as the empl oyment of 
one set of agents and images with actions and accompaniments 
correspondent , so as t o convey, whil e i n di sguise , e i ther mo
ral qualities or conceptions of the mind that are not in them
sel ves objectives of the senses, or other images, agents, ac
tions, fortunes and circumstances so that the difference is 
everywhere presented to the eye or imagination, whil e the like
ness is suggested to the mind and this connectedly, s o t hat 
the part s combine to f orn1 a consistent whole (Miscellaneous 
Cri t i cism: 30) (Buning:20-21). 

Coler idge's theories therefore agree wi th the ma1n trend of Euro

pean Romantic thought. Ironically, Coleridge ' s descriptive defi

nition of allegory, once i t has been disentangled from the theory 

of symbolism, has stood the test of time r emarkabl y well (Buning : 

10). 

William Bl ake i s another English writer of this period who is ex

pli citly concerned wi th formul ating his strong reaction against 

allegory. Whenever he uses ·the word 'allegory ' he means some

thi ng f alsif ied f rom an origi na l (Buning: 21) . 
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Coleridge's influence has extended as far as the New Critics. I.A. 

Richards's Coleridge on Imagination and F.R. Leavis's advocacy of 

Coleridge in Scrutiny greatly influenced the New Critics on both 

sides of t he Atlantic (Buni ng:24). Only Wi l liam Empson has given 

allegory some independent attention, as a third type of ambiguity. 

In this he sees a means for stating one thing while meani ng ano

ther (Bloom : 173 ). 

Hodgson, however , proffers an interesting theory. He points out 

that with the famous romantic oppos ition of symbol and allegory, 

errors and all , Coleridge opened the portals of discovery. "Be

neath the false issue of synecdochic versus metaphoric tropes ~ 

lay hidden a genuine, significant crux, that of determined versus 

arbitrary figuration, t he true and inescapable issue for any rhe

toric that would strive to be transcendental. And the critic who 

so frequently and successfully worked to depreciate the practice 

of allegory became, in his last decade, the one who more than any 

other began finally to understand and reveal the uniquely privi

leged status of the mode" (1981 :292 ). 

Buning comes to the interesting conclusion that each of the cultur

al shifts identified by Clifford as economic, social and psycholo

gical transformations, has in turn become the subject of modern , 

post-Enlightenment allegory, and that we a r e left wit h the para

doxical conclusion that "the very forces that threatened to under

mine allegory's existence are, in fact, responsible for its surviv

al" (37). With the advent of the Enlightenment a fw1damental epis

temological shift occurred in Europe which caused, among other 1::hir:gs 

"the break-down of the coher ent, essentially Christian, totality of 

things in favour of increasingly s ceptical , ironic , fragmented views 

of reality" (Buning: 39). 

Titlestadt believes that "t he theol ogical and emotional patterns 

expressed or expounded in treatise, allegory and autobiography, had 

their basis in Calvin' s theology, particularly in the doctrine of 

predestination , and in t he pastoral elaboration of this t heology 
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by second generation cal vinist divines" ( 1979 : 7). 

Both Melvil le and Hawthorne were nineteenth-century all~gorists 

who went to some lengths to deny the fact that t hey were i n fact 

writing allegories, due no doubt to criticism biased against al

legory. A brief glance at Hawthorne ' s work wil l perhaps i llumin

ate the essenti al characteristics of moder n allegory by contrast. 

It will be noti ced that his al legories a r e laboured and far mor e 

obvious than those of modern allegori sts. The voi ce of the autlor 

intrudes repeatedly t o focus the attention of t he reader on the 

allegory, so that an awareness of allegory does not arise as s pon

taneously f r om t he text as is the case with modern al l egories . 

Charles Feide l son J nr . depicts Hawthorne as a wri ter torn between 

"a debil itat ing conflict between the symboli st and the a llegorist" , 

and he suggests that all egory was the brake t hat Hawthorne applied 

to his sensibili ty, imposi ng the pat moral and simplifi ed charac

ter ( Buning: 3 5) • Hawthorne was conscious of t he fact that he was 

writi ng allegories, although he himself often expr essed disappr ov

al of the form that was becoming unpopula r i n the nineteenth cent

ury (Bl oom: 187). 'Ihe scarlet letter can be regarded as Hawthorre's 

mast e rpiece, i n which he achieves "the blend of t he actual and the 

imaginary , of the realisti c and the i maginary, of t he human and 

the allegorical" (Fi sher, 1966 : 5) with which hi s name is synonym:us. 

Fisher poi nts out that the three sinners , Heste r Prynne, Arthur 

Dimmesdale and Roger Chill ingworth present three different shades 

of s i n, and the symbol i cal nature of the child Pear l suggests t hat 

in Ha,~horne people and object s have di f f erent l evels of meaning 

(7) 0 

In The marble faun t he dark, myster ious Miriam and the fair-haired 

Saxon Hil da invite t he comparison of t he i r charact ers . Moreover , 

the f l ame at the Vi r gi n ' s shri ne, the shadow t hat dogs Miriam ' s 

steps, the Sunshine wine of Monte Beni , and t he various myths and 

works of art take on a deeper meaning when compared with the events 

of t he stor y (Fisher : 7). The main allegor y , and also the most ob-
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vious one, is that of Donatello and his relation to the Faun. 

Their similarity is emphasised - not only their appearance, but 

also the Faun's 'character' as reflected on his marble features, 

is similar to that of Donatello's. Miriam's reference to the des

truction of Eden by sin suggests a further allegory: "The history 

of the Counts of Monte Beni which Kenyon learns and his observa

tions of the changed Donatello reveal that a natural spirit has 

gained a conscience. This is clearly shown when Donatello cannot 

commune with the happy creatures of nature as he once could. His 

altered state is certainly likened to that of Adam and Eve after 

Man's first sin" (Fisher:?). 

Charles Fe:tdelson Jnr. is of the opinion that lobby Dick does not 

verge towards allegory (Buning: 25), but Bloom believes that those 

who see Moby Dick as nothing more than an engrossing adventure 

story have failed to take cognizance of Melvill e's "complex and 

conscious union of the moral intellect and the esthetic imagina

tion" (188). Like Hawthorne, Melville expresses anxiety that his 

story may be misconstrued as an allegory. The protestations of 

these two writers may safely be regarded as purely conventional 

(Bloom: 188). 

This brief conducted tour through allegory from its beginnings to 

the nineteenth century, illustrates persuasively that allegory has 

developed and adapted through the years. While adjusting to va

rious requirements, commitments and objectives and in spite of much 

criticism, it has r6nained recognisably allegorical i n form, its 

flexibility maki ng it an 6ninently suitable structure for the ade

quate expression of a variety of themes. 

2. 6 5(XoiE CONTENTIONS SURROUNDING ALLEGORY 

2.6.1 ALLEGORY AS GENRE 

The question. whether allegory qualifies as a genre or not, is one 
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that has been debated from time to time . It must be conceded that 

there are not many a l legorical works that contain all the qualities 

of an allegory. Northrop Frye suggests a workable method of iden

tification : "If the allegorical reference is continuous through

out the nar rative, the fiction ' i s' an allegory. If it is inter

mittent , if allegory is picked up and dropped again at pleasure -

.•• we say only that t he fiction shows allegorical tendencies" 

(Preminger : 12 ) . Fletcher declares that whenever a l i terary wor k 

is dominated by its theme, it is likely to be called an allegor y , 

on the grounds that thematic content i s not usual ly so free of 

control that it could be there by accident (220) . This defini t ion 

is supported by Abrams's definition of t he term 'theme' as "a t he

sis or doctrine which an imaginative work is designed to i ncorpo

rate and make persuasive to the reader" (111) . 

Piehler quotes Frye, saying that he has poi nted out i n a recent 

discussion of allegory that allegori es are genr es of fict i on, epic , 

romance, drama, and Piehler adds the genre of dialogue to the list 

( 10). He alleges that allegory is not so much a genre i tself as 

something whi ch happens to other f orms of l iter ature, and he finds 

that he cannot agree with Frye's conclusion that all egory i s a 

"structural principle i n fiction" ( 10). He substantiates his vie": 

"It would be difficult to demonstrate, for example, t hat 'lbe Fae

rie Queene differs i n respect of structural principles from the 

Italian romances t o which it owes much of its f orm. I n fact , it 

is j ust the basing vf an allegory quite rigidly on the I t alianate 

epic structures that constitutes much of what i s r emar kable and 

important in t he fonn of The Faerie Queene" ( 10) . Once Piehler 

has raised hi s objections and stated his case , he concedes that 

"one may admit that a general class, of dubi ous authentici ty, has 

been made out of all t he literary works t r ans f ormed in this rn~, 

which has been termed allegory" ( 10) . He t hen proceeds to des::ribe 

allegory as a type of writing and says that "a l legor y pt'oper pl ea

ses by the appr opriat eness, ingenuity and wit displayed in the 

translation of the basic material int o allegori cal form" (11). 

He makes another di s tinction between t he allegory that encornp3.S"£5 
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everything to be found in a work of literature with an allegorical 

dimension, and pure, sometimes over-refined allegorical writing 

(11). He explains that the second meaning arose from the fact~ 

in the eighteenth century "al legory became separated from its f:irr

tion of representing the spiritual world of external phenomena, and 

concentrated merely on the representation of abstract ideas" (11). 

He declares that this led to Coleridge's definition of allegory as 

"the translation of a non-poetic structure, usually of abstract 

ideas, into poetic imagery" (11). Piehler regards this definition 

as j ustified in terms of contemporary allegory, but being so wide

ly accepted, it has distorted the understanding of pre-eighteenth

century allegory up to the present time (11) . 

Allegory proper, according to Piehler, is the one element in medi

eval allegory that answers to Coleridge's defi nition: "It arises 

basically from the i nterpl ay of the rational mind and the mythic

al, symbolic and intuitional elements, and manifests itself as a 

type of symbolism i n which the symbolic element is translatable 

with relative directness into rational terms" ( 11). In medieval 

allegory, however, i n contrast to that of the eighteenth century, 

this is only one dimension of a compl ex symbolic pattern, "and is 

only distinguishable from it in what one might term a Coleridgean 

analysis" ( 11). 

Fletcher is of t he opinion that allegory in the simplest terms, 

saying vne thing and meani ng another, characterizes a quite extra

ordinary variety of literary kinds: "chivalric or picaresque ro

mances and their modern equi valent, the 'western', utopian politi

cal satires, quasi-political anatomies .•• pastorals •.• natural

istic muck-raking novels whose aim is to propagandize social ~ 

••• 11 (2-3). The confli ct of the cowboy and the villain, and the pro

tagonists in the detective tht·iller, follow the traditional dual

i sm of good and evil (7) . 

Quilligan does not deny that many works show al legorical tenden

c i es , as Fletcher has consummately proved , but she presents a per-
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suasive argument for the fact that among ~11 the many wor ks dis

playing allegorical modal ities , there is to be discerned a group 

of works which reveals the classic form of a distinct genre. Par 

ticular emphas i s on language i s its first f ocus and ultimate ob

j ect. "All true narrati ve allegory has its sour ce in a cult ure's 

at titude toward language , and i n that attitude as embodied in the 

language i tself, allegory finds the limits of its possibility . It 

is a genre beginning in, focused on, and ending with ' words, \vords"' 

( 1979 : 14-15) . She concedes that perhaps all fict ion may be said 

to concern itself sel f - reflexively wi th language, "but allegories 

are about the making of allegory in extremely particular ways; and 

whet her written in 1379 or 1966, they all signal t hat they are a 

bout language by usi ng methods t hat have r€<1lained r ema r kably con

stant over t he centuries" (1979:15) . 

Cli f ford points out that certain features of al legory could be 

seen as generic: "the extended and extensive use of personifica

tion and personified abst ractions and, especially t he incorpora

tion of c01m1entary and interpretation into the action" (5 ) . She 

i s, however , of the opini on that allegory is a mode, like irony, 

and not a genre. It is to be found in many genres . She mentions 

the followi ng examples : comic allegory in Gulliver 's travel s and 

A tale of a tub; tragic al legory in Frankenstein; allegorical 

chivalric romance in The Faerie Queene; hi st orical allegory in 

Animal Farm; an allegorical journey in Pilgrim's Progress, and 

satirical allegory, and journey combined with debat e and vi sion 

in Piers Plownan ( 5) . 

Alistair Fowler's recent study would appear to confirm that alle

gory might i ndeed be considered more of a mode than a genre. I t 

has distinct s ignals , but lacks an ove r a l l exter nal structure. A 

genre i s more circumscribed (1982 : 191-193) . Allegory is "a mix

ture of genres in which one genre is only a modal abstraction with 

a token repertoire , including such features as personificat ion, 

abstraction, metaphoricall y doubled chains of discourse and narra

tive, generated sub-characters , deletion of non-significant des-
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cription, and several t opics (journey , battle, monster, disease )" 

(Fowler: 197) . Buning suggests that the topics of monster and dis

ease should be removed from Fowler's list, and the following de

vices added : punning or wordplay , the t hreshold or seminal image 

and the 1ncorporation of commentary and interpretation i nto the 

symbolic action (40) . Quil ligan, on the other hand, says that 

'genre' codifies the rules f or reader expectations (1979 : 16) and 

feels that allegory has a generic stature much like satire, which 

is a genre in i ts own right , but shares a qualiLy we call 'satire' 

with other works. The same can be said of all egory (1979:18). 

Clifford disagrees with Lewis when he says in The allegory of love 

(48 ) that symbolism is a mode of t hought but allegory is a mode of 

expression. She is of the opinion that allegory is also a mode of 

thought "in that it repres ent s a way of thinki ng about the world" 

(14). "The author of allegory believes in pattern, he believes 

that it i s valid to talk about human experience in terms of repe

tition and generalization , and he assumes that his readers will 

understand his narrative, not just as the record of a unique hu-

man experience but as an expression of larger kinds of truth" 

( 14). As examples of "unique human experienct" she mentions Dan

te 's journey through hell to heaven , K. ' s journey through the "ex

hausting ramifications" of the Law, or Calidore ' s journey through 

the world of pastoral (14). 

Brink (1975a :42) notes the connection between the basic structure 

and the allegorical text. He says t hat allegory has developed in

to a highly refined structural method in which a more or less fa

miliar pattern , often a myth, is used as the basis of its para

digm. It is in fact the familiar literary reference technique 

carried through to its logical consequences (Coetser:53). Clif

ford confirms that the r epetition of similar i ncidents and t he 

episodic structure of allegory derive from the need to present ab

stract principles as fundamentally unchanging but applicable in 

diverse contexts ( 22). 
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2.6.2 METAPHOR OR METONYMY? 

Clifford agrees that the commonplace definition of allegory as an 

"extended me·taphor" is sti l l one of the most useful ( 10) , and be

lieves that allegory i s "a natural ·language for vi sionary strange

ness and i ntensity, and its moral and intellectual preoccupation 

strengthen rather than diminish this visionary power" (4). Accord

ing to Leyburn, what is essential to allegory is indirection ; and 

this i s also essential to metaphor . "It is a work of imagination , 

a conveying of one thing in terms of another quite as actually as 

is metaphor" (4 ) . 

Culler acknowledges the difficulty of studying lit erature: more 

is r equired than a knowl edge of t he language in which it is wri t

ten, but it is difficult to establish precisely what supplementa

ry knowledge i s required f or the interpret ati on of literary works , 

neither can the codes be supplied by keys or code books. It is 

precisely this difficulty that makes "the semiological s t udy of 

literature and of ot her aesthetic codes" so extraordinarily inte

rest i ng ( 1976:100) . He points out that works of art question, pa

rody and undermine the code "1vhile exploring i t s possible mutatials 

and extensions" ( 100) . 

Culler calls l iterature a "second order" semiological system: "It 

has l anguage as its basis and its supplementary conventions are 

conventions about special uses of language" (104) . He names rhe

torical figures such as metaphor, metonymy, hyperbole and synec

doche as operations of a second-order literary code, c iting the 

following example : "\\'hen Shakespeare wr i t es 'But thy eternal sum

mer shall not fade', his words are s igns which have a literal mean

ing in t he l ingui stic code of English, but the r hetorical figure 

of metaphor is part of a s econd- order lite rary code which allows 

one t o use the linguistic signs , eternal summer, t o mean somethi ng 

like 'a full, langorous beauty which will always r emain at its 

peak "' ( 105). Literary works a re fundamentally an exploration of 

the possibilities of experience and as such are continually violat-
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ing codes - literary works therefore never l ie wholl y within the 

codes that define them ( 105). 

Buning points out that in the light of recent post-structuralist 

and semiotic studies of metaphor, particularly by Paul de Man and 

Umberto Eco , a fundamental opposition between metaphor and meto

nymy as propagated by Jakobson, cannot be maintained. It has been 

argued that metaphorical production depends on an underlying meto

nymic process and it seems safe to conclude that allegory employs 

both metaphor and metonymy , which interpenetrate one another in 

various ways (14 ) . Buning comments that in Jakobsonian theory 

metaphor and metonymy are usually seen as being in competition 

with each other, .so that t he one will tend to dominate the other. 

In more recent work on this subject, the relation between the two 

i s becoming increasingly problematic, with a tendency to emphasise 

the dominance of metonymy (43). Similarly Paul de t1an assimilates 

metaphor to metonymy, with the resultant undermining of the privi

leged status of metaphor (1979:65-66). 

Umberto Eco practically inverts Jakobson's model, and Buning 

quotes the following from Eco's The role of the reader: Explora-

tions in the semiotics of texts: each metaphor can be traced 

back to a subjacent chain of metonymic connections which consti

tute the framework of the code and upon which is based the consti

tution of any semantic field whether partial or (in theory) glo

bal • • . ( 243)" (Buning: 43). 

Buning points out that "we have become much more aware of the ar

bitrary nature of the linguistic sign and the unstable relation

ship between metaphor and metonymy . Although we still uphold the 

primacy of the metaphorical, we shall have to accept the paradox

ical fact that allegory depends for its production and interpreta

tion to a large extent on the metonymi<.:al effects of contiguity, 

and that allegory is parti cularly inclined to combine metaphor and 

metonymy (45). 
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2.6.3 SYMBOLS AND SYMBOLIS-1 IN ALLEmRY 

The f requently invoked distinction between allegory and symbolism 

poses a problem of definition . According to the distinction es

tablished by Blake and Yeats, following Coleridge, symbolism is 

organic and non-intellectual, "pointing to some mystical connec

tion between the mind of t he poet and that unreal world which is 

the shaping mind or soul behind actuality, wearing what we call 

the 'real' world as its vestment" (Scholes & :Cellogg: 106) . This 

view i s essentially romantic and it is contrasted with allegory 

\vhich is seen as being overtly intellectual and didactic, refl ect

i ng the real world in a mechanical and superficial way (Scholes & 
Kellogg: 107). 

In the practice of narrative art this disti nction is hardly ten

able, although it may have validity in lyric art. In narrative 

a r t any recurring symbol becomes defined and limited by its con

texts. Narrat ive requires an i r reducible minimum of rationality 

\vhich limits the image (Scholes & Kellogg: 107) . 

Buning dra\Vs attention t o the fact t hat Northrop Frye's theory o f 

symbols subverts the preference of the New Critics for symbolism 

over all egory. Frye says that the symbol becomes a potent ial al

legory of events and i deas, and critical comnentary or dll egoresis 

becomes t he process of translating into explicit and discursive 

language that which was implicit in the poem (Buning:31) . In fact, 

Buning regards Frye's sophisticated concept of allegory as a form 

of polysemy or manifold meaning \vhich constitutes a considerable 

advance over earlier liter ary theor y (31) . 

Bamber Gascoigne says t hat i n allegorical structure the ac·tion is 

symbolic (Coetser:66) \Vhile Chadwick defines symbolism as the act 

of expressing ideas and emotions by recreati ng them i n the mi nd 

of the reader t hrough the use of unexplained symbols (Coet ser :66). 

Clifford points out that the need to give allegori cal meaning a 
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material form makes symbols an important component in allegory, 

and she mentions a few examples: "· · · t he bubbling still of crude 

al cohol in L'Assomoir, the mounds of carefully gleaned and picked 

dust and rubbish in Our Mutual Friend, and the garden in Marvell's 

poem are all intense analogies for something other than themselves" 

(10) . MacNei ce points out that in most successful symbolical 

writing such as The ancient mariner, there tends to be a spine of 

allegory (54) • 

Clifford explains that because all egory relies on t he visual and 

concrete to convey abstract and moral n1eaning, it necessarily em

ploys symbols in a similar way, t hough with equal emphasis on the 

intellectual and emotive significance of the image (10). She adds 

that t he authors of allegory "invent objects to suggest the essen

tials of the concept they wish to explore . They also use estab

lished traditional symbols, particularly in earlier allegories" 

(10). She is of the opi nion, however, that the use of the tradi

tional or conventional symbol in later periods could be counter

productive, serving only to create obscurity (11) . She posits as 

the reason why writers need to use increasingly commonplace sym

bols, the fact that the symbols of classical myth and the Chris

tian Middle Ages have become embarrassingly artificial (11) . Ord

inary events and objects have to undergo intensification and made 

to carry a concentration of meani ng if they are t o have symbolic 

for ce (11). These symbols - objects, events or persons - stand 

for something other and generally greater t han themselves, and are 

fundamental to allegory (1 1) . Clifford requires some discipline: 

"A symbol in allegory has t o be susceptible t o the sort of descrip

tion t hat tells us what it means, but it should not suggest so 

n~ny meanings that the dramatic continuum is shattered , for it is 

on t his continuum that the overall sense of the allegory depends" 

( 11) . 

Symbol s tend to be static, "wi th all t he ramifications of meanings 

focused within t he symbol " (11 ) . I n allegory the concem is with 

the process, the way in which the "various elements of an imagina-
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tive or intellectual system intera~t, and with the effects of this 

system or structure on and within indivi dual s " (Clifford: 11 ). 

Clifford points out that symbols cannot express progress on their 

own because "symbols a re primarily static , and allegory is kinet

i c. The kinesi s of an allegory, its narrative movement, is direc

ted by t he major objective and by the author's desire that readers 

should perceive what the obj ective i s . Thi s limits the symbolic 

meaning that any object or event may have" (Clifford: 12) . 

Buni ng i s of the opinion t hat Paul de Man is largely responsibl e 

for t he ultimate promotion of allegory over the symbol in some 

forms of contempor a r y c r iticism (45). In de Man's important es

say , 'The Rhetoric of Temporality', the symbol is effectively de

constructed and allegory persuasively r evalued, "both terms bei ng 

themselves s een as t r opes or figures for language and t hought and 

for certain forms of blindness and insight" (Buning: 45) . 

2.6.4 ALLEroRY AND MYTH 

In c l assical Greek, ' mythos' signified any story or plot, but in 

its cent r al modern significance, a myth is one story i n a ' mytho

logy' , which is a systern of hereditary stories once believed to 

be true by a parti cular cultural group (Abr ams:ll l ) . 

Piehl er emphasises the importance of the medieval handling of myth 

and i ts contribution to al legory: "The parti cular cont ribut ion of 

the Middle Ages was to achieve a type of mythopoeia in which nei

ther the pre-rational i nt uit ive elements nor the reason had exces

sive domination . Medieval allegory at i ts bes t achieved a balance 

of r ational and intuitive elements, an acceptance of all levels on 

which the 1nind funct i ons, whi ch i s the goal of those who s eek psy

chi c i ntegrati on" ( 7 ) . 

Allegory shows an obvious affinity wi th myth , bot h being concerned 

'"ith a complex and cohe rent system of explanation . Clifford ex-
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plains: "It is true that not all myths fnnction equally as a ve

hicle for inherited belief about the historical past and the 

structure of the cosmos, or as explanation of that inheritance, 

nor indeed are particular myths always expressed in identical nar

rative fonns. None the less, all these elements exist in varying 

proportions in myth , and they are elements also to be fonnd in 

allegory" ( 66) . 

Abrams points out that the myth critics, among whom he connts Nor

throp Frye, view the genres and individual plot pat terns of most 

literature, including apparently highly sophisti cated and realist

ic works, as recurrences of certain archetypes and essential myth

ic fonnulas ( 112) . 

The difference between allegory and myth is that myth attempts to 

explain a barely known past, being in a sense pre-l iterary, and 

allegory uses that past as a stylistic device to comment on and 

explain the present, even if the present takes on a fictional fonn. 

Allegory is consciously employed as a mode of writing. Myth is 

neither conscious nor invented (Clifford:66). Despi te the similar

ities between the workings of myth and allegory, Cli fford emphasi

ses that myth is only one of the means used by allegory to give 

extra force and complexity to its action and s i gnificance (70). 

2.6.5 PERSONIFICATION AND AGENTS IN ALLEQ>RY 

Leyburn points out that the medieval instructor in morals often 

made use simultaneously of symbol and personification, and is of 

the opinion that it is the proliferation of personified abstrac

tions in medieval works that is responsible for the gradual l i nk

ing of personification with the definition of allegory. She de

clares that there is nothing inherently allegorical about personi

fication , and as proof of this she offers the fact that Quintili an 

discusses then1 in two different books of the Institutio Oratoria. 

Indeed, she feels that the naming of an abstracti on, which is per-
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sanification, is contrary to the conception of concealntent which 

is basic in allegory . "Allegory begins only when the quality is 

set in motion" (3-4) . Leyburn blames this usurpat ion of the word 

allegory by personification for the disrepute in which the term 

began to fall in the late eighteenth century and from which it is 

only beginning to emerge (4). 

l'lhitman distinguishes two meanings. ofthe word 'personifi cat ion' . 

One refers to the practice of giving an actua1 personality to an 

abstraction, and he f i nds the origins of this practice in animism 

and ancient religion. The other, more common nteaning refers to 

t he practi ce of giving a consciously fictiona1 personality to an 

abstraction , t hus impersonating it (1987 :271) . He says that the 

first ful l -scale deployment of personification occurs with the 

Psychornachia of Prudentius (1987:4). 

Clifford warns that personification is only one of the means by 

which ideas can be made concrete. It is poor allegory, however., 

which uses i t exclusively (9). Rosamund Tuve rejects the notion 

of personification allegory, since she does not rega rd the person

ification of abstractions as a defining or causative el~nent in 

allegory (25-26) . I an Bishop supports this view, s aying that per

sonification i s not classicall y defined as allegory at all (Bouch

er , 1981 : 130). 

Coleridge t r eated a l l egory as if it were always narrative or drama, 

and ·t herefore a l ways had agents (Fletcher:25). Mackenzie identi

fies three groups of all egorical agents : the individual man , the 

univer salized types, and the Horality hero who represents the en

tire human f amily ( Coetser : 27). Fletcher identifies two, the a

gents which represent abstract ideas, and those that represent ac

tual historical persons (26). Although personified abstractions 

are probabl y the most obviousl y allegorical agents , and they re

p<esent ideas and not real people, they are real enough, and have 

what; Fl etcher calls 11 adequate representat i onal powe r" ( 32) . Dan

te's Beatri ce, the protagonists of The Faerie Queene and Bunyan's 
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Christian are not one-sided characters. They are complex figures, 

a fact which suggests that they have very human qualities (Flet

cher: 3 5) • Aeneas is the 1 ·type 1 of single-mindedness, his single

minded acts lending t hemselves to single-track i nter pretations 

(Fletcher: 34). 

Fletcher says that daemonic agency impl ies an impossible desire 

to become one with an image of unchanging purity (65). Daemons 

are not necessarily bad. They may be extremely good, through all 

the stages of good and evil to the extremely bad (Fletcher:40). 

He confinns tohat in Greek myth and in Hebrew religious myth the 

daemons could be either good or evil spirits (42) and that very 

early in history the term daemon had a religi ous and spiritual 

significance (43). Fletcher explains that daemons were thought to 

inhabit a spiritual realm between gods and men, and to govem the 

irrational in human life, and in both pagan and Christian antiqui

ty were considered to be the guardians of the human species (43). 

It was when the development of daeraonic agency was checked by 

Christiani ty that the dualistic division of spirits into good 

angels and evil daemons came about. They merel y fell into two 

groups more sharply divided than in pagan religious practice. 

This division does not, however, change the essential nature of 

daemons (46-47). 

Each daemon had onl y one function, and Fletcher calls a literary 

character a daemon when he is identified with the dictates of his 

daemon too such an extent that there is no apparent difference be

tween his character and the daemonic force which governs it (48). 

Everything about the all egorical protagonists who answer to the 

description of daemons , points to the single idea: their names, 

images and actions. The protagonist is then obsessed with a cer

tain idea. This obsessi on tends to isolate him from his fellows. 

Fletcher describes this as the lack of common humanity among the 

characteristic allegorical characters (30). 

The daemon is a generator of secondary personal ities "which are 
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partial aspects of himsel f " (Fletcher :35 ) . A compl i cated charac

ter wi ll generate a large number of other protagoni s t s. They 

seem to create the wor ld around them . Fl etcher f i nds that they 

are like "those people in real life who 'project ' , ascri bing fic

titious personaliti es to those whom they meet and l i ve wi t h" (36). 

By analysing t he projections one can come to under stand the mind 

of the project or. He r eveals himself facet by f acet t hr ough 

these sub-char acters (36 ). 

Clifford warns, however , that it i s only by retai ning some ele

ment i n the action that corresponds to human experience that t he 

adventures of the hero can be understood by the mora l l y and ima

ginati vely interested reader. Correspondence to the abstract pat

terns of al legory a lone i s not sufficient (20). 
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3 MJDElm ALLEQJRY 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

Gay Clifford complains that while readers will readily acknowledge 

the existence of allegory as a literary form in the Middle Ages 

and the Renaissance, few will concede its survival into modern 

times, even denying the value of works which suggest its continu

ance (5). 

Buning expresses his surprise at noting how many modern reviewers 

and critics tend to refer to allegory, either there or imagined, 

in an invariably slighting and superficial manner (26), for ex

ample, "an allegory is a novel that you're not supposed to try to 

believe in. Instead of empathizing into the characters, you're 

expected to go along with an idea poorly disguised as a situation" 

(Broyard,1972:39) . Northrop Frye expresses the suspicion that the 

reason why critics dislike allegory is because continuous allegory 

prescribes the direction of the critics' commentary, and restricts 

its freedom (Preminger:lJ). This is not necessarily true, however, 

as allegory is not a closed, but essentially an open-ended struc

ture of meaning. Buning insists that allegory is always capable 

of further meanings and new interpretations, "so there remains e

nough hermeneutical freedom for the critic to practise his art" 

(12) . Clifford responds to this complaint that al legories inhe

rently limit interpretation. She believes that all literary works, 

by their very nature, impose certain limits upon interpretation, 

and argues that certain great allegories like those of Spenser and 

Dante are not really the rigid forms they are sometimes supposed 

to be. "Elasticity and room for manoeuvre through shades of mean

ing are provided not only by the reader's imagination, his 'strong 

thoughts' , his own experience of tradition, his own memory, but by 

the massiveness and enigma of the central concepts" (Clifford:94). 

It is the comparative inaccessibili-ty of allegory that poses spe

cial problems for both readers and critics (Clifford:3). 
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Bloom i s of t he opinion that i n modern times allegory has become 

something of a problem. His reason: "Although t he present-day 

attitudes toward allegory have been complicated by the technical 

complexity of modern knowledge, the basic issue remains inherent

ly t he same, that of the multiplicity of intent i on" (172 ). He 

mentions that Lewis defines a radical allegory as a story which 

can Qe translated into literal narration, without confusion, but 

not without loss (173). 

Nevertheless, Sattin uncovered such i ntense animosity towards al

legory that he felt that some degree of defence was inevitable 

(1) . Critics were raising t he banner of myth or symbol , while 

the term ' allegory' "had become a kind of literary heresy, a vio

lation of t he rules and regulations of contemporary literary be

lief" (2) . Whitman describes the various forms that the defence 

of allegory has taken: "allegorical language pr eserves the t ruth 

for t hose worthy of it, or i ncreases t;he pleasur e of those who 

penetrate its secrets, or refracts and magnifies t he direct light 

of truth" (1981:63-64) . 

Northrop Frye's influence has been incalculable in reversi ng the 

attitude of antipathy towards allegory. Indeed, he may be said 

to have resurrected a l l egory and restored respect for one of the 

oldest techniques of literary expression (Buning:32) . Frye has 

been supported in bringing about this resurrecti on by Edwin Honig 's 

Dark Conceit: the making of allegory, by Angus Fletcher 1 s Allego

ry : the theory of a symbolic mode, and particularly by de l'lan' s 

'The Rhetoric of Temporality' (Krieger,1981:14) . l(rieger says 

that "De tfun' s stalwart attack upon symbol in the name of allegory 

is a climactic moment i n the t heoretical ~urn-about against the 

long and impressive development of organic poetics f rom the late 

eighteenth century through the New Criticism" (13). 

Quilligan confi rms that allegory has recently become a very fash

ionable term, as distinctly modish as it used to be quite declasse. 

She f inds t hat i~c has become a major method of critical discourse, 
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particularly in the context of contanporary Structuralist and Post

structuralist methods of reading (1981:163). She believes that it 

is allegoresis, which is textual commentary or discursive inter

pretation rather than allegory itself which has come into fashion 

(163). Lodge, however, supports the existence of allegory in 

modern literature. He quotes Scholes and Kellogg who describe al

legory as one sub-division of modern fictional narrative, that 

part which cultivates goodness and aims to instruct (1977b:84). 

He makes an acute observation when he remarks that "it is realism 

which holds history, romance and allegory together in precarious 

synthesis, making a bridge between the world of discrete facts 

(history) and the patterned, economized world of art and imagina

tion (allegory and romance)" (86). Buning goes so far as to say 

that the scales are now almost completely reversed, "with allegory 

being revalued in certain forms of contemporary criticism even to 

the extent that it has become a privileged term, the representa

tive of the figurative nature of language and even synonyn~us with 

the act of interpretation itself" (41). Bronson in fact says that 

allegory is the most forthright method of conveying an ethical 

message in representational form (1947:169). 

Lewis points out that allegory does not belong to medieval man on

ly but is universal, and that "it is of the very nature of thought 

and language to represent what is immaterial in picturable terms" 

(44). Fletcher, too, is convinced that there is a bridge between 

1nedieval and modern allegory, and cites as proof the fact that al

legory is as vigorous today as during earlier centuries (135). 

Scholes explains his view of the bridge between medieval and mod

ern allegory. He says that allegory was the great narrative form 

of the later Middle Ages and early Renaissance because the types 

of allegory are committed to the invisible, not to the visible as 

the types of realism are. "When the Christian cosmos, based on 

the invisible world of eternity, was challenged by a humanism that 

put man and his visible world at the cosndc centre of things, al

legory became the best literary 1node for control ling and reconcil

ing these two visions" ( 101). 
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Buning quotes Maureen Quilligan as a r guing that n1odern allegory 

i s rooted in New England Puritan f iction (mainly Hawthorne and 

Helville) and i n the general resurgence of interest i n t he study 

of language i n the early nineteenth century, a trend which was 

to conti nue well into t he t wentieth cent ury (39). 

3. 2 11ffi NATURE OF K>Dl'lm AU.EroRY 

Cliff ord says t hat a l legory has undergone radical changes 1vhich 

cannot be accounted for solely in literary critical terms . Writ

ing changes because its material changes and this i s as true of 

allegory as of any other fonn of writing. I ts procedur es are 

reversed because "the existence of real value i ndependent of the 

individual becomes at least questionable" (43) . The mode no 

longer endorses the conventions and nonns of established society, 

but cri t i c izes, satirizes and rejects them (43). Referring to 

Kafka' s The Trial and The Castle, Clifford points out t hat in 

these modern a llegories t he locality and action are constantly 

shifti ng, and defy any attempt on the part of K. or the reader to 

arrive at any ultimate definition (16) . She calls this " floa~cing 

imagery" which , according to Fletcher , "becomes i mbued with doubt 

and anxiety; hierarchy itself causes fear, hatred , tentative re

treat . The sure sense of one ' s place in the sun has gone. The 

sure identificat ion of the hero with governing political or cul

t ural i dea l s has gone . Doubt inhi bits action. Piety of any kind 

becomes difficult or impossible" (Fletcher:143). 

Clifford defines the f unction of allegory as follows: "the alle

gorist want s to communicat e certain generalized fonnulations about 

the nat ure of hwnan experience and t he organization of the world 

and shapes his narrative so as to reveal these gradually and per

suasively to the reader" (7). She admits that it is an over-simp

lificat i on but i t does cover a fairly wi de field. Allegory indi

cates , from t he outset , t hat t here i s an i deological r ol e to be 

read simult aneously with the f ictional. She quotes Northrop Frye : 



59 

"We have actual allegory when a poet explicitly indicates the re

lationship of his images to examples and precepts" (8). Paradox

ically, "though allegory is the most abstract and intellectual of 

all forms of fiction, its authors need a strong sense of the con

crete and a lively visual imagination" (Clifford:8). 

Buning says that "given t he absence of any overall cultural autho

rity or appeal to shared values, the t1ventieth-century allegorist 

will ' internal ize' his subject-matter or vital belief, and he will 

put the stress on the internal authority of the text itself" (39). 

He explains that it is such strategies that add to the obscurity 

of modern allegories such as Franz Kafka's The Castle or Thomas 

Pynchon ' s 1he Crying of Lot 49 ( 39) • 

According to Frye "allegorical interpretation, as a method of in

terpretation, begins with the fact that allegory is a structural 

element in narrative : it has to be there, and is not added by 

critical interpretation alone" (Preminger: 12). Norris, hmvever, 

says that allegory perpetually redirects attention to its own ar

bitrary character, the fact that any meaning there to be r ead is 

the product of interpretive codes and conventions "with no claim 

to ultimate, authentic priority" (1985:81). 

Bloomfield points out that it is the multiplicity of possible in

t erpretations that gives a great literary work its power to appeal 

over centuries. He is of the opinion that it is this variety of 

interpretations that has recently given rise to deconstruction. 

He is convinced that deconstruction adds to the problem of the po

lysemy of literary works: "The deconstructionists ••• aim at as 

many meanings as possible. New Criticism admired a multiplicity 

of meanings provided they cohered organically" (1981:vi). Quilli

gan , however , disagrees, finding that allegory does not lend it

self easily to ' deconstruction '. The reason she puts for~Vard is 

that allegory frustrates t he commenting critic by pre-empting his 

imposition of his own brand of allegoresis (1981 : 182). 
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Buning says t hat in his later work, Allegories of reading, Paul 

de Man extends the emphasis on allegory as an inescapable condi

tion of language and writing, and includes the act of discursive 

interpretation and argument as well. This will be inevitably rhe

torical and paradoxical since according to de Han, each text is 

the allegorical narrative of its own deconstruction (46) . There 

is no present moment of self-possessed meaning where signs and 

experience would be so perfectly matched as to obviate the need 

for further interpret ation. "Allegory in de ~1an exerts something 

like t he power of deconstructive leverage that Derrida brings to 

bear through his key term differance" (Norris:82) . 1 

Sadl er is of the opinion t hat allegory may be sai d to function in 

any situation, real or· fictitious, in which the conflicti ng ele

ments may be translated from particular effects into general terms 

and that whether the author intended any such interpretation or 

not is irrel evant. "It is the degree of similarity and not the 

author's i ntention which makes an allegorical interpretation valid" 

( 10) . 

One of the most important means by which interpretation is assist

ed and directed in allegory is its visual element . "Narrative pro

vides a basi s of metaphor which expresses the ultimate purpose of 

the allegory and defines the limits of possible meaning: the en

ergy of i t s forward movement enables the author to express process, 

the kinetic interrelationship between the various e lement s, ab

stractions, and powers in an imaginative system" (Clifford:71) . 

Narrative pr ovides the energy and cohe r ence, but t he visual detail 

and imagery establish t he clarity of the -particular parts of the 

system and t heir connection with the \vhole (Cl i fford:71). "Details 

of a charact er 's appearance, of a landscape, of architecture, help 

us t o i nterpret their essential nature and to fix them i n our mem

ory , \J1ile visual similarities and connections bui ld up a pattern 

1. Incidentally , with this point of view de Man has arr·ived by cir
cular route at Frye ' s ·theory that all literary criticism is, in a 
broad sense , allegorical i nterpretation or allegoresis (Buning:46) . 



6i 

of thematic association" (71). She says that allegorists constant

ly make use of visual detail to make the literal level of their 

narrative more explicit and imaginable and to reinforce the signi

ficance of events by association (73). It is clear that the "hea

vily charged nature of the visual surface in all egory" is often 

most apparent in the description of setting or landscape rather 

than of characters (Clifford:84). Nuttall is also of the opinion 

that with Dante , as well as with Bunyan, it i s the landscape that 

keeps the allegory vigorous (31) . Fletcher confirms this point of 

view when he observes that in the westerns of Zane Grey, for ex

ample , the scenery is used as a device, a "paysage-moralise" and 

the hero is in harmony with or in opposition to the backdrop a

gainst which the action takes place (6-7). Coetzee too uses this 

device , the background reflecting the action, or placing it in 

sharp relief. 

A location cannot be extended dramatically as it is more inert 

than a person, but "the dramatic acts which happen in a given lo

cation can interact with the description of it, and our interpre

tation of the allegorical meaning of those acts can be assisted by 

visual details in the description of the setting" (Clifford:84). 

She adds that it is the significance of the narrative that acti

vates the setting in which an allegorical action occurs. 

Bloomfield remarks that we now realise how germane the notion of 

allegory is to the problem of interpretation, which is the primary 

activi ty in approaching a literary work (1981:v). He explains 

that allegory, myth and symbol are terms used to explain the poly

semous meaning of literature: "The literary text usually has a 

literal meaning. To get at its underlying meaning or significance 

we interpret it allegorically, mythically and symbolically, often 

empl oying more than one of these modes, depending on the nature of 

the text" (vi) . Myth and symbol can even be seen as aspects of 

allegory. 

Coetser poi nts out that an allegory need not confine itself to a 



62 

single structure, but that various basic structures may be used, 

different allegories interweaved ( 36). Philip Wheel wright adds 

that instead of making use of an extant basic structure, a n author 

might create his own mythical basis, drawing on "certain deeplying 

aspects of human and transhuman exi stence" (Coetser : 36). Allegory 

does not consist of a single recognised symbol, but is a series of 

linked images, which then constitute allegory; not an isolated 

image , but a series of images supplying a sub-structure to the 

surface s tory. 

Clifford complains that as a result of Fletcher and others' view 

that allegory is omnipresent, the term "allegorical " is applied 

too vaguely and impressionistically, particularly t o modern works. 

She gives Fletcher full credit for t he scrupulosity of his defi

nitions , but does not always agree with the criteri a by which he 

defines allegory (5). It is of course possible to make an allego

rical interpret ation of most l iterary works, but this does not 

necessarily turn the ••orks in question into fully-fledged allegor

ies . For example, reading Itrunlet as a tragedy of i ndecision indi

cates t he possibil ity of an allegorical interpretation, but it 

does not justify terming the pl ay an allegory (Preminger: 13). 

Scholes is of the opinion that the great allegories are never en

t irely allegorical, just as the great realistic novels are never 

entirely real. He contends that in allegory , it is often the ten

sion betl•een the ideational side of a s ituation and the human side 

which makes for the power and the meaning - and the po••er of mean

i ng (99). 

To illustrate the fact that a whole ••ork need not be allegorical , 

Sattin refers t o Tolstoy ' s The death of Ivan Illych . The narra

t i ve has symbolic signifi cance , but the end of the narrative be

comes a llegorical. The symbol ic events are also real events in 

the context of the narrative, but in addition they take on signi

ficances beyond themse l ves by their pattern and as the pattern be

comes clear, so does the allegory (33) . He states , moreover , that 

the pattern is directly related to the t hematic purpose of the se-
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cond half of the novella , which is to justify the suffering and 

answer the questions that Ivan Illych asks at the height of his 

suffering, as Job does: "Wlv hast Thou done all this? Why hast 

Thou brought me here? Why dost Thou torment me so terribly?" 

Sattin calls this a l ittle allegory which becomes part of the 

larger pattern and gives the novella an allegorical edge, while 

the overall story is not allegorical (34). 

There is apparently general consensus about the fact that the pre

sence of allegory impl ies some other meaning than the superficial, 

that the story is a vehicle for a second more complex and less 

readily accessible meaning. As Rosamund Tuve says, "The reason 

for reading any piece of work allegorically is to come at mean

ings whi ch are truly in the work- but hidden therein" (219). 

It is typical of allegory that the surface narrative can be read 

without further interpretation, but that interpretation of the al

legory reveals depths not readily accessible to the casual reader. 

Sattin calls this allegorical interpretation "an intuitive appre

hension of meaning" (6) , while Norris says that to interpret alle

gorically is "to read in the knowledge that there always exists, 

in the nature of language, a constitutive gap between words and 

experience, between signs and the reality they seek to evoke" (81). 

Fletcher says that allegories are based on parallels between two 

levels of being that correspond to each other, the one supposed 

by the reader, the other literally presented in t he fable (113). 

1he allegory is only acceptable provided the story is i nteresting 

in itself. Sattin feels that in allegory the relationship be

tween the literal surface and the allegorical meaning works in two 

directions: the literal surface suggesting other, allegorical le

vels of meaning, and those levels in turn adding poignance and 

drama to the literal (14). The one level supports and enriches 

the other. He refers to The fox , a novella by D.H . Lawrence, ex

plaining that although the narrative is allegorical, it does not 

mean that the characters lose their fictional reali ty. They are 

not symbolic personages , or merely the illustration of an idea: 



64 

"Character and idea can be ·associated without making that charac

ter into an allegorical or symboli c personage .• • t hat is, without 

seriously compromising t he roundness of the character" (37). 

Fletcher, too, emphasi s es t hat t he whole poi nt of allegory i s that 

i t does not need to be read exegetically (7). It is precisely 

this facet of al legory that i nvites criticism, as i t easily be

comes a vehicle for biased writi ng, whether the bias be religious, 

political or dissident, serving non- literary purposes and destroy

ing its literary val ue. Allegorical r eading may also l ead to mere 

displays of c leverness and wit, s uch as t he inter pretation of the 

hidden meanings in t he nursery tal es of Beatrice Potter (Sattin: 

7) . 

Scholes contends that allegory is notoriously an affair of "levels " , 

but feels that this descri ption implies more of a fixed hierarchy 

among ki nds of meaning and a stricter separation among them than 

he believes exists . He admits, though, that t here are different 

kinds of meaning, facets or dimensions in any r i chly imagined al

legory (l SO ) : "For our reading of multi-dimens ional allegory de

pends not only on our apprehending all t he dimensions of the narra

t i ve, but also, even mai nly, on our being aware of the interaction 

~ong them" ( 151) • 

Sattin finds that allegor y has always been an ideal vehicle for 

uniting ideas with concrete images, bringing together tmiver sal s 

and particulars (1). He defines allegory as a function of the 

narrati ve structure of a work, not a particular kind of image or 

t r ope (2). The allegorist sets up a pattern of opposi tional re

lati onships which al l ows for a conflict between rival authorities. 

Webb believes that it is this confl ict, with one ideal pitted a

gainst another, which becomes the motive force that underl ies the 

development of t he narr ated action (66). 

Fletcher points out that one of the oldest types of a l legory , the 

aenigma, is r eflected in t he modern "whodunit " , in whi ch a riddle 
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is to be solved (6). Satti n does not like the idea of westerns, 

mysteries, etc . being regarded as allegorical merely because of 

the presence of an archetypal pattern. He concedes, however, that 

there is a relationship between archetypal patterns and allegory . 

11aureen Quilligan argues that the allegori cal text always echoes 

the language of a prior and potentially sacred pre-text, such as 

in modern allegory, the language of myth or the Freudian subcons

cious (1979 : 100,152) . She says that allegory incorporates all in

tertextual r eferences and a llusions to other texts in its central 

polysemous image ( Buning: 48 ) • 

According to Barthes there is no such thing as literary 'original

ity' . All literature is 'intertextual ' in the sense that it is a 

reworki ng of all other writ ings which precede or surround t he in

dividual work. No writer works in a vacuum. "A specific piece of 

writing thus has no clearly defined boundaries : it spills over 

constantly into the works clustered around i t, generating a hun

dred different perspecti ves whi ch dwindle to vanishing point" 

(Eagleton , 1983 : 138). 

Although Paul de Man does not use the term 'intertextuality' as 

such, his remark that "it remains necessary, if there is to be al

legory, that the sign refer to another sign that precedes i t", may 

be taken as a definition of its meaning (Buni ng: 46). Intertextual

ity turns out to be a useful method of interpretation particularly 

when it is understood in a narrower sense as referring to "the ex

istence , either in the sign or the referent, of prior texts or 

textual fragments or echoes which help to shape textual meaning 

in particular texts" (Buni ng:48) . 

Buning points out that although the relations between the text and 

the pre-text are complex, t hey tend to conform to one of two pat

terns : they are either 'prophetic ', in which the narrative rein

forces the t r uth of the pre-text, or they are 'apocalyptic' , in 

which case the narrative questions or contradicts the pre-text 
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( 38) • Although there are \<eaknesses in Quilligan 1 s theory, her 

work provides a valuable insight into the complex nature of alle

gory. 

Clifford refers to the apparently incompati ble t endenci es dis

played by the narr ative form of many all egories. These i ncompat

ible tendencies are "toward the repetition of s t r ucturally similar 

inci dents which produces t he effect of immobilit y , and towards 

some kind of large-scale movement, which suggest s the possi bility 

of radical change" (33) . She explains that these paradoxical ten

dencies derive from the fact that most allegories are striving to

wards a dual effect . "On the one hand the allegorist wishes to 

create or reflect an imagined model of the universe, or of the 

psyche, or of the forces operating in human society ••• [on the 

other hand ] his concern with process, with progr ession" (33). The 

anagogic significance of the action i s as important to t he modern 

allegorist as it was to his medieval predecessor , hence the recur

r ence of motifs such as the journey or the quest, "with t heir em

phasis on directed energy , and on the progressive evol ution, edu

cation and enlightenment of the heroes" (33) . Levine says that 

allusions t o specific works of literature are also allegor ical, 

because they summon anot her character t o stand behind the protago

nist ( 198 2 : 42 7) , g.i ving breadth and depth to the character as the 

pattern develops , and we discover that the protagonist is not the 

first to have s t ood in that situation . 

Clifford points out t hat the a l legorical mode is ironic and that 

figures are simultaneously one thing and anot her, sometimes sever

a l others . It a l so reveals a deliberate ambiguity in the recur

rence of double plots and i dentities , transformations and metem

psychoses. I ts most import ant ambiguity is the way in which the 

concept of time operates (95). As an exampl e she refers t o The 

Castle and The Trial , in which Kafka uses "both a descript ion of 

chr onology and causality (in characteristically inve rted way) the 

s ense of past time" ( 101). She points out that K. 1 s relat ionshi ps 

with other charact ers "devel op with extraordinary and elliptical 
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speed, and the consequences of certain actions take effect with 

unpredictable rapidity . The past imposes itself upon the present, 

although not as a source of meaning and understanding, but of 

their opposites" (101). K. is made liable to the judgment "guilty" 

because of something which has happened in the past, which is as 

impenetrable to him as to the reader. "It is the origin of threat 

and fallibil ity rather than of security and value. Kafka thus em

ployed two standard allegorical procedures to achieve a standard 

allegorical effect" ( 101). 

In his work American Drama, Broussard declares that art in the 

twentieth century has developed a questioning attitude to ideolo

gies of the past, and that this has resulted in the evolution of a 

t ype of drama that i s more allegorical than any since the Middle 

Ages (1962 : 3). He clarifies this statement by expl aining that 

American playwrights have produced plays which "engage their hero 

in an action appropriately suited to the problems of all men in 

this period" (4). In this pronunciation there i s an implied defin

ition that allegory explores universal problems, and that univers

ality might indicate the presence of allegory. "The allegorical 

theme of twentieth-century man journeying through the confusion of 

this period is the most unifying element to appear thus far in Am

erican drama" (4). 

Buning links allegorical writing with modern linguistics. He ponxs 

out that a structural, semiotic view of language in which every 

language unit can be defined only in relation to the other units 

within the system in terms of its syntagmatic and paradigmatic re

lationships, is particularly relevant to the study of allegory as 

symbolic form (11-12) . He is of the opinion that any theory of a 

particular literary phenomenon should relate to semantics, a theory 

of significance. He recognises this method i n Angus Fletcher's 

theory, "which views allegory not only as a radically lingui stic 

procedure but also as essentially a means of structuring language 

in such a way that the reader is encouraged to look continuously 

for meanings above or beyond the literal level of the fiction" (12). 
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Webb finds a l legory particularly useful to portray the modern Af

rican socio-political situation. The f orm does not imply a ste

rile, abstract or irrelevant approach, but allows for a re-examin

ation of the objective norms of experience, and appears to be well

sui ted to an investigation of competing life-styles and beliefs 

(67). 

3.3 CCMPARJNG EARLiffi AND KJDERN ~LEOORY 

Fletcher is of the opinion that readers of Animal Farm and 1984 

may feel that t he difference between these and 1be Faerie Queene 

is too great to allow t hem both to be termed allegori es. He 

points out that the earl ier allegori es require constant interpre

tation while Orwell's two books and many modern allegories require 

a single act of translation, from f i ction to history, for example, 

and can t hen be read as straight narratives. Fl etcher feels t hat 

the greatest similarity between modern and earlier a llegories i s 

that they are both analyses of the societies for 1vhich they were 

written, in which certain characters and i nstit utions play repres

entative roles (46 ) . Buning, on the other hand, sees little dif

ference between medieval and modern allegory , saying that we con

s ider the fundamental t enet of allegory t heory to be the standard 

view of allegory as an essentially polysenous, metaphorical lang

uage construct . He opines t hat basically this view has unde rgone 

no change in the course of its l ong history , although its inter

pretation and appreciation has fluctuated from time to time (54-

55) . 

~~cNeice defines one thing that Spenser, Bunyan , Kafka, Beckett , 

Pinter and Gol ding have in common, and t hat is that t hey all c re

ate special worlds (5) . He says that this special world is most 

obvious i n 1be Faerie Queene, possibly mainly because it is lvrit

t en in verse ( 5), while in Bunyan the allegory is most consistent 

and manifest . "In spite of that the characters keep assuming t he 

features and voices of the solid tmmsfolk of s eventeenth-cent ury 
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Bedford" (6) . Kinkead-Weekes and Gregor point out that the fabu

lous world is one that is made up . "It exists deli berately out

side the world which we inhabit , and fidelity to common experience 

is a very minor or even an irrelevant consideration" (1984:241). 

There is, however, a subtle difference between the worlds created 

by Spenser and Bunyan, and those created by modern allegorists. 

Kafka caricatures his contemporary world, "but in the process he 

lifts it - or rather lowers it - to the plane of an admittedly ~ 

sinister fairy story" (MacNeice:6). Coetzee isolates his charac

ters in the dreary basement of the Harry S. Truman Library, in the 

desolate wastes of Namaqualand, on a lonely Karoo farm, in an out

post of the Empire on some distant border, and on Cruso's island, 

employing a similar technique. Pinter in his plays does something 

similar, while Golding in Lord of the Flies, 11te Inheritors and 

Pincher Martin produces in each a world that is a parable of the 

human situation today (MacNeice:6). 

Medieval allegorists used allegory because they believed that "the 

inward events in the life of the soul .. • cannot be rendered from 

an external perspective" (Levine,1982:422). George Eliot appears 

to entertain a similar conviction . Most of her novels are written 

in the realistic mode, but Daniel Deronda, for example, has an un

derlying allegorical theme which Eliot uses to portray "the inner 

depths of the protagonists' lives" (Levine,1982:421). 

Clifford says that while earlier allegories assert that the world 

is capable of being understood, that all phenomena can be seen as 

part of a system, coherence and order are not so easily perceived 

in modern allegories. "They require an elaborate process of break

ing down and re-unification to become perceptible" (71). She be

lieves that the reader's willingness to engage in interpretation 

is crucial, for "the ultimate validity of that interpretation .• • 

determines how any detail is read" (71). This point of view is 

supported by Zamora: "traditional allegory involves the interpre

tation of a set of symbols or circumstances, and the transference 
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of that interpretation to a context beyond the text itself . Alle

gory announces its f i gural status •• • its connection to the world; 

it depends upon the reader's acceptance of that connection" (7). 

Clifford proceeds to compare the methods employed by Kafka and by 

Spenser , and comes to the conclusion that Kafka's method of build

ing up a s e r ies of associations r ound a single idea (the Law) is 

arguably the same as Spenser 's in dealing with 'love': "Both are 

making it possible for their readers to possess somethi ng more 

than a wordish descripti on or definition. The ideas are not limit

ed to any single context either temporal or fictional; in t he 

course of the allegory they become both grander and more multi-di

mensional t han either any i ntellectual definition or any one image 

in the allegory" ( 103) . Clifford point s out that while Spenser's 

narrative is overtly fantasti c, Kafka's narratives appear ·to be 

realistic , but in the end the question arises whether there is any 

such thing as ' the l aw ' (105) . 

As i n medieval allegory, the main direction of the action is usual

l y signalled at the outset. For example , in The Metamorphosis t he 

physical change of Gregor Samsa into a beetle has already occurred 

at the beginning of the story (Clifford :32) . Cliffor d elaborates: 

the paradox suggested i n allegorical action is reflected in the 

two directions i n whi ch transformati ons may work, either towards 

greater freedom , or the end of freedom. She menti ons t hat the 

beetle trapped in a single room is only a short step from the 

beetle pi nned i n a specimen case (33). The notion of progress is 

retained emblematically, the expectation of progress being created 

and then f rustrated in a series of fragmented i ncidents (Clifford: 

16) . 

According to Wimsatt medieval writers found in personi fication al

legory and allied narrative "a natural medium for conveying in a 

pleasing story the truth they found i n the worl d" ( 1970:27) lvhere

as modern allegory eeveals the lack of t ruth, and the often tm

stabl e surface narrative emphasises t he absence of any f i xed terms 
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of reference. 

Nevertheless , modern allegorists continue to make use of 1nany of 

the basic allegorical precepts. Gay Clifford emphasises that in 

allegories, medieval and modern, change or progress often takes 

the form of a journey, a quest or a pursui t, the journey becoming 

the metaphor for the process of learning which both protagonists 

and readers undergo. "In the course of their adventures the he

roes of allegory discover which i deals are worth pursuing and what 

things are obstacles to that pursuit" (11). Webb confirms that 

within t he scheme of moral polarities the allegorical hero general

ly moves through a pattern of action, a network of obstacles and 

temptation. "Thus the motif of the quest (usually archetypal and 

of more than i ndividual significance) is commonly present in al

l egory" ( 66) . 

Fletcher gives examples of allegorical journeys and quests: Chris

tian leaves the City of Destruction to reach the true home of all 

believers, the Celestial City. Sometimes, having made the journey, 

the hero comes back, like Gulliver, but is now so changed that he 

cannot take up his former position. Self-knowledge is the goal 

(152). Travel can also be presented as a sort of introspective 

journey through the self (153). He points out that the norm in 

this type is "a straight-line movement that is obsessive in its 

single-mindedness". This straight line conveys a daemonic effect, 

since the daemonic agent can only progress in one direction (156). 

In the allegorical journey the idea of conflict is of primary im

portance. Often equated with a typical battle (phases of attack, 

r etreat, regrouping, etc . ) i t can be a physical battle with alle 

gorical meaning, or an abstract battle, also a lawsuit. Sometimes 

it can take the form of the conquering of a castle or a house 

(Coetser:39). The allegorical battle is characterized by a sym

metrical a rrangement of action and r e-action (Coetser:56). Mac

kenzie points out that the fact that a battle between good and 

evil can be identified i n a work does not make it an allegory, but 
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it may be allegorical , because the battle between good and evil is 

basically allegoric (Coetser:26). 

Scholes believes that Freud and Jung have pres ented the modern wri

ter wi th a new scheme of the invi sibl e whi ch can best be conveyed 

by a l l egory: "The depths, of course, are murkier than the heavens, 

and any allegor y based on depth psychology will have to be more 

tentative than an allegory based on the Christian cosmos needed to 

be . But the archetypal system of Joyce's Finnegan's Wake is as 

allegorical as anything in Dante" (102). 

Lewis contrasts realistic and allegorical writing: "Realistic l<ri

ting, by imitating the fluidity of ordinary experience , gives the 

novelist access t o an audience that wishes to see images of its 

life duplicated in art. Allegorical writing, by contrast, with 

its systematic patterning of experience , gives the novelist access 

to the conventions of world literature and religion, which extend 

beyond the quotidian to heavenly and infernal realms" (1938 :442). 

In earlier allegories the conflicts were public ones, individual 

protagonists encountering monstrous, fabulous and supernatural 

agencies, and the audience, having a certain syst em of values, 

would r espond in a specific 1vay . In modern allegories protagon

ists endure commonplace experiences, but both meaning and value 

are i nternal and personal. "The collective val ues are precisely 

those that t hreaten or obstruct the individual , and the s i gnifi

cance of the action is often an assert ion of solipsism against 

these" (43). Clifford says that the most didactic allegories are 

those IVhere the validity of some collective mor ali ty is most con

fidently asserted . Whil e one would expect these t o leave the Cl'it

ic IVith least room for manoeuvre , she states that this is not t he 

case , contending that the individual reader's f reedom is greater 

than wi th these modern allegories IVhere the subject is so often 

the frustration of the i ndividual (47) . The isolation of the in

dividual is explored and the action appears i nconsequential and 

conf using, IVhile alienation is a central concept in modern a llego-
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ries. Nevertheless , in allegory microcosm always implies macro

cosm: "\'/hat happens in the l ife of a daemonic agent personifies 

the whole human species' relationship to God" (Levine,l982:425). 

Sattin also finds modern allegorical fiction often to be an ex

pression of alienation: "the main character is often a kind of 

faceless everyman on an allegorical journey to find a face or to 

discover that he has none, even though he thought he did" (54). 

This type of narrative leaves one with uncertainty, and a multi

plicity of interpretations. 

Early allegorists could make use of enigmas , obscurities and meta

phors of allegory, being confident of the moral function of alle

gory, that in the end the discovery by hero and reader would just 

ify the vagaries of the quest. This cannot be said of modern al

legory - reading Kafka or Melville leads to a denial that there is 

anything to find out: "there is no end but the means" (Clifford: 

SZ) • In modern allegory digression is not 11 an excursion into ano

ther part of the same coherent system", but is a mere parody, a 

refl ection of the essential fragmentation of the universe (Clif

ford: 53-54). 

Fletcher identifies a further major difference between modern and 

medieval allegory: "\'lhile allegor'Y in the middle ages came to the 

people from the pulpit, it comes to the modern reader in secular, 

but no less popular form" ( 5) • This is the reason why the older 

allegories require so much interpretation. 

which is utterly remote from ours (S-6). 

They represent a world 

The fact that medieval 

allegory is so obviously 'allegorical' complicates the modern r ead

er's ability to recognise the modern allegory which is far more 

subtle, yielding only to careful study. Rosamund Tuve promises 

that the allegorical reading of a text will lead to t he uncovering 

of meanings that are truly in the work, but hidden and inaccess

ible to the casual reader (219). Clifford confirms this \vhen she 

speaks of experiencing 11 a sense of the increasingly massive nature 

of central concepts while reading an allegory, and this is related 

to the cumulative and trans-temporal way in which the action un-
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folds" (103). 

Satire is a feature of modern allegory. Fletcher says ·that many 

modern allegories such as those of Kafka, the brothers Capek or 

Orwell are closer to satire in effect ·than earli er allegories. 

He warns t hat satire risks movement tmvards despair, t ragedy and 

nihil ism. They are more negative, showing what is wrong or evil 

or hosti l e, rather t han what is good or benefici ent. He agrees 

with Clifford that modern allegories tend to all ow the reader ra

ther less liberty of i nterpretation and possible appl icati on (44 ) . 

In modern allegory, as in medi eval allegory, dreams play an linport

ant rol e. Sattin explains that dreams, which he calls "conspicu

ous irrelevance", are parti cularly linportant because they make it 

possible for the writer to create his allegory without isolating 

the realism of his work (52). 

3.4 SYMBOLS AND IDDERN ALLEillRY 

Clifford concedes that modern allegories differ fr6rn their prede

cessors in that there is no firmly established hierarchy of value 

t o define or give meaning to the progress of the character s ( 16). 

As t raditional symbol s lose their power , or dinar y events have to 

take their place . As an example she menti ons The Trial, in which 

Kafka allows the legal process to stand among other things for 

"all the complex means by which bureaucratic societies thwart and 

obfuscate the desires and ambitions of the indivi dual" (11). She 

point s out , however, that a comparable centr al linage occurs in the 

non-allegorical Bleak House (11), which proves that symbol alone 

does not make a work allegorical . Sattin refers t o James's Golden 

Bowl and Chekhov ' s Sea-gull, which both contain a central symbol, 

but a re not allegorical: "In allegory there is not merely a cen

tral unifying linage or symbol; rather, the work must contain a 

continued or extended symbolism whereby t he symbols and linages are 

related t o each other so that they fom a coherent framework" (1 6 ). 
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According to Clifford, the concern is always with the process, 

with the way in which various elements interact , and their effects 

on and within individuals. This change and process is often ex

pressed by allegorical action taking the form of a journey, a 

quest or a pursuit, having a variety of objectives, the value or 

worthlessness of which is discovered by the heroes in the course 

of their journey/quest/pursuit (11). A modern example is K.'s 

attempt to establish his identity and gain access to the Castel

lan in The Castle (12). Clifford is quite clear on this point: 

"It is this process which symbols on their own cannot express, for 

symbols are primarily static and allegory is kinetic. One might 

say that in The Trial and The Castle, the Law and the Castellan 

are symbols, while K. 's involvement in the process of law and his 

attempt to reach the Castellan are allegories" (12). In these 

two major works "the arbitrary and often obscure nature of the ac

tion, the suggestion that only the hero (like the reader of a sym

bolist poem) can assign meaning to his experiences, of course sug

gest affinities with symbolist literature" 03-14). Allegory is, 

however, distinguished from symbolism by the former's reliance on 

structured narrative. Symbolism is possible wi thout narrative, 

but allegory is not (14). 

De Man's essay, 'The Rhetoric of Temporality ' , first published in 

1969, turns on the cardinal distinction between ' symbol' and 'al

legory' . He conceives them not so much as two distinct orders of 

language, but as two strategies for making sense of linguistic fi

guration (Norris:SO). Since symbol, for de Man, always resolves 

back into allegory, he substitutes allegory for symbol as the 

ground of all linguistic understanding. "Allegory becomes the de

mystifying trope par excellence, the determinate negation of eve

rything claimed on behalf of symbolic transcendance" (Norris:81). 

Norris quotes a passage from de Han 1 s Blindness and insight: Es

says in the rhetoric of contemporary criticism ( 198 3, ~lethuen , 

London , p. 207) which brings out the underlying ethical dimension 

of de !'Ian' s argument: 
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\Vhereas the symbol postulates the possi bility of an identity 
or i dentifi cation , allegory designates primari l y a distance in 
relation to its own or igin, and, renouncing the nostalgia and 
the desir e t o coincide, it establishes its language i n the 
void of this t emporal differ ence. In so doing, it prevents 
the self from an illusory i dentification with the non-se l f, 
which is now fully, though painfully, recognised as a non-self. 
It is this painful knowledge that we perceive a t the moments 
when early r omantic literature finds its true voice (Norris:82). 

Buning illustrates the cyclic nature of much of l iterary t heory 

when he i ronically points out t hat if we should substit ute ' sym

bol 1 for ' metaphor ' and ' allegory ' for 'metonymy 1 , we would be 

back with Coleridge and the r omantic critics (44)! 

3. S MYTH AND fol>DERN ALLEGORY 

As a result of research in recent years, Dr Carl G. Jung post u

lates a ' col l ective unconscious ' which consists of 'primordial 

images' or ' a rchetypes' (Preminger:540) . Following this i dea, 

Kiru<ead-Weekes and Gregor propose that literary myth so deals 

with men as to reveal an archetypal ' truth' hidden below the sur

face of everyday life (243 ) . They war n, however , that this 

'truth' has to be 'discovered' . They are of the opinion t hat the 

essence of l iterary myth is process, and, more precisely, revers

al and discove ry. "Fable offers t he pleasures of analysis, his

tory of recogni tion, myth those of r evelation" (243). In fact, 

Campbell goes so far as to say that "r.tyth is t he secret openi ng 

through which t he inexhaust ible energies of the cosmos pour i nto 

human cultural manifestat ion. Religions, philosophies, arts , the 

social forms of primitive and historic man, prime discoveries in 

science and technol ogy, t he very dreams that blister s l eep, boil 

up from the basic, magic ring of myth" (1968: 3) . 

Bloomfield conf irms t hat 'myth' has been expanded i n our times to 

include t he recurrent patterns of action and meani ng in l i tera

ture and no longer only r efers to Greek and Latin bel i efs about 

t he heroes and gods (1981: v) . 



77 

Jung holds that these archetypal story elements are buried deep i n 

man's psyche, below the suppressed or inchoate memories belonging 

to the individual, and that the emergence of a definite mythology , 

recognised as such, r epresents on the whol e a later and more so

phisti cated stage of human thought, so that the older mythic sto

ries have become materials to be embellished, recontextualised, 

and r einterpreted (Preminger:540). 

Scholes believes that t he mythic and archetypal dimension of lit

erature, f undamental as i t is, has only r ecently begun to be un

derstood: "a criticism and understanding of fiction based upon 

an awareness of t he archetypal patterns of mythology and their re

lationship to t he human psyche is a fairly recent development" 

(171). He does not, however , agree that a new age of myth is in

cipient. He explains his contention : "Once so much is known 

about myths and archetypes, they can no longer be used innocently. 

Even their connection to the unconscious finally becomes attenuat

ed as the mythic materials are used more consci ously . All symbols 

become allegorical to t he extent that we understand them. Thus 

the real ly perceptive writer is not merely consci ous that he is 

using myt hic materials. He i s conscious t hat he is using them 

conscious l y. He knows , finally, that he is allegor izing" (171) . 

Piehler points out that "modern man is not so much concerned with 

the mythical for its own sake, as with t he function of the mythic

al and intuitional elements i n the huma n consciousness as they re

late to and interact with t he rational elements of his psychic 

life" (7) . 

Quilligan believes that t he 'pretext' refers to that source which 

always stands outside any allegorical narrative, and becomes the 

key to its i nterpretability (1979:23) . 

3.6 FABULATION 

Scholes feels very strongly that the whole question of allegory is 
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one that no t reatment of modern fabulati on can aff or d to ignore. 

"Along with romance, satire , and picaresque, allegory is an im

portant mode of fabulati on" ( 66) • 

A sense of pleasure in f orm is one characteri stic of f abulati on 

(Scholes:lO). Scholes uses a medieval f able to i l lustrate hi s 

thesis , namely the eight h fable of Alfonce , Englished by Caxton, 

1484, which is a tale (about sheep) within a tale ( about king and 

fabulator ) wi thin a tale (about master and disciple) . The inner

most tale i s by i ts nature unending ( 8). "With i t s wheels with

in wheels , r hythms and counterpoints, t hi s shape is part ly to be 

admired for its own sake" (10). 

As narrat i ve becomes less specificall y related to the real world, 

and c l oser to a more gener al ized ideal than to specifi c f acts, it 

becomes more fictional. This fictional generalization of reality 

tends towards b•o opposing impulses, the esthetic and the intel

lectual , the desire for beauty and the desire for trut h (Scholes 

& Kellogg : 105). 

It is to emphasi se these qualities of art and j oy and to suggest 

the r e lated qualities that Scholes chooses to term certain modern 

writers 'fabulators' (10). "Modern fabulation, like the ancient 

fables of Aesop , tends away from the representation of r eality 

but returns t oward actual human life by way of ethicall y control

led f antasy" (10) . It means a return t o a less realistic and more 

artistic kind of narrati ve (12). 

Lodge defi nes fabulation as follows : "Such narrati ves suspend 

reali stic illusi on in some significant degree in the interests of 

a freedom in plotting characteristics of romance or in t he inte

rest of an expl icitly a l legorical manipulation of meani ng or both" 

0977b : 102) . 1 

1. Lodge identifi es yet another kind of novel which he calls the 
"probl ematic novel ", whi ch has affinities with the non- f i ction 
novel and wi t h f abulat i on ( 1977b : 105) . 
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Kinkead-Weekes and Gregor point out that if the world of fable is 

quite unlike t he world of everyday , it has a direct bearing on it . 

We enter the other world to analyse our own with greater clarity 

and freedom. We look continually for point , so that the process 

of reading involves a continuous need for translation. Our aware

ness of meaning depends on our awareness of correspondence. "No

t hing is offered for its own sake. Situations, relationships, 

protagonists, figures, are selected, controlled for a purpose be

yond t hemselves, serving an analytic design or debate" (24). 

Scholes is of the opinion t hat it is Proust who "explodes the em

pirical notions of characterization so essential to realistic and 

naturalistic fiction, by demonstrating the artif iciality of the 

real and the reality of the artificial" (2). He declares that 

just as Cervantes's work was an anti-romance, Durrell's work is 

an anti-novel: "Bot h men were faced with a constricting literary 

tradition and revolted against it" (19). 

Scholes considers the English writers William Golding, Iris Mur

doch and Lawrence Durrell to be clearly committed to fabulation 

as a mode of fiction, while Anthony Burgess and Kingsley Amis have 

moved i n that direction. He mentions .Nabokov 11 and a host of 

younger men" in America who can properly be called fabulators (13), 

while in South Africa we might add at least J.M. Coetzee and 

Sheila Fugard. Scholes points out that t he response to their 

work is baffled, mainly because reviewers and criti cs have inade

quate understanding of ."this new literary mode I have called fa

bulation" (13). Viljoen believes that fabulation represents an 

effort to transcend t he limiting effect of realism, to avoid the 

necessity of rernaining close t o the facts of t he Sout h African 

situation (1986 :114). 

3. 7 'DIE IMPORTANCE OF 'DIE READER 

Quilligan points out t hat currently the ' reader' has been experi-
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encing a revival in literary .criticism for the same reasons t hat 

allegory has recently again become a privileged genre: "From 

structuralism to affective stylistics, the reader has once again 

become the producer of meaning" (1979 :21). Leyburn bears this 

out when she says t hat by its very nature allegory presupposes an 

imaginative act on the part of the reader to corr espond to the 

aut hor's act of creative imagination ( 135) .• As Barth says, " • •• 

The reader! You, dogged, uninsultable, print- oriented bastard, 

it 's you I'm addressi ng, who else , f rom inside this monstrous 

ficti on .• • " (1975: 209). 

Quill igan contends t hat the f i nal focus of any allegory is its 

reader, and t he r eal 'actions' of any allegory is the reader's 

learning to read the text properly: 

We laugh at comedy, wonder at romance , snor 'c at satire, feel 
pity and terro·r at tragedy, and admire a hero after reading 
an epic . The work's forms are designed to evoke t hese respon
ses . After readi ng an allegory, however, we only realise what 
kind of readers we are, and what ki nd we must become in order 
to interpret our significance in t he cosmos . Other genres ap
peal to readers as human beings; allegory appeals to readers 
as readers of a system of signs, but this may be only to say 
that all egory appeals to readers in tenms of t heir most dis
tinguishing human c haracteristic, as readers of , and therefore 
as creatures finally shaped by t:<eir language ( 1979:24). 

She believes t hat a l evel of meaning 'beyond ' the l iteral is l o

cated in the self-consciousness of the reader, who gradually be

comes aware, as he reads , of the way in which he is creating the 

meaning of ·t he text ( 28) . 

I n his own inimical style, Barth describes the predicament of the 

author: "Why has he as it were rut:<lessl y set about not to win 

you over but to turn you away? Because your own author, bless 

and damn you his life i s in your hands! He writes and reads 

himself, don ' t you ·thi nk he knows who gives his creatures their 

lives and deaths? Do they exi st except as he or others read 

their words? Age except we turn their pages? And can he die un

t i l you have no more of him?n (210). 
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Kermode explains Roland Barthes's stand: "A text, he argues, is 

not to be referred to a structural model, but understood as a se

ries of invitations to the reader to structurate it. It is a net

work of significations, of signifiants lacking transcendant sig

nifies, and a reader can enter it anywhere" (1983:66). 

3. 8 LTITeRATURE ENGAGeE 

Edna Deudney (1979) has made a study of the concept ' commitment' 

and has come to the conclusion that the term implies a critical 

awareness of contemporariness, particularly political contempor

rariness , and a desire to bring about change. 

Van der Elst expresses t he opinion that a l l literature is engaged . 
in one way or another, particularly when it centres a round uni-

versal human emotions like love, sorrow, and the experience of 

beauty (1985 : 1-2) . In a country like South Afri ca where the po

litical situation is an inescapable reality of everyday existence, 

of every situation, it is inevitable that most literary works will 

not only centre around universal human emotions, but will also be 

connnitted to pa r··ticular political viewpoints and the question of 

human rights and human rel ations . 

Committed literature is of course not by any means limited to 

South African l iter ature. Most novels concerned with r evealing 

the weaknesses of society i n an attempt to "draw attention to the 

fractures" (Zamora:2) can be interpreted as committed lite rature 

and are often allegorical in nature , when social commentary is 

obliquel y delivered. Orwell's Animal Farm and 1984 may be consi

dered to fall i nto this category, also Solzhenitsyn ' s One day in 

the life of Ivan Denisovich , as well a:s most of the novels dis

cussed in Chapter 4 of t his study. 

Malan stress es the fact that the pathological fear, loneliness, 

dehumanization and blatantly realistic sexuality are not limited 
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to South African writing, but appear al l over the world in con

temporary literature (1982c:21-22). 

Deudney i s of the opinion that the origins of contemporary canmit

ted literature can be traced to surrealism, absurdism, existen

tialism and historical materialism. In this r espect she r efers 

particularly to the works of Andre Breton, Alber t Camus, Jean-Paul 

Sartre and George Lukacs (42). The writer i s interpreter of a 

philosophy of life or world-view, and the a priori subject matte r 

(55) . She declares that the writer's perspecti ve on the social 

and political system is determined by hi s personal or ideological 

scale of values (64) . As example she mentions the poetry of IVil

liam Blake, which is largely committed to criticizing contemporary 

social and political events (79). She quotes David Errunan as 

pointing out that Blake was careful to disguise his references to 

contemporary people and events by employing allegory ( 79) . The 

use of allegory has the additional advantage of being a surreal

istic procedure by which history is placed in a kind of di dactic 

perspective (80) . 

Yeats is also c ited as an example of a poet committed to i nspir

ing the present with the past. Deudney mentions his Cuchulain 

dramas in this respect ( 86) and one might add at l east t he two 

dramas discussed in the following chapter, Cathleen ni Houlihan 

and 1he dreaming of the bones . 

Orwell ' s Animal Farm and 1984 are intended to reveal to t he r ead

ers the irr ational pmvers threatening man and hi s world (Deudney: 

126) . Deudney reveals the allegorical nature of these examples 

of committed literature . She identifies t hree l evels of meani ng 

in Animal Farm: a successful animal fable f or chi l dren; a parody 

of the Russion revolution; a revelation of the inescapable fate 

of all revolutions inspired by a lust for power (127). In 1984 

Orwell tries to sensitize his readers to t he dangers of totalitar

ianism ( 128). 
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Camus ' allegorical novel , The Plague, is also i nte rpreted as a 

committed attack upon Naziism, and above all offering irrefutable 

evidence of human behaviour , suffer ing and .batt l e i n a hard world 

in which the germ of t he pl ague is never eradicated (132) . 

Deudney comes to the conclusion that all literature that is real

ly committed has a contemporary pol itical and/or socio-economic

moral ideal of change, and that topi cal literature is not neces

sarily committed . 

3. 9 A WORKING DEFINITION OF MJDERN ALLEGORY 

Buning quotes Sir Karl Popper (1974 , Obj ective Knowledge, Oxford, 

p. 341-61) as follows : "The hypothesis ••• precedes the observa

tion, even though an obse rvation that refutes a ce rtain hypothesis 

may stimulate a new (and therefore a temporally later) hypothesis 

For we learn only from our hypothesis to what kind of observa

tions we ought to direct our attention; wherein to take an inte

rest. Thus it is the hypothesis which becomes our guide, and 

which leads us to new observable result s" (54 ) . 

It is therefore now necessary to arrive at a hypothesis which will 

be a guide to the study of a number of modern allegories, a study 

which may refute this hypothesis, but will nevertheless hopefully 

lead to "new observable r esults". 

Zamora has already r ecognised that to suggest that allegory is a 

prominent literary vehicle for political dissent is to require a 

redefinition of our conventional sense of its nat ure and purpose 

(1). Sattin, too, concedes that allegory needs r edefining as it 

is modified by new ways of thinking and perceivi ng. This natural

ly applies to every literary device and genre and not only to al

legory, for literature is dynamic, and so are t he t erms defining 

it . Allegory is flexible. "It moves from neo-cl assical optimism 

and a world view marked by confidence and faith that an objective 
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truth has indeed been discovered to romantic doubt and the subse

quent challenge to man's most basic beliefs" (Sattin : 250) . 

Hugh Webb agrees that it is necessary to look closely at the na

ture of allegory to gain a clearer understanding of the artistic 

potential made available by the use of the form (66) . He pro

ceeds to give his definition of allegory : "The allegory i s a 

narrative in which details of the presented world possess pluri

significance. They are ordered not only to make sense in them

selves but also to signify a correlated, second order of events 

or concepts" (66) . This description emphasises the tendency in 

modern allegory for the allegorist to create a special worl d, 

which he presents as a microcosm, of which every detail makes a 

significant contribution to the meaning of the a l legory . 

Allegory has in fact redefined itself . It is indeed a flexible 

mode , and as in medieval times it was the ideal fonn to convey 

man ' s search f or the perfection t hat existed in his belief in a 

fixed hierarchy of power and condition, it is now the ideal form 

·to convey the desires, frustrations , suffering and disillusion

ment of modern man. 

Literature has always reflected man and his involvement with his 

environment, be it social, political or . bureaucratic . It is "the 

osci llation of t he allegorical fable between publ i c and private 

realms and between realistic and symbolic narration that makes it 

a particularly useful mode for Coetzee and others" (Zamora:l ) . 

Fl etcher recognises, as a function of allegory, the abi lity to 

express conflict between rival authorities . He mentions the use 

of what he calls "Aesop-language", the purpose of 1vhich is to a

voi d censorship of dissident thought (22). The widespread use of 

allegory to express dissidence by authors of undisputed literary 

merit, should afford allegory an undisputed place in modern l ite

rature. 

Allegory as a literary fonn is structured in such a way as to en-
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courage and sometimes compel the reader to look for further mean

ings which are not literally in the text . "It is the peculiar 

contribution of deconstructionist criticism to have emphasized, 

even at the risk of over-exposure, the absence of stable meaning 

in the text" (Buning: 46) . Buning takes an interesting stance. He 

is of the opinion that the very concept of allegory can be broken 

down from the most to the least allegorical, "depending on the 

kind and quality of the interaction between them and image, or 

abstraction and concretion" (13) . In accepting this view he feels 

that we liberate ourselves from the notion that allegory should 

involve a point- to-point, compulsive relation between theme and 

image. He argues for freestyle allegory and i ntermittent allego

rical interpretation (13) . Buning emphasises that in good, effec

tive, imaginative allegory, the metaphysical relationship between 

particulars (characters, actions, situations) and universals (con

cepts and ideas) has allusive and revelatory power (192). 

To read a literary work as an allegory is more adequately to in

terpret its meaning, which is the primary reason for reading it 

in the first place . An allegorical interpretation leads from the 

particular to the general, and this interpretation need not have 

been the author ' s intention. On the other hand, allegory cannot 

be read into a work if it is not already, t hough perhaps latently, 

there. The reader's willingness to interpret is crucial, because 

modern allegories do not depend on the stable, coherent system of 

reference that was the basis of medieval allegory . An allegori

cal interpretation requires greater insight than that of the cas

ual reader. Nevertheless, allegory does not need to be read exe

getically . 

Modern allegory differs from earlier allegory mainly because its 

material has changed. The allegorist can make no appeal to shared 

values, and the emphasis falls on the internal authority of the 

text itself . On the other hand, allegory is intimately associat

ed with the society in which the poet writes; it demands human 

partic ipation and must be explicable in social tern~ (Riggio:187) . 
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The modern novel i s often psychological, and allegory is the i

deal vehicle for the inner conflict being examined . In medieval / 

allegory the literal and abstract l evels remain separate. In ··' 

modern all egory alienation is a central concept, based on uncert

ainty, the protagoni sts and their actions having no logi cal pur

pose or planned destination, "no end but the means" (Clifford:52) , 

and digression reflects the essential fragmentation of the uni

verse ( 53-54). The narrative basis is still present so that al

legori es need not be read exegetically and the surface narrative 

is capable of 1naintaining interest by itself, but the typical 

multilevel natur e of allegory is there . It explores man's reac

t ion to the chaotic world in which he finds himself, a world in 

which established norms and principles have lost their meaning. 

This is reflected in the manner in \vhich the surface l evel some

times t ends to disintegrate, reflecting the incoherence of expe-

rience . 

The fundamental forms of allegory are still the j ourney, the bat

tle or conflict, the quest or search, transformation, and some 

form of process , but the purpose of this process has become dif

fused and is no longer controlled or directed towards some ideal 

conditi on or destination . The referential certainty upon which 

al legory has always stood, is repeatedly deconstructed. It does 

not make any pretence of coher ing experience, but it does by its 

very form manage to express the otherwise inexpressible, while 

retaining its universality, which is characteristic of allegory. 

In conclusion, it appears that modern al legory needs t o be defin

ed i n terms of its nature and its purpose. A working definition 

of allegory recognises the presence of the following characteris-

tics : 

* Its nature is multi-level, which is the literal or surface 

level, and ariy number of underlying levels of meaning; 

* realism is often abandoned in favour of imaginative projec-

tion ; 
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* the writer's craft is often examined and t he problem of commu

nication explored; 

* it has an inherently ironical and satirical nature; 

* it is largely psychological, concerned with inner rather than 

external conflict; 

* it employs personification, but far more subtly and indirectly 

than in earlier allegory. 

The purpose of the use of allegory may be suggested as follows: 

* To examine the relationships between master and servant, pow

erful and oppressed, parent and child; 

* to deliver disguised political and social commentary, being an 

oblique method of dissent; 

* to reflect man's ali enation and his futile search for meaning; 

* to treat universal themes, universality being the underlying 

level of meaning. 

In the following chapter, even a cursory glance at the selection 

of works reveals that allegory, far from being an anachronism 

that has somehow survived the middle ages, is indeed a living, 

dynamic mode, particularly suited to conveyi ng and i nterpreting 

contemporary society and its problems . 
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4 SCfoiE follDERN ALLEroRISTS 

The first two allegorists to be discussed, Yeats and Conrad, will 

be found not to be modern allegorists in the true sense of the 

term. They appear not to have broken entirely f r ee of the nine

teenth century, although thei r work does reveal some characterist

ics of rnodern allegory, such as being vehicles of political dis

sent . They r epresent a period of transition f rom the ultimately 

optimistic end-vi ew of earlier allegory , t o the pervasive pessi

mism of modern allegory. 

4.1 WILLIAM B. YEATS (1865-1939} 

Joseph Chadwick (1986} examines two plays by Yeats and finds them 

to be recogni sably allegorical . Cathleen ni Houlihan ( 1902) exa

mines the 1798 rebellion, and 'lhe dreaming of the bones (1917) the 

1916 Rising. 

Cathleen ni Houlihan is a family romance and Chadwick argues that 

it forms the basis of an extremely idealistic national and nation

alistic allegory. It defines a clear-cut confli ct be tween colon

izer and colonized as the rnost fundamental problem facing Irish 

society. The family romance of 1be dreaming of the bones, how

ever, is an allegory which claims equal importance for the con

flicts within the colonized society and the psyche (155-6). Chad

lvick i s of the opinion t hat 'lhe dreaming of the bones offers a 

critical rewriting of Cathleen ni Houlihan which radically r evis

es the earlie r play ' s al legory, and sketches the crisis in social 

r elations posed by Ireland's attempts to "awaken from the night

mare of its history" (156). This play moves closer to modern al

l egory in its exploration of psychological , internalized conflict. 

In Cathleen ni Houlihan I reland is personified as the Old Woman, 

"a supernat ural, phantasmal mother-figure" (156). She was put to 

wandering because of "too many strangers i n the house " and has 

l ost the "four beautiful green fields" of Lei nster, Ulster , ~1un-
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ster, and Connaught ( 156) . By representing Hichael ' s decision to 

join the rebellion as a choice between the young woman, his fian

cee, and the Old Woman, the play identifies a certain pattern of 

Oedipal desire as a psychic mechanism through which nationalist 

political devoti on may operate (156). I n this case the son de

votes himself to an idealized political version of the 1nother who 

is also a l over, and rebels against the political version of pat

ernal authority, "John Bull" (156) . Although the play has an 

Irish background, the allegory itself is flexible enough to have 

universal appeal, because it supports a transcendent spiritual 

ideal of nationality . 

The dreaming of the bones can be read as a national allegory, 

which is a response to t he allegory. proposed in Cathleen ni Hou

lihan. Focusing on Diarmuid and Dervorgilla, the lovers who 

brought the Normans to Ireland and so began the 700 years of Eng

lish domination, this play proposes a critical rather than an 

idealistic allegory of Irish nationality and its family romance 

explores, in psychic terms, the historical r oots of the earlier 

play's idealistic devotion (159-160). The Young Man associ ates 

t he lovers and their act (the act of love interpreted as an act 

of violence through which he was engendered) with the t wel f th

century Norman invasion, and also with the present-day viol ence 

in the west of Ireland (162). Diarmuid and Dervorgilla' s l ove is 

synonymous wit h the whole chain of violent acts by which English 

colonial rule had been maintained (162). Their l ove is the prim

al 'crime ' which determines t he course of Irish history. Chad

wick interprets the Young ~lan' s refusal to forgive the lovers as 

essentially a refusal to acknowledge the similarities between the 

l overs ' crime and his mm acts of political viol ence i n the Ri s

i ng (163). 

The dreaming of the bones does what Zamor a calls "[drawing) at 

tention to the f r actures" (2) : it criticizes an ideological po

sition which refuses to acknowledge the internal confl i cts in 

which violence might flare (Chad1"ick: 166) . 
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The main diff erence between t hese two allegories and true modern 

allegory is t o be found in their purpose. Cathleen ni Houlihan 

supports the spiritual i deal of nationalism, \vhile The dreaming 

of the bones acknowledges the weaknesses within Ireland, but re

mains inherently idealistic. This idealism is the antithesis of 

the alienation and f utility expressed in the typical modern alle

gory. 

4.2 JOSEPH CONRAD (1857- 1924) 

Of Conrad's l ast completed text , The Rover ( 1923) , W. R. l'lartin 

says that it renunds him of Hendn@vay's The old man and the sea: 

"beneath the smooth surface of the tale there a r e depths that have 

been plumbed by a wri ter who has thought long and felt deeply" 

(1967:1 86). Running true t o modern allegorical tendencies, it 

has full , natural and convincing detail, but also has a strong 

allegorical undercurr ent . 

The allegory concerns France, Peyrol representing the ancient, at 

first slumbering, ; but enduri ng finer spirit of France (Martin:186) . 

The frate rnit y of the "Brothers of the Coast" is strange, but real 

and pract ical , unlike the unreal theoretical "frat ernity" , which 

is a catchword of t he Revolution which has convulsed France . \Vhile 

he has been away (187). 

The excesses following t he Revolution are symbolized by the glut 

of paper money, but Peyrol secretly brings home a f ortune info

reign coins , genuine currency, which he hides. Eugene and his 

wife , \Vho discover i t , r epresent the "new purged France " that Pey

rol has restored (11arti n:188) . His death is symbolic of the sac

rifice \Vhich is necessary before rebirth is possibl e. 

MaFtin points out that l ike Ar lette, and like Escampobar Farm, 

the tartane suffers t he f ortunes of France : "it i s stained by 

the Terror, seized by a wrongful owne r , neglegted, and having 
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been r estored by Peyr ol, it i s l i be rated when he t akes i t to sea" 

(188) . 

Martin identifies Scevola as representative of the tempor a r y aber 

ration of "the genius of France, the madness of the Revolution" 

(1 89). Arl ette i s t he France that Scevola has taken i llegal pos

sessi on of. \Yhen she recovers her senses by falling i n love , 

Conrad descr i bes her i n exaggerated and sentimental tern~ that 

i denti fy her as " l a belle France" (189) . Real , who is ready for 

despair, and Cathari ne who is t i red of life, reflect the condi 

t ion of ·the French people. Their illness is cured by Peyrol ' s 

sacrifi ce ( 190) • With the marriage of Real and Arlette, "the 

usurper has been routed and France r estored" (190) . Eugene and 

Arlet te ret ire t o lead a withdrm-'fl but digni fied l ife , symbolic

ally resto~ing the dignity of France. 

In spite of the clearly allegorical nature of thi s novel , it is 

not thoroughl y modern . It reflects an age of viol ence and dis

r upti on, yet r emains ideali stic, having a purpose, t he r estora

tion of France . I n modern allegory such an i deal would have been 

lost in a labyrinth of confusion. 

4-3 FRANZ KAFKA (1883-1924) 

Bloom points out that the complex nature of a l legory makes excep

tional demands on its practitioners, requi ring a canbination of 

creati ve imagination and perception of uni ver sal truths that is 

s e ldan achieved . "Not only must the great allegorist be endowed 

with esthetic geni us, but he must also be i ntensely sensi t i ve to 

those human probl ems which transcend everyday rea l ity and which 

either aspire to supernal ideals or suggest t he need for t hose 

ideal s" ( 189). 

Kafka has proved hin~elf equal to these exceptional demands and 

has pr oduced all egories whi ch sati s f y and transcend t he defined 
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characteristics and purpose of allegory. He may indeed be des

cribed as one of the pi oneers of modern allegory , t he mould which 

has had a profound influence on the f orm of allegori cal litera

ture in t he twentieth century . 

Most of Kafka's short stori es are allegorical and i n The Metamor

phosis (1915) the effects of metamorphosis in terms of the inter

nal , psychological effects of transf ormation are studied. Trans

formation is a recognised allegorical device , and Kafka employs 

it in this work to explore man's reaction to t he world he lives 

in , and to illustrate his alienat ion. 

Angus r ecognises certain traits found in f olklore in this surreal

istic story . He points out that not only is the story steeped in 

symboli sm, but it is specifically concerned with t he metamorpho

sis of a human being into a lowe r form of life (1954:69). "Meta

morphosis followed by a repeated appeal for love i s one of the 

most widespread narrative patterns of myth and ballad, to be 

found in the ' beauty and the beast' and the 'loathly lady' tales" 

(69). In the most famous versi on of the 'beauty and the beast' 

fable, a prince is cast into the form of a hideous beast through 

an evil spell, and appeals humbly to a beautif ul girl for her 

love. When the girl overcomes her natural repugnance and kisses 

the beast, the spell i s broken, the prince regains his human form 

and marries the girl (Angus:70). l~ereas in the f olklore the ap

peal for love is usually eventually granted , ensuring a "happy 

ever a f ter" ending, Kafka denies any such happy ending, l eaving 

the 'beetle' to die of humiliation. The two most mysterious parts 

of the fable , the evil met amorphosis itself, and the beast's re

peated appea l for love , are the two phases paralleled in Kafka's 

The Metamorphosis. 

Angus identifies autobiographical t endencies i n this tale: "All 

our knowledge of Kafka' s l i fe and story t echnique suggests that 

it is a precipit ation in fantasy of his lif elong s ense of loneli

ness and exclusion y of physical i nferiority , and of an ingrained 
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hypochondria" (70). He points out that the story is obviously 

one long, varied and agonised appeal for love . Three times the 

'black beetle' comes forth to make the s~nbolic revelation of re

pulsiveness and the humble appeal for love , and each time he is 

rewarded wi th cruelty, derision, or indifference , until finally, 

when even his kindly sister Grete deserts him, he resorts to the 

last desperate appeal of the narcissistic neurotic and dies for 

pity (rationalising the act as a sacrifice to free his family 

from the burden of his presence) (70-71). 

The subhuman state to which Gregor Samsa is reduced by his meta

morphosi s, is a reflection of the degradati on imposed upon him by 

the work he hates, the tyranny of his empl oyers, and his father's 

expl oitation. His metamorphosis is the physical confi rmation of 

his psychic condition . This i s supported by his abili ty to un

derstand, but inability to communicate , and the lack of sensitivi

ty revealed by his family. The 'beetle ' s' consi derat i on for the 

sensibilities of his family is in ironic contrast to their ' human' 

selfishness. At the same time it refl ects the degradation of man 

and his desperate plea for recognition of his i ndivi duality whi ch 

is symboli zed by his inability to eat, once his sister has given 

up taking trouble to provide for his transfonned tastes. No al

lowance is made for change, and in his new repulsive shape he i s 

a frighteni ng presence and an embarrassment , not to be understood 

or pitied, but feared and neglected. Clifford says that the para

dox suggested in allegorical action is reflected in the two direc

tions in which transformations may work, either towards greater 

freedom, or the end of freedom . She mentions that the beetle 

trapped in a single room is only a short step from t he beetle 

pinned in a specimen case (33 ). 

Fowler draws attention to the fact that wi th his creation of J o

sef K., Kafka started a new alphabet of initials : "[Kafka ' s] K. 

is generally taken to refer to hi s own name ••. But he subsequent

ly became the paradigm of a new tradition" (86) . Since Kafka a 

promi nent initial name has come to indicate a "non-probable or 
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experimental novel" and t he urmamed protagonist need not be iden

tified with the author (86). According to Trilli ng Kafka has ex

plored the Freudian conceptions of guilt and punishment, of the 

dream, and of fear of the father (1972 : 279). 

Lukacs believes that Kafka's artistic ingenuity is directed to

wards substituting his "angst-ridden vision of the world" for ob

jective reality . "The realistic detail is the expression of a 

ghostly unreality, of a nightmare world, whose funct ion is to e

voke angst" (1972:480). 

The Trial (1925) is recognised as an allegory. In this nove l the 

Law as such is a symbol , while K. ' s involvement in its processes 

is the allegory. K. 's j ourney through the exhausting ramifica

tions of the Law is as allegorical as Christian's journey through 

the world, but the difference between modern and earlier · allegory 

is clearly illustrated by the two journeys. Christian's journey 

has a definite end in view, a condition of bliss to look forward 

to, while K.'s journey ends in meaningless confusion and death. 

Clifford points out that the notion of progress is retained em

blematically, the expectation of progress being created and then 

frustrated in a series of fragmented i ncidents (16). Clifford is 

of the opinion that Kafka's method of building up a series of as

sociations round the idea of 'the law' is arguably the same as 

Spenser's in dealing with the idea of ' love'. The ideas are not 

limited to any single context, either temporal or fictional. This 

becoming grander and more multi-dimensional than any intellectual 

definition or any one image, is characteristic of allegory and is 

due to the cumulative and trans-temporal way in which the action 

unfolds (103). This allegory of Kafka's is superficially real

istic, where Spenser's is overtly fantastic. But what eventually 

emerges from this mundane surface, a narrative which involves an 

ordinary man in an ordinary career caught up i n the inexplicable 

coils of the law, is the allegory which, instead of elevating 

one's thoughts to an expectation of divine mercy, reduces them to 

the chilling fear that there can be no mercy because the law is 
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an illusion. The narrative refl ects not only a unique human ex

perience , but also a universalization of the human condition. Un

derlying K. 's predicament is t he allegory of man's helplessness 

in the face of the incomprehensibly capricious powers of bureau

cracy that control his life. 

Dolo¥el points out that from the very beginning Josef K. is under 

the authority of invisibl e agents. The first clue comes in the 

speech of Willem '"hen he mentions his "instructi ons" and "the 

choice of Josef K. 's warders" . These phrases presuppose the ex

istence of an authority which has given the instruction, t he or

der to arrest J osef K. and has appointed his warders . Even t hough 

the seat of this authority is later given a name, the Court, it 

remains hidden and unkno'"" (1983:129) . 

The cathedral scene near the end of the novel takes this concep

tion of power a step further when even the servant of God appears 

to be a representative of the force that is destroying K. 's life . 

The impartial j ustice expected of the Law has been replaced by 

the entirely arbitrar y actions of a 'court' which has no definable 

j ustice or purpose, or comprehensible procedure . Josef K. 's feel

ings, his fear, his sense of being threatened and exhausted a re 

intensely real, but the things that inspire those feelings remain 

i ntangible. His attempts to come to grips with his alleged 'crime', 

with his Advocate, with the elusive ' court ' itself are repeatedly 

frustrated, and result in a labyrinthine nightmare in1aginatively 

projected by Kafka, in which reality and illusion merge until 

they cannot be distinguished from each other. 

The locality and the action are constantly shifting, and they de

fy any attempt on the par t of K. or the reader to arrive at any 

ultimate defi nition. Hierarchy, instead of being a source of 

con>fort and confidence, causes fear, hatred, and resists any form 

of pr ogress. The background interacts with the actions , intensi

fying t heir allegorical meaning. The C:rab city envirorunent, grey, 

overcast skies, rain , darkness, all serve to intensify the -s ense 
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of gloomy hopelessness which pervades the nove l . The court and 

its appendages are housed in an unli kely block of t enements in an 

unlikely residential suburb. Rooms change their appearance from 

one visit to the next as furniture i s moved in and out, depending 

on whether there i s t o be a hearing or not , adding to K.'s confu

sion and disor ientation. The air of the lobby is difficult to 

breathe and K. feels faint, being unaccustomed to this muggy 'at

mosphere'. The girl ' s attempt to let i n some f r esh air only show

ers them with soot, confirrfling that there is t o be no surcease . 

Ironically , the clerk of inquiries and the girl feel as ill i n 

the fresh air as K. does in the stuffy atmosphere of the garret. 

A surrealistic note i s introduced with the incident in the bank 

when K. hears sounds of sighing from behind the door of a lumber

room, intervenes t o try and prevent the punishment of the warders, 

and the following day con~s upon exactly the same scene in ·the 

same place . The ordered worl d of the Bank , r epresenting a com

plete anti thesis to t he corrupt and disorderly world of the Law, 

has now been i nvaded and undermined by the latter. Although this 

unlikely scene is r ealistically described, its repetition the next 

day and K. 's subsequent reaction suggest its surreal character, 

implying that it might have been a figment of K. 's 1 guilt 1 -ridden 

conscience. The priest's appeal to him in t he dar k, empty cathe

dral, calling him by name, also reveals a touch of the surrealist

ic , where the allegorist has abandoned realism in f avour of ima

ginative proj ection, to i llustrate t he full extent of Jose f K. 's 

'guilt'. 

In this nightmare world that Kafka has created , K. ' s relationships 

with other characters devel op with unexpected speed and take effect 

with unpredictable rapidity. The young woman doing washing in the 

room next to t he room :l.n whi ch K. 's pre liminary hearing is held on 

his first visi t , turns out , on his second visit, t o be t he wife 

of the Law-Court Attendant . In the space of one meeting his feel 

ings t owards her develop from disgust at her behaviour and r esolu

tion not to be corrupted , to a desi re to yield to her attraction. 
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His f i rst visit to the Advocate ends in his making love to the 

Advocate ' s housemaid and mistress. This unprecedented develop

ment of rel ationshi ps compacts the narrative and complicates all 

further relationships . 

Thi s novel examines the relationship between oppressor and oppres

sed, between bureaucracy, the power of which lies in i ts capri 

ciousness, and the powerless individual , who cannot defend him

self because he doesn ' t know what he stands accused of . K. is 

made liable to the judgment 'guilty' because of something he has 

done , or what has happened in the past, but that past is as im

penetrable to him as to t he reader. The law is the origin of 

threat and fallibility rather than of security and value (Clif

ford : 102). As Fletcher expresses it, "The sure sense of one's 

place in the sun has gone. The sure identification of the hero 

with governing political or cultural ideals has gone. Doubt i n

hibits action" (143). Kundera remarks that the dream of the in

finite expansion of the soul has lost its magic. Faced with a 

'court ' , K. is helpless. He cannot even dream, as t he trap is 

too terrible and it absorbs all his thoughts and feel ings - all 

he can think of is his tri al (1984:15) . 

The metaphysical relationship between particulars and universal s, 

characters and concepts, is one of the qualities of allegory, re

veal ing that there i s more at stake than a s i ngle man's guilt, 

more than the surface level of the narrative. Kafka presents us 

wi th the arbitrariness of an ordinary man waking one morni ng to 

find his routinated bachelor existence invaded and disr upt ed by 

two warders \vho inform him of his arrest. This ni ghtmare quality 

has even greater impact because i n Kafka the descri ptive detail 

is of an extraordinary immediacy and authenticit y . Kaf ka i s at 

pains to present Josef K. as an ordinary man, of regular habits, 

neither better nor worse than millions of other men, and t his 

makes him the perfect Everyman . It i s precisely the r andom quali 

ty of his selection by the Court which extends i ts power over eve

ryone. It invades the l i fe of individuals suddenl y , wi thout warn-
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ing, and without justifi cation (Dole~el , l983:133). Kundera points 

out that the court has no r eason to hunt down K. "The will to 

power is quite disinterested; it is unmotivated ; it wills only 

its own will; it is pure irrationality" ( 1984 : 16). 

Kafka remarks of Josef K. as he is being led t o execution: "Into 

his mind came a recollection of flies struggl ing away from the 

fly-paper till their little legs were torn off" (1953:247). This 

mood of total impotence, of paralysis in the face of the unintel

ligible power, informs all Kafka's work (Lukacs:487). This ·view 

of the world from the perspective of a human bei ng as trapped as 

the struggling fly, is all-pervasi ve. Kundera terms this unin

telligible power the "will to power" which domi nates the world 

scene, because there is no longer any generally accepted value 

system to block its path (1984 :16). K. dies an ignominious death, 

"like a dog" , still a rebel , sti ll asking questions, still trying 

but failing to come to terms with the 'law' that has destroyed 

his very existence. Kafka's pessimistic view of t he world is un

equivocally revealed . He has no hope for the individual in a 

world dominated by arbitrary, uncontr olled power. In Kafka's 

work the will to power is naked, showi ng itself i n the incompre

hensible machi nations of the Court. This vision of a world domi

nated by angst, and of man at the mercy of terrors which he can

not understand, makes Kafka's work typical of modernist art. The 

techniques he employs evoke a pr·imitive awe in the presence of an 

utterly strange and hostile reality (Lukacs:487) . 

The Castle (1926) is an elaboration of the theme explored in The 

Trial. Clifford points out that in both these novels Kafka uses 

a disruption of chronology and causality and also (in character

istically inverted way) the sense of past time ( 101). She con

tends that in The Castle, as in many modern all egories, "hierarchy 

and objectives are both blurred and a source of threat" (19). The 

distincti on between t he two kinds of progress is i deological ra
ther than formal. 
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The a l legorical progress in The Castle takes a slightly differ 

ent course, but the end is equally inconcl usive. The castle re

mains mistily veiled and illusory, and the castellan as inacces

sible as the final authority in the Court . The basic structure 

of the action i s similar in both all egories, relying on metaphors 

of progress such as the quest, and on repeated encounters taking 

t he form of dialogue, 'combat or impr isonment (Clifford: 19). Kaf

ka caricatures his contemporary '"orl d, and in the process lowers 

it to a very sinister fairy story. 

Dolezel points out the difference between the village and the 

castle. The village is expressed by explicit texture and, there

fore, appears as a visible world. The Castle is in the implicit , 

indeterminate domain, an invisible world. The visible world in 

which Kafka ' s heroes live, borders on the nwsterious , inacces

sible and all- powerful invisible domain (1983 :129 ). "Kafka ' s 

ficti onal world is the space of a specific modern myth. The mod

ern character of Kafka's myth consists in the fact that his invi

sible world is not supernatural; on the contrar·y, it forms an 

integral part of the natural world" (DoleZ:el,1983:129) . 

The castle is identified and given a name early in the novel, the 

Castle of Count West- west . At the same time its invisibil ity is 

established. It is veiled in mist, '"ith no glimmer of light to 

reveal its presence . Only once does K. observe the castle, and 

then it is seen from a "distant prospect". 

The i nn , Herrenhof, represents a bridge bet\"een the castle and 

the village, but this does not serve to make the officials any 

1nore accessible to K. He really tries to gain access but his 

contact is limited to peeping at Klamm through a hole in a door, 

and waiting interminably for him i n the courtyar d . K. has arri ved 

to take up the position of Land-surveyor, an appointment which 

everyone appears to be aware of, but no-one has any use for . The 

novel i s also an ironic comment on bureaucracy, on the masses of 

papen"ork keeping all manner of officials occupied right through 
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the night , without any discernable purpose or havi ng any visible 

result . As in The Trial, there is the terrifying presence of 

some obscure source of power, vested in an unattainable, uniden

tifiable authority, capable of destroying everything a man has 

worked for, his very hope for the future, at a whim. Control is 

maintained by repeatedly and randomly reversing decisions, while 

maintaining the most rneticulous bureaucracy. 

Dolezel points out that while the lack of individuality of the 

judges and officials of The Trial is manifest i n the way they are 

nmned according to their functions only, the names of the offi

cial s in The Castle are e i ther symbolic like Klmnm, or confusing, 

such as Sortini/Sordini (1983 : 134). It is preci sely this anonym

ity that gives bureaucracy its power over the individual. 

Fowler says that in gothic science fiction the politics become 

overt, and Kafka's In the penal colony f i nds a metaphysical or 

political sense in the gothic apparatus itself (163-4). The 

theme of this work suggests that it may be consider ed a concen

tration and condensation of Kafka's modern allegories. The sim

ple soldier who has been condemned to death without a hearing for 

some trifling trespass, may be seen to represent the individual 

who has already been revealed i n The Trial and The Castle. He is 

at the mercy of uncontrolled, destructive power \vhich he cannot 

under stand. A vast machinery is set in motion to deal with some

thing inherently negligible, suggesting the ponder ous movement of 

the Law in The Trial and of the bureaucracy in The Castle. Tra

gically, what is at stake is not a trifle, but life itself. In 

The Trial Josef K. is executed; in The Castle K. is reduced to a 

condition of perpetual uncertainty; in The Metamorphosis Gregor 

Smnsa quietly dies of neglect. Only in The penal colony is there 

any indication of hope : the officer is killed as the machine dis

integrates. The whole political apparatus is destroyed with its 

perpetrator. Nevertheless, the prophecy engraved on the tomb

stone of the old Commandant denies this hope. After a certain 

number of years he wil l rise again and recover the colony. This 
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possibility is confirmed by the attempts of the sol dier a nd the 

condemned man to escape from the colony with the explorer. The 

explorer deliberately prevents them from boarding the boat, em

phasising the impossibili ty of escaping the bonds of power. 

From these few selected works, it is clear that Kafka has provided 

a blueprint for modern allegory. The multi-level nature emerges 

within t he f irst few lines of each work. Xafka abandons reali sm 

in favour of imaginative projecti on which nevertheless keeps in 

touch with reality . It is this quality that permits thei r inhe

rent pol itical and social connnentary to emerge with such force . 

The themes that are expl ored are universal so t hat the works re

main topical. The novels and short stories are a devastating in

dictment of t he tyranny of uncontrolled power and the futil ity of 

man's sea rch for meaning in a world from which he has become pro

gressively more alienated . 

4.4 l~ HESSE (1877-1962) 

Steppenwolf (1927 ) does not begi n as an allegory. The first part 

of the novel reveals a man alienated from society by a schizo

phrenic quality which manifests itself in his 01vn consciousness 

as the presence of a dehumanizing wolf quality in himself. This 

split personality places him in constant conflict with himself 

and his environment, a conflict which has a destructive e f fect on 

his personal as 1vell as his public relationships , des troying his 

marriage , h i s friendships, and hi s publications cause peopl e to 

hate him. His human part l oves the bourgeois background he comes 

from, and he always takes lodgings in a solid middleclass home; 

the wolf in him despises t hese petty conventi ons and drives him 

out into the cold tu"e and again . 

The author employs changing perspecti ves , f irst t he narrati ve of 

an u npartial, objective observer, and t hen a documented f i rst per

son account , IVhich places t he observations of t he first narrator 
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in perspective. 

The novel becomes allegorical when Harry Haller begins his pere

grinations through the streets of the city. As Clifford points 

out, "the basic structure of the action • • • relies on metaphors 

of progress such as the journey or the quest, and on repeated en

counters taking the form of dialogue, or combat, or imprisonment" 

( 19) • Haller comes upon a door in an old wall, a door that was 

not there before, with the almost invisible legend '1·1agi c Theatre/ 

Entrance not for everybody ' , and later he distinguishes the words 

'For madmen only'. The door resists his efforts to open it, sug

gesting that the time is not yet ripe. From this point the novel 

becomes a curious mixture of realism and surrealism. His wander

ings through the city and his internal monologues, and the brief 

respites when his human half gains control, convey the suffering 

of this middle-aged misanthrope in nightmarish detail. Betlveen 

them, Hermine, Pablo and Maria, representatives of the ordinary, 

sane world which he has ahvays despised, undertake his humaniza

tion. The climax of this process is the masked ball at which he 

enters the Magic Theatre which is for madmen only, with the aid 

of drugs provided by Pablo. Hermine , the enigmatic hermaphrodite, 

is the agent of his release. 

Various interpretations of this novel have been undertaken, and 

Hesse himself says that it is the most consistently misinterpret

ed of his novels (1965 : 5). The allegory that suggests itself is 

the underlying awareness of man's loneliness and his inherent 

need of love and the warmth of friendship, as the only means of 

taming the Steppenwolf . The allegory is a condemnation of intel

lectual hypocrisy, and a recognition of t he animal nature which 

is part of man's make-up. 

Each door he enters i n the t•lagic Theatre illustrates an aspect of 

modern life, magnified to t he point of grotesque distortion , and 

so revealed in all i ts horror. First there is the senseless vio

lence t hat leaves no t ime for theorizing, and Haller discovers 
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for hi mself the compulsive excitement of killing. The next scene 

reveals man's shattered personali ty and the impossibility of re

pair. His third encounter mirrors his own life, the perpet ual 

oscillation of control , f rom animal tamer to wolf, but it is the 

docile man who eventually breaks loose and reveals the most per

verted behaviour . The next door admits hun i nto a worl d in which 

all hi s unsuccessful encounters with women are brought to a mean

i ngful , successful conclusion. In the next vision he murders 

Hermine, while in the final scene he is ' condemned' to everlast

ing life . Hesse says that the story of Steppenwolf pictures a 

disease and crisis, leading not to death but to healing (6) . Per

haps the hope of which Hesse speaks is conveyed in the narrator's 

conviction that Haller has not conmritted suicide, and also the 

hope that he may perhaps one day come to terro5 with himse l f , 

learn t o laugh, and be united with the immortals. 

4.5 DINO BUZZATI (1906-1972) 

The Tartar Steppe (1945) has many qualities which qualify it as 

a modern allegory . At the l i teral level t here is t he depr essing 

story of a young officer allowing his entire life to sli p by as 

he wait s , watching the desolate Tartar Steppe, for an enemy to 

material i ze. 

One i s unmedi ately struck by the siJnilarity suggested in Cavafy's 

poem , ' Waiting for the Barbarians' , and Coetzee ' s novel of t he 

s ame name , that it i s the ' barbarians ' or the enemy that gives 

purpose t o t he lives of these people. To give up hope that the 

enemy will e ve r come , even though centuries have passed since he 

l as t put in an appearance, is to court despair, to destroy t he 

purpose of l iving. 

The description of the j ourney to Fort Bastiani , Drogo's vision 

from afar of t he fort itself, is r eminiscent of Kaf ka's The 

Castle. The fort is much furt her off than he anticipated, and no 
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one whom he encounters on the way appears to know of the exist

ence of such a fort. When he does eventually see it from a dis

tance, it seems an impressive structure, but shrinks in stature 

as he approaches. 

In Kafka's novel the castle remains an enigma. In Buzzati's no

vel it is the barren Steppe which gains the hold of fascination 

over the· souls of the men who stand guard over it in the fort. 

Ther e is something surrealistic about its enslaving fascination. 

Within the walls of the fort time loses its meaning and the only 

reality is the strict routine to which the soldiers are forced 

t o adhere. The dehumanizing effect on their lives is illustrated 

by the shooting of the soldier who tries to return without a pass

word, after slipping out to catch a riderless horse. The inex

plicable appearance and di sappearance of the horse suggests the 

presence of some evil illusion. 

The soldiers inhabit an enclosed world, a special world like Kaf

ka's village, Golding's i sland, or Orwell's farm . Although the 

narration is realistic , there are symbolic undertones. Once an 

officer has entered the fort, there is likely to be no release. 

Yne illusion is created that he has only to make the request in 

order to be transferred, but as it transpires, this is a fallacy 

which undemtines Drogo's confidence in himself as a good officer. 

There is a metaphysical relationship between the particulars of 

his 'confinement' to the fort and the universal i ty of the idea of 

there being no escape from a given journey through life, no mat

·ter how arbitrary the original choice, or lack of choice. The 

fort requires a monastic devotion from the soldiers, but the gods 

that are worshipped in this 'monastery' are those of heroism and 

self-denial, which the absence of an enemy reduces to a farcical 

game, a waste of human potential. 

The oblique style that Buzzati uses is suggestive of the truths 

of military life and war, the waste of human lives sacrificed to 

an abstract thi rst fo r glory , a thirst that rages when the world 
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is at peace and can only be slaked by vi olence. The general to 

whom Drogo pays a visit in the city, appears to be separated 

from the r ealities of life in the fort by an opaque screen of ig

norance, of negligently studied or perhaps incorrect reports, an 

impregnable screen of half - truths and nrisunderstandings which 

prevents Drogo from getting through to him to successfully engin

eer a transfer, and although they are conversing face to face, 

the general is i n r eality as vague and unapproachable as the 

Castellan in :(afka 1 s novel . 

In the microcosn1 of the fort the author conveys all the desires , 

f rustrations, suffering and disillusionment of modern man . There 

are the petty jealousies between men, one which results i n the 

deat h of Angustina . There is the utter boredom of t he daily rou

t i ne in a place where nothing ever happens and the r outi ne be

comes an end in itself, where the days slip by unnoticed because 

every new day is exactly l ike the previous one, each season re

peating itself in exactly the same way , ad infini tum. Yet this 

very boredom exerts some kind of hypnotism which makes i ts vic

tims l oath to break free. The 1vild excitement experienced when 

an approaching l i ne of soldiers is noticed turns to disillusion

ment 1vhen it appears that they are merely a detai l of soldiers 

sent to establish a certain section of the border . 

Droge's initial inner conflict is described, as he battles with 

the question of 1vhether to stay or not , this battle itself a fu

tile exercise, Drogo at thi s stage bei ng unaware of the fact that 

he has no choice. His inability to fit into his old l ife after 

f our years' absence from the cit y, his estrangement from his 

friends and his intended, destroy the comforting thought of a 

home to return t o i n the city. Even his mot her has grown away 

from him so that his isolation is increased and intensified by 

his spel l of l eave . As is t ypical of modern man, Drogo is com

pletely alienated, his actions having· no logical purpose, his 

life no planned destination . 



107 

His continued examination of the Steppe for some sign of an enemy 

is indicative of his unending search for meani ng and even when 

the telescope is handed in and his fellow officer leaves him in 

the lurch, his belief that there must be some truth in the illu

sion sustains him until the end. 

The prohibition of the use of the telescope is an example of the 

petty bureaucracy which rules men's lives and takes the place of 

meaningful action. 

The supreme irony is the fact that Drogo was right and there are 

eventually enemies approaching along a road whi ch they have built, 

and he is too ill to have any part in the battle which will at 

last be fought. He is removed by carriage before the arrival of 

the enemy to make room for reinforcements sent from the city. He 

is left with one last enemy to face, death, and to the end he is 

tortured by the bleak certainty that his courage in facing this 

enemy will also turn out to be an illusion. 

This allegory, like those of Kafka, examines and reveals the fu

tility of man's life, his endless sear ch for meaning, and the 

horror of being subjected to the whims of an unfathomable power, 

even though this power is vested in the r.1ediocre web of bureau

cracy. 

4.6 GEORGE ORWELL (1903-1950) 

Animal Farm (1945) is a profound conmentary on modern political 

philosophy , while at the same tir11e it can be read purely as an 

entertaining story. This multi-level nature of t he novel makes 

i t an allegory. 

The reduction of the principles of Animalism to Seven Command

ments is an indictment of the distortion which i s brought about 

by simplification. The f i nal distortion, ' All animals are equal, 
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but some animals a r e more equal than others ' is sickeningly cyni

cal and contradictory. 

The allegory underl yi ng the often amusing fable, i s a sombre 

h'arning, once again, of the danger of uncontrol led power. The 

intelligent pigs attain a posi tion of power because t he other 

uneducated animal s a r e note in a position to contradict them when 

they gradually adapt and distort old Major ' s i dealistic dream , 

to promote their own i nt erests at the expense of the other ani-

mals~ 

Orwell creates a speci al world, I1anor Farm, and 'peoples 
1 

it 

with tal ki ng animals, as in a typical beast fable. He conveys 

the suffering of the animals under the ndsmanagement of Jones, 

and creates sympathy for the animals' desire f or freedom, as ex

pressed by Maj or . From the beginning, however, Or1vell leaves 

the reader in no doubt t hat the rebellion is doomed to fail. 

Major's theori es are idealisti c, his premises over-simplified, 

and over-simplifi cati on leads to falsification, making no allow

ance for t he real ities of 'human nature'. It is ironic that du

r i ng Major 's speech i n which he expounds his slogan of ' All ani 

mals a r e equal ', the dogs exhibit typical animal behaviour by 

chasing the rats t hat have joined l•lajor's audience. This leads 

t o a vot e on whether the rats are equal or not , disproving Ha

j or ' s maxim from the start. Orwell systematically reveals the 

pi gs ' t reachery , the impact of propaganda on simple, tmeducated 

minds, t he e f fect of one-sided reportage of half-truths , and the 

gradual deterioration of conditions on the farm as the pigs wi d

en the gap between themselves and the othe r animals, and move to

wards t he worl d of man, so that eventually they can agree with 

thei r human neighbours t hat the lower animals can be compared 

wi t h the lowe r cl asses of peopl e. Ironically, the animals look

ing i n on the scene t hrough the wi ndow, find it impossible t o 

distingui sh between man and pig. 

The events in t he novel are closel y r e lat ed to conditions which 
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Orwell recognised in the society in which he lived and wrote, the 

effect of unbridled power , and the exploitation of t he n~sses for 

the benefit of a few . The fact that Orwell uses a beast fable, 

a forn1 often used i n a naively didactic manner, gives even great

er impact to his revelations. 11e examines the relationship be

tween the powerful and the oppressed, man and animal, animal and 

animal, revealing that to the oppressed oppression is experienced 

in exactly the same way, irrespective of who wields the power. 

4.7 WILI.IAM GOLDING (1911-

Kinkead-Weekes and Gregor are of the opinion that Golding's no

vels forn1 a series of vari ations on a problem: "The twelve years' 

work can be seen as an expl orati on of the problem of disengaging 

myth from fable and giving it a sufficiently historical location" 
(247). 

In a critical study of Lord of the Flies (1954), Kinkead-ll'eekes 

and Gregor point out the impressiveness with whi ch Golding makes 

the reader aware that much more than the surface story is being 

told. "Indeed , a clearly focused and cohering body of meaning 

appears to be crystallizing out of every episode" (15). This re

mark confirnts that Lord of the Flies is an allegory. Creating 

his 'special world', Golding reoccupies R.M. Ball antyne's Coral 

Island, in the same manner as whi ch Coetzee, i n his latest work, 

reoccupies Crusoe ' s island. In doing this, Golding presents a 

picture far more real than Ballantyne's romantically idealized 

island, and "shows the falsehood by producing an island and boys 

that are more convincing than Ballantyne's, and t hen gradually 

revealing what the difference implies" (Kinkead-Weekes & Gregor: 

22), and this is the underlying allegory. ~~cNeice, in fact, 

says that Lord of the Flies is a frightening parody of modern 

society (6). It is the fact that the boys are entirely credible 

as boys that allows this allegory to succeed , for i t compels one 

to look below the surface for the universal truths that are to 
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be discovered by the discerning reader . 

The first indication of the evil t hat is wit hin man himself , is 

t he f act t hat t he boys land on the island as the result of an e 

vent of supreme evil, an atomic war . The boys fonn a group on 

t he beach and choose a l eader - both actions reflecting mankind's 

primal instincts. Two important i ssues concerning leadership 

are raised, the motives and methods of those aspiring to command . 

Ralph ' s leadership is based on a desire to serve t he group, while 

Jack's, which e vent ually prevails, is motivated by a desire for 

personal power . 

The boys become aware of t he necessity of r ules to order their 

co-existence on the island, but the society r-epresented by these 

rules, the 'civi lized society' t hey have left behind , bears the 

seeds of violence and corruption within itself, and these are 

t ransferred to the boys ' island worl d . Jack arrives on the is

land with the knife already in his pocket . His control of t he 

choir is t yranni cal. 

The destructive power of t he evil inherent in man is suggested 

by t he fire t hat the boys allmv to rage out of contr ol and which 

leads to the death of at l east one of the boys. Their intentions 

a re good - to attract the att ention of a passing s hip in orde r 

to be rescued - but the rampant f i r e, neglected and al lowed to 

get out of hand, foreshadows t he heat of evil and destruction 

that will sweep the island. 

The me.xt manifestat i on i s t he desire ·to kill which is eventually 

experienced by all the boys with t he exception of Simon. They 

attempt to externalize the evil, and t he fear it brings in its 

wake, and t his results in t he establishment of t he beast- myth. 

They s eek t o propitiate thi s external for ce by making sacri fices 

to it. Simon comes to realise t hat the source of evil lies with

in themselves, but i n attempting to convey t hi s t;o t he group, he 

himsel f becomes their victim. 
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The painted faces sported by Jack's tribe, give the boys anonym

ity and so strip them of the last vestiges of civilized behav

iour, and set them free to follow a course of violence . This 

gradual degeneration into violence is progressively illustrated. 

Roger throws stones at the child playing on the beach, but throws 

to miss , the child still being protected by an invisible circle 

of prohibi tion and punishment surviving from the society they 

come from. Gradually this circle dissipates, until its final 

destruction when Roger dislodges the rock that shatters both Pig

gy and the conch . 

Piggy represents man's rational, intellectual understanding, but 

his r efusal to acknowledge t he realities of Simon ' s death is re

flected by his short-sightedness and his broken spectacles. His 

vision, his understanding, is impaired, and he too falls victim 

to the forces of evil unleashed by Jack's uncontrolled power. 

The tribe's attempt to kill Ralph results in the destruction of 

the vegetation on the island by the fire deliberately lit to 

flush Ralph. The destruction of the vegetation means the des

truction of their own means of survival, and only the timely ar

rival of the naval officer saves Ralph, and his persecutors. On

ly then does Ralph fully grasp the depths of the evil that is inhe

r ent in man, which is the loss of innocence over which he weeps. 

This novel satisfies all the r equirements of modern allegory . 

The surface story is a compelling narrative on its own, but the 

plurisignificance of t his presented world and the events that 

take place, intrude themselves on t he consciousness from the out

set. The island at first presents all the perfection of an un

spoiled paradise, but almost immediately one becomes aware of the 

underlying potential for evil . The crash-landing of the passen

ger tube has left a wound in the undergrowth. There is repeated 

reference to the intense heat, that presses down on t hem, and 

mirages t hat distort vision and create illusions. This endless 

shimmering heat is suggestive of the close proximity of Eden and 

hell. The special world that Golding has created is a microcosm 
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containing all the desires, frustrations, suffering and disillu

s ionment of modern man , made all the more poignant because the 

world is scaled down to the lives of children, isolated in their 

island world as a result of the evil inherent in their elde rs, 

and having only the defective values of their inherited world to 

sustain them. 

Piggy's unquestioning trust in adult authority as the ultimate 

security reflects his inability to recognise that evil is i nhe

r ent in themstlves, and this leads to his death when he attempts 

to confront Jack's unrestrained power with rational reasoning, 

holding the conch, the symbol of democracy, in his hands . The 

rock that kills him also shatters this symbol. 

The novel f ocuses to a large extent on Ralph's consciousness, on 

his attempts to come to grips with the situation confronting 

t hem . He finds it difficult to think logically and to convey his 

t houghts to the others. Eventually his leadership f ails because 

Jack's leadership has a more primitive appeal, to that part of 

the psyche that i s subject to irrational fears and desires, to 

man 's inherent evi l . 

The arrival of the naval officer brings rescue, but Ralph weeps, 

for the knowledge t hat he has at last gained but still eludes 

the officer, that man can be rescued from external dangers , but 

that the real danger, the evil within himself, is inescapable. 

The title of the novel is an indication of the pervasive pr esence 

of evil , in its many manifestations . 

The Inher·itors 0955) is set in the Stone Age and the sheer dis

tance in time makes the moral conveyed in this allegory stand out 

more clearl y (MacNeice:6). Kinkead-Weekes and Gregor have no 

doubt that thi s novel is allegorical: "Golding's Neanderthalers 

are the true innocents, t he harmless ones . •• the title reveals 

a bitter irony, for it is not the meek who inherit the earth, but 

the killers of the meek" (69) . They point out the way in which 
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Golding reveals the archetypal truth hidden within history (248). 

The Neanderthalers are gentle and loving, l eading simple inarti

culate lives. The creatures who invade their paradise show clear 

signs of the depravi ty associated with man, which is still foreign 

to then. Golding appears to suggest that each succeeding age 

brings 'development ', closer to the human being inhabiting the 

earth today, further from the innocent love and consideration re

vealed by Golding's Neanderthalers, so that event ually all gentle 

ness and love may disappear ft~ the human race. Ironically, the 

Neanderthalers gaze with amazed fasc inat ion upon ~hese more de

ve loped creatures, without initially realizing t hat they are ad

miring that which will bring about their own dest ruction. 

Continuing Golding's theme of the evil that is inherent i n man, 

Pincher Martin (1956) represents a solitary i ndi vidual facing 

his mvn doom and coming to grips with life at the moment of his 

death (MacNeice :6) , This novel is written on two l evels, "rais

i ng the past and the question of its relation t o t he present" 

(Kinkead-Weekes & Gregor : 251). The flashbacks from his past are 

not history , but explore allegorically the nature of his being. 

Golding moves from the collective problem of evil in mankind to 

the drama of the salvation or perdition of an individual soul 

(MacNeice: 147). 

The multi-level nature of the plot soon emerges . The sea which 

is so intimately and graphically described in its relation to 

the drowning man, is as brutal and tender, cruel and gentle as 

life itself . Al though the description of ~lartin 1 s struggle to 

survive s eems compellingly realistic, the end of t he nove l e l e 

vates the action to an imaginative projection of a man's redemp

tion or damnation. The flashbacks reveal the depths of his soul, 

his recogni tion of failure at every level. He r ecognises his 

childish fear of the dark , exemplified by the dark cellar, the 

depth of the ocean beneath his feet, the rock. His inability to 

love is explored, as well as his disastrous affairs with women 

who do not belong to him, and with a young boy . He is malicious, 
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dishonest, greedy, insincere. Mary, representi ng unassailable 

virginity, inspires an obsessive desire in him t o possess and 

destroy. Nathani el i s a potential saviour. His unselfish, un

compromising love e l i cits from Martin the nearest approach to 

love that he is capable of. Martin's crazed j ealousy when he 

hears of Nathaniel's intended marriage to Mary, drives him to 

attempt to kill Nathaniel, and this leads to his own death. 

~~rtin ' s battle for survival i n the sea is also his allegorical 

battle for survival in the deep water into which his unpremedi

tat ed deeds have preci pitated him. This is proved by the mental 

flashbacks - the weepi ng boy, Alfred and Sybil weeping, Helen, 

the wife of his producer weeping. The novel's allegorical na

ture is emphasi sed by the role Pete offers Hart i n - t o represent 

any one of the seven deadly sins . The only one he does not con

sider suit able for Martin is Sloth, while Greed is the most ap

propriate. His affair with Helen leads to his dismissal from 

the cast, and he .i s called up to join the Navy whe r e he becomes 

'Pincher ' Martin, disliked , treated with contempt . 

The i mage he retai ns from his chil dhood of a little glass figure 

in a jar of water , its movement s manipulated by t he pressure of 

a finger on the r ubber membrane covering the jar, i s transmuted 

into himself, controlled by some unsympathetic, i~ntplacable force, 

submerging or rel easing him at will. As in all his novels, Gold

ing reveals persuasively that t his power is nowhere else but in 

man himself, that the nightmares tormenting Hartin are of his own 

creat ion. 

Golding suggests that sal vation is to be had, but that man has 

the choice of accepting or rejecting it, as Marti n does . The 

universality of man's desire to have some assurance of life af

ter death is r evealed by the questi on whi ch ~~ Campbell puts 

to the captain of the ship come to fetch Martin ' s body. He 

wants to know whether the smashed, lifeless body, t he sagging, 

det eri orating shed, i s all that is left. His implied desire to 
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be reassured that there is some other existence i s misunderstood 

by the captain, and he leaves Mr Campbell without an answer, just 

as Golding himself leaves the question unanswered . 

4.8 LAWRENCE DURRELL (1912-

Scholes regards Durrell ' s The Alexandria Quartet (1968) as a so

phisti cated exploitation of the intricate intrigues and revers

als of Alexandrian romance (6). Allegory is one way of enrich

ing pure romance, and Scholes finds a shadowy allegorical dimen

sion to The Alexandria Quartet, which is mainly an esthetic alle

gory about ways of story-telling, a dimension which is in fact 

part of the story (30) . Durrell's story is remarkably independ

ent of its allegorical dimension, keeping his narrative squarely 

in the tradition of pure romance (31). vfuat Scholes calls are

vival of ronmnce with a minimal amount of allegorizing, is pre

cisely what modern allegory is. 

Scholes focuses the reader 's attention on the modernity of the 

work. It is preoccupied with story-telling. I t is a portrait 

of the artist, about a character in a book who i s writing a book 

in which he is a character (18). Durrell explai ns this in his 

novel: "'We live' writes Pursewarden somewhere 'lives based up

on selected fictions. Our view of reality is conditioned by our 

position in space and time - not by our personalities as we like 

to think. Thus every interpretation is based upon a unique posi

tion. Two paces east or west and the whole picture is changed' 11 

(1968:210). The novel is a brilliant palDnpsest, revealing lay

er upon layer of interpretations of the same events, reported 

from different perspectives, influenced by different motives. As 

the narrator, Darley, remarks: "[The great interli near] seemed 

to me then to be somehow symboli c of the very real.ity we had 

shared - a palimpsest upon which each of us had left his or her 

individual traces , layer by layer" (Durrel l:215). In this sense 

the novel is true modern allegory, deeply invol ved i n the exami-
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nation of the writer 's craft and the problem of communication 

and perspective . Durrell confirms this : " ··· for no sooner had 

I embalmed one aspect of (the past] i n words than t he intrusi on 

of new knowledge disrupted the frame of r eference , everything 

f l ew asunder only to reassemble again i n unforeseen, unpredict

able patterns • . • " (657) . Reality , the t ruth, wears masks, and 

every time a mask of perspective is removed a strange new face 

is revealed. 

The first section, J ustine (1957) is the "autobiography " of a 

writer , relati ng and attempting to interpret and rational i s e his 

experiences i n pre- Second World War Alexandria, particularly as 

regards his love for Melissa and for J ustine, and various friend

ships, a closely inte rwoven tapestry of conflicting loyalti es, 

dut i es , emotions and lies . It i s written i n retrospect, t he nar

rator having ret ired t o an island, his retirement made possible 

by a bequest from Pursewar den. On t he Greek i s land he rears Me

lissa and Nessim 's child . Something of the indifference of the 

universe to human machinations i s r evealed in the way Darley de

pends on J ust i ne' s diary for his inte rpretation of their rela

tionshi p , while allowing some of t he sheets to be destroyed by 

the child - his i nformation must t herefore of necessity be hap

hazard and fortuitous . Later it i s revealed that this was not 

her diary at all , but Arnauti's discarded notes . At the end of 

this section he recei ves a letter from Clea, \vhich falsifies his 

whole relations hip with Justine, and proves his entire percep

t ion of her love for him to have been based upon a fabrication. 

In the s econd part, Balthazar (1958) Durre l l virtually rewrites 

the first part, this time depending upon Balthazar's i nterlinear 

t o the manuscript of Justine, which Darley had posted to him to 

r ead. This section reveals with a cold objectivity t he limited 

knowledge of t he indi vidual , and the danger of accepting event s 

at f ace value . This document r earranges t he facts and casts new 

l i ght on t he characters, revealing Darley to be subj ective , ro

mantic , and often i ncapable of making objective evaluations. 
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The heat, dust, filth and poverty, but also the charm and sump

tuous wealth of Alexandria form a fitting background for the play 

of passions described in the novel, sometimes intensifying, some

times acting as a neutral foil . 

Mountolive (1958) provides an enti rely new perspective on the 

same period covered in the previous two sections, also adding 

information that was unknown to or deliberately withheld by the 

main characters. Nessim, Narouz and Leila are revealed through 

the eyes of the young professional diplomat, a perspective quite 

different from the other two. The last section , Clea (1960) 

takes the action further into a time made possible by the combi

nation of truths arrived at from the various perspectives that 

have become available. 

The a lmost abnormally voluble introspection, self-examination and 

self-interpretation of the artist-protagonists keep intruding on 

the narrative, relating attitudes and anecdotes that are some

times revealing, often confusing, but nevertheless emphasising 

the complexity of the human psyche. The private lives of the 

protagonists are inextricably linked with the pervasive atmos

phere of Alexandria, local politics, world politics and a world 

war. The emphasis is, however, on the inner, the psychological 

conflicts arising from these l i nks. 

Justine's search for understanding is symbolised by her search 

for her child, whom she l<nows has died, but to accept the futili

ty of the search is to acknowledge the futility of her life. All 

the protagonists undergo a certain amount of transformation, some 

more subtly than others, some ridiculously, l ike Scobie who is 

transformed into El Scob, a saint, with his own shrine and annual 

festival . Perhaps the most important transformation is the re

placement of Clea's hand, her old hand having been destroyed by 

Balthazar ' s carelessness, Balthazar who has influenced so many 

lives, and has himself been rehabilitated by his friends. Clea's 

new hand seems t o have an identity of its O\ffi, guiding Clea into 
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new dimensions of art. 

Pursewarden provides the ironical and satirical note which places 

people and their attitudes in perspective , yet is unable to face 

the final realit y, and opts out by taking hi s own life. 

The revelations to which the narrator has been subjected has 

transformed him from a callow theorist and romant ic to a mature 

being, once more capable of writing: "Yes, one day I found my

self writing down with trembling fingers the four words (four 

letters! four faces!) with ••hich every story-teller since the 

world began has staked his slender claim to the attention of his 

fellow-men . Words which presage simply the old story of an art-

ist coming of age - I wrote : ' Once upon a time 1
" (877). 

4.9 IRIS MURDOCH (1916-

Most of the novels written by thi s prolific writer tend t owards 

allegory . The Bell (1958) is concerned with "the problem of eth

ical behaviour as it is influenced by modern r eli gious and philo

sophi cal ideas" (Rabinovitz,1976 : 31J) . The second orde r of events 

explores man ' s moral weakness, and his sincere but haphazard and 

eventually fut ile attempts to approach some form of clarity or 

truth . The dark l ake surrounding the house with i t s surface of 

smooth silk , conceals the medieval symbol of powe r , the l ost bell 

of t he Abbey . The great bell , once retrieved from the lake and 

activated by Dora, emits a tremendous boom : "The thunderous 

noi se continued, bel lowi ng out in a voice that had been silent 

for centuries that some great thing was newly returned t o the 

world" ( 27 1) . The thunderous declaration of powe r i s not suppor t

ed and cohering, h01•ever. The incid=t peters out i nto a series 

of slightly r i diculous anti-climaxes - the unexpect edly l arge 

number of spectators obstruct the procession to the Abbey and up

s et the programme; the wooden s ection of the causeway coll apses , 

precipit ating t he shi ny new bell in i ts festive robe into the 
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murky depths of the lake, suggesting per haps t he inevitable fate 

of men ' s best i ntenti ons. The medieval bell i s not r einstated to 

t hunder its message of faith and solidarity across the earth, but 

is quietly removed t o a museum to be studied. This bell, engraved 

with a frieze depicting the life of Jesus Christ , the symbol of 

faith , i s enervated by becoming an object of intel lectual study 

instead of bei ng permitted t o resume its true funct i on. 

Many of Murdoch ' s most gentle, sensitive characters are homosex

uals whom she treats with tolerant sympathy, such as Michael, 

whom she contr asts with the handsome, upright, straightforward 

James Tayper Pace, who is nevertheless sel frighteous, unsympathe

tic and hopel essly obtuse. She does not, however , fail to reveal 

the heartbreak and frustrati on brought about by a socially unac

ceptable r el ationship l ike homosexuali ty. 

The evil generated by perverse sexual relationships i s illumin

ated in The Unicorn (1963). Peter, Gerald and Toby are homosex

uals, while Violet is lesbian. Their perversities weave a dense 

web of evil which confines Hannah to the house and ensnares all 

those who come in contact wi th her. The underlying t heme of the 

novel is expressed by Max Lejour: "Ate is the name of the al

most automatic transfer of suffer ing from one being to another. 

Power is a form of Ate. The victims of power , any power has its 

victims, are themselves i nfected. They have then to pass it on, 

to use the power on others. This is evil and t he crude image of 

the all-powerful God is a sacrilege. Good is not exactly power

less. For to be powerless, to be a complete victim, may be ano

ther source of power . But Good is non-powerful. And it is in 

the good that Ate is finally quenched, when it encounters a pure 

being who only suffers and does not attempt to pass the sut·fering 

on" (116). The characters a re all more or less i nvolved in vari

ous attempts t o understand what Hannah stands for. ~~x says that 

they cannot help usi ng her as scapegoat, "she is our image of the 

signif i cance of suffering" (11 5). He recognises, however, that 

she must al so be seen as real, which means that she cannot suffer 
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in their stead . Effingham is inclined to think of her as "a l e 

gendary creature, a beautiful unicorn" (115) but Hax corrects 

him: "The unicorn is also the image of Christ . But we have to 

do too with an ordinary guilty person" ( 115) . Max resists t he 

efforts of the other protagonists to deify Hannah . He imagines 

that she might j ust as well be seen as "an enchantress, like 

Circe, a spiritual Penelope keeping her suitors spellbound and 

enslaved" ( 116). 

Of all the protagoni sts, Hannah is the only one who professes to 

be a Christian. The others, though declaring that they are not 

Chr i stians, nevertheless reveal the basic human need for redemp

tion, for a scapegoat , some expiatory power , and their treatment 

of Hannah reflects thi s need . She herself blames part of her 

condit i on on their att itude : "I t was your belief in the s i gni 

ficance of my sufferi ng that kept me going. Ah , how much I need

ed you a l l! I have battened upon you like a secret vampire 

I needed my audi ence, I lived in your gaze like a fa l se God . But 

i t i s the punishment of a fal se God to become unr eal. I have be

come unreal. You have made me unreal by thinking about me so 

much. You have made me i nto an object of contemplat ion" ( 258). 

Murdoch interweaves t he actions of her characters so t hat even

tual ly everyone stands in a more or less guilty relationship to 

everyone e l se. Even Hari an who arrives as an innocent , becomes 

involved wi th Effingham, Toby , Violet, Gerald, Hannah, and even

tually even with Deni s . Murdoch reveals that no human being can 

di ssociate himself from the fel low humans that inhabit hi s envi 

ronment , who are al l equall y to blame for holding up fal s e images 

one to the other, and not one is sufficiently pure to bear t he 

sufferi ngs of the others . Thi s was the pr erogati ve of Jesus 

Christ . The one who appr oaches nearest t o the Chri st-figure is 

Denis Nolan. He recogni ses the evil that has come of their deeds , 

qnd he takes the blame for Hannah 's death upon himself, because 

he 'ras faithless to her . "The guilt passes t o me . That is why 

I must go away by myself" (310 ) . 
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Murdoch uses the bleak setting, the unstable weather, t he bog and 

the brilliantly described sea t o emphasise events and attitudes. 

Marian's abortive attempt to swim in the rough s ea foreshadows 

her failure to set Hannah free . The bog in which Effingham gets 

lost is indicative of his pompous self-importance, his insensi

tive egotism and lack of self-knowledge which cause him to f loun

der in and out of relationships. Like James Tayper Pace in The 

Bel1 , he is the only one obtuse enough to escape unscathed, with 

his ego intact. 

A similar t heme is explored in The time of the angels (1978). 

Sullivan suggests that Carel is Iris Murdoch's modern Faust who 

signals the end of a humane intellectual and ethical tradition 

(1977-78:566). Father Carel, enshrined i n his tower of darkness, 

embodies the nihilism and interiority of his time . "The sense 

of the ending of an age and of a dying mythology is reinforced 

by the use of decaying cha racters whose loneliness is accent uated 

by their dark, ruined settings and by an oppressive atmosphere 

of t error, melancholy and evil. Wit hin the rectory live the ru

ins of a diseased age - grotesque parodies of f amily, of religion, 

of sexuality and of love" (566). The title of the book which 

Marcus is writing is an ironic comment on Murdoch's novel: "Mo

rality in a world without God" (0' Connell, 1984:55) . 

The theme of darkness is a black thread running through the no

vel. The fog-induced darkness suggests t he unnatural isolation 

to which the inhabitants of the house are subjected . As Sullivan 

says, "The darkness of this fog multiplies as it penetrates the 

house, unne r ving its i nhabitants and merging with the darkness 

of Carel ' s cassock, Carel's black masses, black humour, and black

ness of being" (566). 

The entire vicinity, and Carel's parsonage itself, suggest t he 

moral wasteland which he and his victims inhabit. The "special 

world" has shrunk to a dark, damp rectory, from which the adja

cent building has been sliced away and demolished, surrounded by 
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a tract of land resembling a bomb site. Sullivan gives a good 

description of the situation: "The incestuous household that 

lives within a dark ruined rectory far from London, surrounded 

by fog and by wasteland , suggests metaphorically the perils of 

intellectual, spiritual and emotional solipsism •• • unhealthy 

love that is immured, sealed-up, is a form of self-l ove or in

cest and can result in unexpected disaster" (562). 

The way in which Murdoch's narrative oscillates between realist

ic and symbolic narration is typical of allegory, just as the 

protagonists are rounded characters in their own right, but .also 

emerge as types: the unmitigated evil which is Carel; Marcus 

representing atheist ic humanism; Norah Shadox-Brown standing 

for a commonsense goodness, for ordinary decency. The love that 

Carel inspires in so many people indicates the power and insidi

ous attracti on of evi l . 

Byatt describes the main protagonist in A Word Child (1975): "A 

character creat ed by education, a man made c ivil ized by learning 

grammar and language to a level of high proficiency, a man of 

clear mind on a limited front, and violent and ill- comprehended 

passions. His story, though dramatic, is cleverly related to 

the stoory of Peter Pan, a recurrent preoccupati on" (1976 :33) . 

Once again 'che descript,ion of the pro·tagonist 1 s surroundings 

fo rms part of the underlying allegory. The rubbish chute is 

jar.•ned and the flat is smelly. The "badger" smell of his room 

suggests animal ity: his flat is a l air, a hide-out , not a home. 

Hilary himself confirms this: "I instinctively denigrate my 

flat: it was doubtless my own life which was smal l and nast y" 

(2) . 

Like Hesse ' s Harr y Haller, one part of Hilary detests anything 

approaching homeliness, but the other part longs to be assimilat

ed by a 6'T'Oup. Routine, strictly adhered t o , has taken the place 

of living and turned into survival, and his life becomes a paro-
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dy of normal ity. He is incapable of realising that people exist 

outside his own consciousness, as if they freeze into immobility 

until he returns to provide reality. Hilary ' s predeliction for 

riding the London Underground Circle line conveys the futility 

of his l i fe , his loneliness and despair. Like Haller, n1uch of 

his time is spent in pointless peregrinations around the city. 

The Indian girl , Biscuit , an "Indian princess" born in Benares, 

brings brightness and interest to his life for a while, but this 

too is an illusion as she turns out to be a London-born lady's 
maid. 

Starved of love as children, Crystal and Hilary succumb uncondi

tionally to the least evidence of interest and affection shown 

towards them, and this makes them extremely vulnerable. The 

selfish nature of Hilary's love, however, brings disaster upon 

every person he becomes involved with. As in The Unicorn, Mur

doch reveals a preoccupation with the nature of sin and forgive-

ness. 

In The Bell Michael succumbs to Nick's attraction, and so loses 

his job and destroys his hopes of a career in the Church. Years 

later he repeats the identical mistake with Toby, which contri

butes to the breaking up of the lay religious comnrunity. Hilary 

falls in love with and eventually destroys Gunnar's wife, and 

years later , perversely falls in love with Gunnar's second wife, 

and history repeats itself once more. As Schnei dermeyer says, 

"Only one so self-absorbed could repeat his exact sin, and under 

the same circumstances, only to suffer all over again the agony 
II (1974:63). 

~rurdoch ' s novels are patently not complete, pure allegories, but 

lend themselves to int ermittent allegorical interpretation. Her 

protagonists do not move across a wide tapestry, but inhabit 

tight, controlled worlds: a lay religious communi ty; an isolat

ed house in an almost uninhabited region; a rectory surrounded 



124 

by an area resembling a bomb s i te; Hilary ' s controlled, routin

ated world . Her character s are persuasively human and for that 

reason retain the reader's sympathy, but at the same t ime often 

function as types , allowing the author to explore universal 

themes. Her novels are thoroughly modern, dealing with the suf

feri ng and frustrations of modern man in a world that no longer 

has any fixed values . They are fabulations, and deal mainly with 

t he inner conflicts, men' s striving towards self-knowledge from 

t he moral confusion which arises f rom his f eeling of al i enation. 

4 . 10 JORGE LUIS BORGES {1899-1986) 

In his introduction t o Labyrinths (1964 ) James I rby remarks t hat 

for Borges no one has claim to originality in literature. All 

writers are "more or less faithful" t ranslators and annotators 

of pre-existing ar chetypes (1970:19) . I n t his he shows affini-

ties wi th a modern t heorist like Roland Barthes, who attacks the 

mimetic theory whereby literature i s s een as a reflection of re

ality . For him a work of l i t erature can never be anything but 

an inevitable i ntenningling of multi ple \vritings . Intertextual

ity replaces both expressivity and mimesis (Grabe,1986 :77) . 

Borges has often been compared with Kafka: "the similarity l ies 

mainly in the narrators' [Kafka and Borges] pathetically inade

quate ex~ination of an impossible subject, and also t he i dea 

of an i nfinite , hierarchi cal universe, wi th its corollary of in

f i nite regression" (Irby : 19) . The differences between t he two 

writers may however be more s i gnificant t han their likenesses: 

"Kafka 's minutely and extensively establ ished portr ayals of de

gradation , his irreducibl e and enigmatic situations, cont r ast 

s trongly with Borges's compact but vastly significant theorems, 

his all-dissolving ratiocinati on" (Irby :19-20 ) . All Borges's 

works "contain t he keys to t heir own elucidation i n the fonn of 

clear parall elisms with ot her of his writings and P~plicit al lu

sions to a definite l iter ary and philosophical context within 
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which he has chosen to situate himself" (20). 

Irby contends that Borges's idealistic insistence on knowledge 

and i nsight, which means finding order and becoming part of it, 

has definite moral significance, though there i s an inextricable 

duality in that significance: hi s traitors are always somehow 

heroes as well. All his fictional situations are basical ly auto

biographical (20). His fictions grow out of the deep confronta

tion of literature and life which is not only the central prob

lem of all literature, but also that of all human experience, 

the problem of i llusion and reality . "We are all at once writers, 

readers and protagonists of some eternal story; we fabricate our 

illusions, seek t o decipher the s~nbols around us and see our ef

f orts overtopped and cut short by a supreme Author: but in our 

defeat , as i n the Mournful Knight's, there can come the glimpse 

of a higher understanding that prevails, at our expense" (Irby: 

21). 

Lodge points out that a radical way of denying the obligation to 

select is to exhaust all the possible combinations in a given 

field . Borges employs thi s technique i n the imaginary world of 

'Tlon, Uqbar , Orbis Tertius' (1956). This fabl e is one of t he 

works of Borges that have exercised great influence over Ameri

can postmodernist writers; a fiction containing a single plot, 

with all its imaginable combinations and transformations . The 

labyrinthine nove l of Ts'ui Pen in Borges's 'The garden of the 

forking paths ', is constructed on similar principles (Lodge, 1977a: 

230) . In this fictional work Borges emphasises the essence of 

fictionality, the fact that the author is confronted •vith choices 

from which he has to rnake a selection . Ts'ui Pen chooses all al

ternatives simultaneously, creating diverse futures and times, 

and this explains his novel's contradictions . 

The device that Borges uses is one that Coetzee also employs . 

The narrator begins the story by giving it an aura of authentici

ty: an extract from a history book , and then quotes from a signed 
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statement by one Yu Tsun, of which the first two pages are miss

ing. His efforts to convey to his master in Ber lin the name of 

an artillery station from which an attack is to be launched, 

leads him to shooting a man bearing the same name as that of t he 

city where the arsenal is located, assuming that the newspaper 

report of the murder, giving the name of the murderer as well, 

will be correctl y interpreted as a clue to the name of the city. 

The underlying allegory is the labyrinthine, arbitrary nature of 

life and the ·decisions which govern it. Yu Tsun follows a laby

rinthine road to r each the home of the Sinologist, Stephen Al

bert , an infinitely forking road on which he has to keep taking 

the left fork, following the common procedure for discovering 

the centr al point of certain labyrinths. Once there, he becomes 

involved in a discussion of the novel written by his ancestor, 

t he nove l i tself being a labyrinth, an infi nity of forking paths, 

each choice leading to a different future, a different outcome. 

One of these choices leads to the death of Stephen Albert and 

the execution of his murderer. Yet the instantaneous death of 

Stephen Albert is itself of arbitrary importance as its only ob

servable result is five days ' postponenent of the attack on Ger

many , the postponement moreover being attributed to torrential 

rain , and not to a German counter-attack based on i nformation 

provided by a spy . In his oblique style Borges has succeeded in 

emphasising the futility of man's attempts to make choices, as 

each choi ce leads to nothing but a further choice , and all of 

them equally arbitrary . 

Borges's allegories are not allegories of political or social 

dissent . His works centre on the individual and his involvement 

'"ith his social, political and psychological environment. The 

details of his world possess plurisignificance; beyond t he lit

eral level his works are a search for order , which appears to be 

there, but persists in eluding him. This interpretation i s sup

ported by his belief in intertextuality, of the influence of pre

existing archetypes on the work of every author. His theory im

plies a concatenation of theories, influences and conclusions 
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which suggests the expectation of an orderly and progressively ~·1-

luminating development of insight into the problems of existence. 

His insistence on finding order and becoming part of it in fact 

succeeds only in illuminating the existing chaos, and the infini

tesimal influence on the universe of individual endeavour . 

The library of Babel (1956) supports this view of his work. This 

view of the universe as a library consisting of an indefinite/in-
' finite number of hexagonal galleries, compels the reader to look 

for meanings not literally in the text, but implied, neverthel ess. 

The mathematical precision of the library consisting of shelves 

of exactly the same length, lined with books of identical format, 

even as to the number of lines and letters per page, which "sinks 

abysmally and soars upward to remote distances" creates an illu

sion of meaningful order . But this order is only superficial be

cause the contents of the books are meaningless. The apparent 

order is ther'efore either an illusion or it is there, but incom

prehensible t o t he human mind. This is indicated by the nature 

of the letters on the s pine s of t he books. They do not indicate 

What the pag<'s say, and this adds to their i ncoherence . 

This library, with its mirror which faithfully duplicates all ex

periences, suggests the labyrinthine library described by Umber

to Eco in The name of the rose ( 1980 ) , a library which preserves 

and hides knowledge instead of making it available to the benefit 

of mankind . Ironically it is .this attempt to veil knowledge 

which l eads to t he destruction of t he library and its bli nd l i 

brarian by fire . 

The narrator of The library of Babel has spent his whole life in 

sear·ch of the catalogue of catalogues, that. which would invest 

the library with meani ng, but is preparing to die just a few 

leagues from t he hexagon in which he was born. The library is 

an obvious metaphor for life. A life- time devoted to the search 

for meaning has been futile. This allegorical quest is as fruit

less as all quests in a modern world that no ·longer has any fix~d 
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system of values. 

The question of individuality is also raised i n t his work. Each 

book in t he libr ary is unique and irreplaceable , but there are 

several hundred thousand imperfect facsimiles , differing only 

very sli ght ly, so that the effect of any reduction is i nfinites-

imal. 

The i nfi nity of the universe is implied in the "illuminated, s o

litary, infini te, perfectly moti onless, equipped with precious 

volumes, useless, incorruptibly secret" library (Bor ges :8S). 

Man's impact on the uni verse is negl igible, his attempt s to un

derstand it fut i le. 

4 .11 GABRIEL OKARA (1921 -

Hugh ll'ebb believes that a Nigerian wri t er like Okara is wri ting 

with the solid allegorical background of t he African oral tradi

tion behi nd him . All egory is a particularl y inte;esting form 

when seen in the context of modern African l iterature (67) . 

The basic pattern of oppositional values in which certain figures 

and ideas are ranged against one another, like the polarities of 

night and day, darkness and light, death and life (\Vebb : 66), be

comes clear very early i n The Voice ( 1964). Okolo is almost im

mediately branded as an outsider , aligned only with Tuere the 

witch and Ukule the cripple, who s hare his moral position . "Okolo 

is sho•m struggl ing aga i nst the corrupt and conservative s ocio

political or der of I zongo and his cronies " (Webb:68 ), Izongo be

ing the Chief , and representative of the established but corrup·t 

order . This grouping of f igures, the moral and philosophical po

larities, are clearly defined in 'Ihe Voice. 

Although t here i s much of ·the traditional allegory about this 

novel, Okolo i s t he typical modern allegorical hero, alienated 
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from his environment and, like Kafka's heroes , fighting a losing 

battle agains t a power that is unconquerable because it is un

identi fiable . I zongo can be i dentified , and Abadi, but when it 

comes to include those who meet him at the canoe at Sologa , and 

the policeman, and the listeners of the Big One, and the psychia

tri st, i t assumes inconceivable proportions, intangible yet as 

pal pably present as an evil miasma. 

Okolo 's alienation is established in the opening sentence of the 

novel . "Some of the townsmen said Okolo Is eyes were not right ' 

his head was not correct" (Okara:7 ). Because he is different, 

because he refuses to conform, he is gossiped about and ostra

cized . He i s arrested by his friends who r efuse to enlighten 

him out of fear for t heir own security wi thin the system, and he 

stands alone, facing the ridicule of Izongo and the elders . 

Tuere too is alienated, and in her isolation has carefully tend

ed t he little hearth f ire , feeding it and blowing it with supreme 

dedication until to Okolo it resembles "a new-appearing sun or a 

going- down sun" (15) and Okolo visualises how many years she has 

been engaged in keeping this flame, t he knowledge of men's in

sides, alive . 

In t he canoe en route to Sologa a similar a l ienation deve l ops -

Okolo and t he silent girl against the other passengers who all 

reveal corrupted morals of varying degrees - the suspicious mo

ther- i n-law, t he dishonest policeman , t he fat whiteman's cook 

with his prospect of his son ' s joining the Council after which 

money will " l ike water flow" (37). \\'he n t he girl falls asleep 

against Okolo under his raincoat in the rain, the corrupt passen

gers and suspicious mother-in-law refuse t o be l ieve the "straight 

things" he and the girl say, and Okolo's very s ilence throughout 

the journey is taken as evidence of his guil t . 

Okolo ' s journey, another allegorical devi ce, is t ypically futile 

and Sologa brings no peace or refuge but only da rkness, captivity 
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and confusion. There it is Okolo alone against the listeners of 

the Big One, and the psychiatrisv who wants to put him in an asy

l um, and when he is released once more to defend himself against 

the accusations of t he mother- in-law, he turns his back on Solo

ga which appears to contain every vice known to modern man, and 

returns to his vi llage 1<here at least Tuere and Ukule await him. 

Those t hat share Okol o ' s position appear weak but possess moral 

strength , t he type of moral strength than cannot condone t he ge

neral corruption by power, possessions and fear, and can t he r e 

fore not be tol erated i n the community. 

Okolo is i ntroduced with a minimum of descriptive informat ion so 

that he becomes known solely in terms of his moral campaign, and 

public attitudes towards him, the devi ce allowing hi s actions to 

sustain a symbolic intensit y of reference. Everything he says 

and does becomes signif i cant (VIebb:68 ) . Okolo ' s name, translat 

ed, means 'the voice ' : "Okolo , t he truth-seeker and then the 

truth- teller, i s the voi ce - t he voice of reason , goodness and 

'honesty" (Webb : 69) . He represents the good that has fled from 

the others, or is stil l there i n some cases, but s uppressed by 

fear or greed. Only once does the author allow any sign of Oko

lo as human bei ng with normal passi ons to emerge , and that is in 

the curiously t ouchi ng i nc i dent in the canoe which gi ves ris e to 

so much trouble , when he struggl es with the emotions roused by 

the naked body of the girl shel t ering against him unde r t he r ain

coat by ' talking to his i nsi de ' : "Protect her .•• she is a male 

person , she i s a male person, a mal e person, n~le person , male 

pe rson ••• 11 (41). 

By describing Okolo so sparingl y, Okara succeeds i n giving him 

greater universality . He becomes not only the voice of reason 

i n an Africa drunk with the new 1;ine of Independence, but the re

pres entat i ve of t rut h i n the worl d, and he is supported only by 

those who have little to l os e and have suffered so much that 

fear its elf has lost its power over them. I n the end IVhen Tuere 

makes the decision t o die with him she says, "Let them c ome and 
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take us. I have been dead many many years. So I fear no more. 

From this standing moment, wherever you go, I go" (96). 

Another typically allegorical quality is Okara's use and descrip

tion of background to reflect, intensify and sometimes place in 

sharp relie f, the narrated action. Okolo stands looking at the 

river reflecting t he setting sun "like a dying away memory" ( 9) . 

A litt le later , when the messengers from Izongo are about to ar

rive, the 1noonlit sky takes on a menacing aspect when clouds 

move across it: "Larger and darker clouds, some to f rowning 

faces, grimacing faces changing, were skulking past without the 

moon's ring, suff ocating the stars until they too lost themselves 

in the threatening conformity of t he dark cloud beyond" (10). 

This description not only prefigures the ' skulking ' approach of 

the nervous messengers , but also reflects the condition of a so

ciety in lvhich i ndividualism is suffocated and conformity is en

forced by fear. 

Webb points out that, fittingly, it is on the level of words that 

Okara ' s scheme of signification begins to emerge: " 'words of 

the conring t hing' - Independence - are in the air. One of the 

chief 's messengers asks anot her to 'stop talking words that cre

ate nothing', while Okolo, as he considers his moral predicament 

and the difference between money and words, comes to the conclu

sion that words are of paramount importance" (69). Okolo refers 

to himself as "the voice from the locked up insides" by which he 

implies that his people are not bad, but that fear and greed 

have caused t hem t o lock away the goodness that is i n them, and 

i t is because Okol o expresses these feelings that hi s words cut 

to the quick , and he must be disposed of. As Webb points out , 

· it is Okolo's struggle to make his voice heard that constitutes 

the central thread of t he narrative exposition (69). 

The universality of allegory is clearl y i llustrated in this no

vel. The hands clutching at Okolo to apprehend him, become the 

hands of the world, a thousand hands ; the feao, a milJ.ial p.lr'S..Iiqg freo; 
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faces, a mass of faces . Okara foes not project any dichotomy 

between individual and collective values. The quest for 'it' 

becomes an inner search, it means being true to one's own cons

cience (Webb:69) . Okolo becomes an allegorical figure , the mo

ral crusader. Vari ous temptati ons are pl aced on his way , in 

the form of advi ce from friends to avoid trouble by conforming. 

His refusal is a movement towards certainty , a process of puri 

fication ( 70) . Webb el,aborates: "To see these temptations as 

being of only personal significance ... would be to seriously 

neglec t Okara's scheme of correlation. For these temptations 

clearly represent varying ways forward for the young, educated 

and i dealistic African who wishes to preserve the best of the 

traditional values i n the post- Iodependence era . By extension , 

they can also be seen as alternative directions for the nascent 

Afri can s t ates " (70) . The concerns of this novel are i ndisput

ably socio-polit ical directions : "Okolo, as a l legori cal observ

er, constantl y functions as a voice of political dissent" (71) , 

recognising that people are concerned only with sharing the 

spoils , with money , cars, and concrete houses (7 1). The spuri

ous nature of the fight for freedom which Abadi uses to exploit 

the people of Amatu and keep t hem in fearful subjection to Chief 

Izongo, is revealed when Okolo confronts him: " 'Whom are you 

fighting against?' Okolo again interrupted him. ' Are you not 

simply making a lot of noise because it i s the fashion in order 

to share in t he spoils . You are merely making a show of strain

ing t o open a door t hat is already open ' " (25). Much the same 

argument is devel oped in Coetzee's Waiting f or the Barbarians. 

Webb stresses the universality of this allegory: "While 1be 

Voice is a political fable of immediate relevance to the Federa

tion of Nigeria in the early 1960's, it can be seen to apply 

equally, to any communi ty where the 'straight thi ngs' have been 

ignored" (71). He continues: "lbe Voice, an all egory of alien

ation, is a wor k concer ned with the process by which people have 

been severed from the realisati on o'f their true possibi l i ties" 

(71) . 
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The novel ends in death, but nevertheless on a note of hope . It 

is daybreak when the canoe bearing Okolo and Tuere aimlessly down 

the river is drawn into a whirlpool , disappears without a trace 

and leaves t he river flowing smoothly over it as if nothing has 

happened . But Ukule is still there and he has undertaken to 

tend Okolo's words and see that they do not die. 

Webb concludes: "What is certain is that The Voice, working 

from a pattern of oppositional relationshi ps that combine to 

form the symbolic power struggle, incorporati ng an ordered 

scheme of signification, symbolic in method but realist-orien

tated in the nature of its perceptions, attempting to shape the 

group conscience, is an achieved allegory at t he highest l evel 

of coherence" (72). 

4.12 JOAO UBALDO RmEIRO (1941 -

Robert DiAntonio (1986) has made a study of the Brazilian novel, 

Sergeant GetUlio (1971) by Ribeiro, in which it becomes clear 

that this novel reveals most of the qualities of modern allegory. 

The vision of the modern world that he projects i s chthonic , the 

motif that of the innocent victim confronting torture, "so pan

demic that it is now recognizable as a full-fledged archetype" 

(450). 

GetUlio's Odysseyan journey becomes a symbolic Grail Quest, a 

vision of one man's journey to redemption. At the same time Di

Antonio quotes Glicksburg's observation that the metaphorical 

metMnorphosis with whi ch the novel ends drives home the absurd

ity of investing human life with a divine purpose, or any pur

pose at all; "it reinforces the suspicion that the emergence 

of consciousness is in the service of instinct, an emanation of 

the blind energy of Nature" (DiAntonio:450) . The j ourney itself, 

the hyperbolic nature of GetUlio's feats of viol ence, the larger

than- life aspect of his being, all add to t he unmistakably alle-
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goric nature of this nove!". The archetypal richness of the novel 

precludes its bei ng read merely as a sociological study. The 

epic anti- hero i s not the embodiment of a nation ' s hopes and i

deals, but "a hellish emanation of will , the viol ent wil l of the 

backl ands" (452) . As DiAntonio points out, in broader terms 

Sergeant Gettilio can be seen as an allegory of conf rontation be

tween civilization and the l ast stages of Brazil i an barbarism. 

On the first level of thi s multilayered confrontati on, the ten

s i on between victim and oppressor is dramatized. "The novel's 

vict im i s t he true innocent who is totally dehumani zed by Getu

lio, who projects all his hatred upon this sacrificial lamb. 

The prisoner' s life can be viewed in Kafkaesque terms as an ab

surd nightmare. Symbol ically , he i s t he true innocent at the 

mercy of a ruthless political system that i s as unf athomable as 

it is unjust. The pris oner i s the quintessenti al Job f i gure 

with punishment afte r punishment heaped upon him by an i rrational 

captor" (452-453) . Even when the order to deliver the prisoner 

is repealed, GetUlio refuses to sacrifice his mission and cuts 

off the lieutenant's head in "a mythological accommodation of 

Per seus ' beheading of Medusa" (453) . 

As is typical of modern allegory , this story is marked with 

strong psychologi cal concerns, framed by Getulio's per ceptions 

of reality, wit h his obsessions . 

The narr ative t one in the concl uding chapter becomes l yr i cal and 

mythic as t he epic jou~ney nears i t s end and the hero is being 

made ready for his deification . From being a man at odds with 

his own world he i s metamorphosi sed into becoming one with t he 

earth of the backlands . His violent will is transfigured into 

the clay of the backlands. DiAntonio comes to t he conclusion 

that Ribei ro has fashioned one of the most complex and compelling 

Brazilian novels of the present age, masterfully comingling the 

art of the modern- day myth- maker wi th a pers i s tent concern with 

exposing both individual and social problems . Once again i t i s 

clear that modern al legory i s a consistently sui table vehicle for 
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this type of social comment. 

4.13 Jose DONOSO (1924-

A house in the country (1978) is a fascinating example of modern 

fabulation, with its overtly fictional quality and underlying al

legory, revealing by means of irony and satire the depravity of 

a society addicted to pleasure and self-gratification. 

The narrator claims his omniscience i n terms of the declared fic

tionality of his fable and simultaneously succeeds i n creating 

an absorbing narrative. He frankly reveals the narrative options 

available to the author, at times digressing for a short distance 

along an alternative path and dallying with the various possibi

lities of denouement that present themselves. This preoccupation 

with the writer's craft is a quality typical of modern allegory. 

The author claims the privilege of presenting obviously fiction

al characters, events and situations in order to focus on uni

versal human failings and social injustice . 

This fictionality, and the narrator's choice, is referred to 

from time to time in the nove l, also i n connection with the pro

tracted fiction enacted by the cousins: "You had the opportun

ity to alter the course of this story but you didn ' t have enough 

imagination to bring your characters to life" (160). The narra

tor's imagination has not failed him. He has an imaginary con

versation with Silvestre on his way to t he publ i shers with the 

manuscript of his novel, and later explains the attitude he ex

pects of readers towards his characters: "I make no appeal to 

my readers to 'believe' my characters: I would rather they were 

taken as emblems - as characters, I insist, not as persons - who 

as such live entirely in an atmosphere of words" (286). He just

ifies his reluctance to surrender to the urge to give account of 

each of the characters : "I tell myself that real life, in fact, 

is made up of half-finished anecdotes, of inexplicable, ambigu-
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ous, and l azy charact ers, of di s j ointed and conf using stori es, 

with no beginning or end and almos t as meani ngless as a clumsy 

sent ence " ( 347) , revealing how c lose f iction and r ea l i ty are , the 

one a r ef l ection of t he other. 

Donoso c reates a part icular styl i zed, art i ficial world, like Gol 

ding ' s island and Orwell's farm, and peopl es it wit h a l ar ge , im

mens e l y wealthy, decadent f amily, repres enti ng t he pr ivi leged 

classes of t he world . Attai ning uni versalit y i n t hi s manner , he 

is abl e t o deli ver soc ial cri ticism with i mpunity . Each member 

of t he family revea l s some quali ty whi ch the author wi shes to ex

ami ne , making use of f lashbacks to ill uminate and explain vari ous 

attitudes and events . Ce l este's bl indness, for exampl e , i s r e 

veal ed t o be of psychological ori gi n, r esult i ng from bei ng raped 

as a chi l d by he r f ourteen-year-old cousi n, who eventual l y be

came her husband . Balbi na's marr i age to the brill i ant doctor 

Adr iano Gomara i s explai ned by a f lashback reveal i ng her youth 

and their courtship. 

Thi s novel explores the rel at i onship of master and ser vant, demon

str ating Hegel ' s theory that the servant eventual l y becomes the 

master because he becomes indispensabl e. The Venturas are utter

l y dependent upon the army of servants employed from year to year 

on a seasonal bas i s to mai ntai n the style r equi red by t he Ventu

ras , and t o control t he chil dren. The ~illj ordomo i s appoi nted not 

only becaus e of ce r t ain i nher ent qual i ties , but al so because of 

hi s phys ical ability t o fill t he huge uniform, whi ch by i ts weight 

and di gni ty dete rmi nes t he behaviour of the person who currently 

f i lls i t . The i ndividual ity of t he servants i s i gnored . They 

have no ident ity , no emot i ons, t heir names are meani ngl ess, their 

humanity denied . 

This speci al wor l d shr i nks when t he grown-ups leave on a picnic, 

taking wi t h t hem a l l f orms of t r ansport , al l arms and ammunition 

and all servants. The thi rty-thr ee cous i ns are l eft i n t he house 

behind t he l ocked gates of t he estate to fend f or themselves and 
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to come t o terms with the fear of the cannibals whi ch their pa

rents have instilled in them. They are as alone and isolated as 

the boys i n Lord of the flies . The children never. really believe 

that thei r parents intend returni ng before nightfall . 

The disintegration of their world is illustrated by the gradual 

deterioration of the house . The chess players smash a glass ca

binet to gain access to a valuable set of jade chessmen . The 

closets of the grown-ups are raided for clothes for the next epi

sode in La Marquise Est Sortie a Cinq Heures. The rules are bro

ken and children slide down the banisters. The thistle grass 

takes root and grows on t he roof, i n cracks in the walls, in every 

available cranny, gradually blurring the outlines. of the house. 

Eventually the aborigines move in and camp in the salons, making 

fire on the parquet, hanging skeins of wool to dry and drip dye 

on the floors. The returning servants wreak havoc, shooting tiles 

from the roof, shattering windows and works of art, and soaking 

the carpets with blood . The damage is pat ched up with disastrous 

results , succeeding only i n demonstrating the impossibility of re

pairing and reinstati ng an anachronistic social system. 

The adults, the servants, the children and the cannibals form 

four distinct levels or classes, each having its own customs and 

conventions, determined by generations befor e them and elevated 

to unbreakable l aws by perpetuation. They also represent allego

rically the various classes in society, and the r elationship be

twee n master and servant , oppressor and oppressed , parent and 

child. The adults, or pri vileged classes, are self-indulgent and 

i ndolent , r equiri ng of the servants to satisfy their every whim 

and to prevent the children from bothering them. The servants do 

this by presenting perfectly submissive, anonymous faces to the 

adults , and by t errorizing the children. They have no i dentity 

duri ng t heir three months' service beyond that of the livery . 

This denial of the servants ' personal identity is a f actor contri

b~ting to the masters ' final downfall, for t o i gnore their indivi

duality is to be ignorant of them as a potential source of danger . 
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Juan Perez hates Adriano for thwarting hi s desire for recognition, 

hates him enough to murder him. The masters fail t o realise that 

the s e rvants know them better than anyone else does , and have 

more contempt for them than anyone else. Perez knows that the 

Ventura women are whores and that what Casilda reveals about con

ditions at the house during their absence is probably the truth. 

Their inferiority is merci lessly revealed by Juan Perez : "To 

subsi s t they needed to preserve a stylized self-image, static and 

ideal: it was they, not he, [Juan Perez] who lacked i dentity" 

(189). 

The lightheartedness of the servants returning from the pi cnic 

reveals that they are becoming aware of the disintegration of 

their masters' power, that i s gradually taking place. They offer 

to handle the crisis at ~lerulanda in the parents 1 stead. This 

increases t heir masters' dependence upon them, and also their own 

position . For the first time t he Majordomo and his lackeys begin 

to be recognised as individual s and thei r masters are filled with 

fear, because the servants have suddenly become an unknown force 

to be r eckoned with. They become aware of the Majordomo's fea

tures : "Was he really a man , this Majordomo, and not the incar

nation of some vile f orce they had themselves created by invest

ing him with that grand and glorious livery?" (192). The ser

vants capitalize on the masters' fear of cannibals although t hey 

themselves know that thei r exi stence is a myth. This surrender 

to the servants is the beginning of t he end for t he Venturas . 

Ironically, the children are as anonymous to the Major domo as the 

servant s are to the Venturas. 

Once the servants have subdued the aborigines and taken over the 

household once more, they make a pretence of returni ng to the 

old ways. They are supported mainly by Juvenal and Melania, who 

desire to r eturn to the security of the fantasy which ruled their 

lives before their parents l eft. Juvenal surrenders the key of 

the larder to the Majordomo, volunt arily reinstat ing the servants 

in their posi tion of power over the children. A 'dark curtain ' 
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is dropped over the past and the damage crudely patched up . The 

Majordano appropriates Terencio's office , and like Orwell ' s pigs 

who chase away the farmer and then make every effort to becane 

exactly like him, the Majordano imitates Terencio 's elegant style. 

The servants fail , however, to break free of their menial class . 

They betray t heir masters , only to follow new masters who plan 

to mechanize the mines, eliminate the cannibals, which merely 

means a slightly different form of oppression. 

The children survive at an ambiguous level bet ween the paradoxi

cal indulgence and neglect of the parents and the terrorisation 

of the servants by creating an imaginary, decadent world of their 

own, and practising perversities which are part of the convention 

inherited from previous generations of Ventura children. There 

is no i nnocence, no ignor ance, no truth among them so that they 

function as parodies of normal children, the ' normal' progeny of 

a decadent society . The children are the ones who know every

thing, see everything, understand everything. Arabela keeps the 

secret of t he library; Herm6genes's daughters are privy to his 

dishonesty; Wenceslao is in secret collusion with his father, 

and has trained the little Amadeo to act l i ke an imbecile but to 

serve as a spy. Malvina lives a secret life of eavesdropping and 

petty thieving. Their exposure to the evil, loveless world re

presented by their parents, warps their natures so that they will 

eventually grow up into adults like them. 

Ever-present is the threat, real or imagined, of the cannibals, 

as illusory and elusive as Coetzee's Barbarians. The attempt on 

the part of generations of grown-ups to externalize the evil 

which is in themselves, results in group fear which will hopeful

ly remain a cohering power. This is something that is revealed 

in many allegories because it is true of so many situations that 

it has become universal . Orwell's pigs intimidate the animals 

by keeping them i n constant fear of an incipient attack to recap

ture the farm ; Okara ' s recently independent peopl e are control

led by the fear, encouraged by their leaders, that their freedom 
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might be l ost if t hey do not obey their obviously cor r upt leaders 

unquesti oni ngly. The exi s t ence of t he Bar barians gi ves Coetzee ' s 

repr esentatives of the Empire their reali ty, and t heir i nability 

to force t he Barbar i ans t o reveal t hemselves destroys t hem . Any 

heretical whisper that t he cannibals do not exi st i s hushed and 

puni shed, because the Venturas are dependent on t he cannibal s who 

serve t o defi ne thei r positi on . Should i t be proved t hat t here 

are no canni bals, thei r enti re 'moral ' structur e woul d col l apse , 

and another explanation for the chi ldr en 's fai lings would have t o 

be found . I t is t herefore essential to mai ntai n the myth of can

ni bali sm. The ' canni bal s' have a posi t i on of power , because on

l y t hey know how to handl e the gold l aminas on which t he wealth 

of the Venturas depends, and they are a f urther illustration of 

Hegel ' s master/servant t heory. The abori gines onl y become aware 

of t heir power when Malvi na i ntr oduces t hem to c rime . 

The r evelation that the aborigines never were cannibals comes as 

no surprise, thi s ostensi ble horrible propensi ty having been in

vented by the ancestors of the Venturas to j ustify t heir massacre , 

and is an i ronic comment on the practi ce of building great em

pires on t he ruins of indigenous populations . The first ances

t ors came out to Marulanda on a 'civil izing missi on ' . "Sl augh

tering tribes and burni ng vi llages , t he f i r st f athers emerged 

tri umphant from this crusade, vouchsafing to the Venturas not 

onl y t he pride of thei r illustrious deeds but t he benefit as 

well of lands and mi nes conquered from t he abor igines" (18) . 

Wenceslao ' s convicti on t hat there are no cannibals , and that 

thei r parents wi l l not r et urn , begins the di s i ntegration of the 

cousi ns ' conf i dence and pr epares fo r subsequent events. \Vhen 

the parents come acr oss Fabio and Casilda on t he ir r eturn a year 

later , the chi l dren are t ortured until they are prepared to de

clare that t he house was in fact attacked by canni bals and that 

they have convert ed the children to canni bali sm. 

The mora l degener acy of t he Venturas is discl osed in the f i rst 

pages , i r onical ly beginni ng wi t h the children. Their incestuous 
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sexual perversities are an ironic denial of childish innocence. 

Gradually their perver sities are placed in per spective by the de

cadence of their elders who simply 'drop a black curtain' and ig

nore anything unpleasant that might disturb their serenity and 

require them to emerge from their passivity and t ake action. The 

children's violence and promiscuity are inherited. Melania takes 

the precocious Wenceslao to bed. He is nine years old, but his 

mother perversely refuses to acknowledge that this beautiful 

child is a boy, and she dresses him like a girl and insists that 

he act and be treated like one. Melania flirts with her uncl e 

Olegario, encouraged by hi s wife Celeste, whom he raped as a 

child . Juvenal is homosexual , and the last words he speaks to 

his father are to accuse him of being homosexual as well. In 

the light of this knowledge , it is ironic that ' hands under the 

sheets ' is a cri me punishable by the servants, because "'touch

ing themselves' - is a filthy vice of obvious cannibal origin" 

(20). Mignon murders her s i ster Aida by roasting her head after 

they have witnessed the sacrificial ki lling of a pig, and is 

subsequently beaten to death by her father, Adriano. All these 

events are kept secret, and Melani a expresses the family slogan 

when she says that "appearence is the only thi ng that never lies" 

(5). 

Weaknesses in the elaborate structure of appearances soon become 

visible. Juan Perez admits to having been empl oyed year after 

year, in spite of the fact that this is prohibited by the Ventu

ra policy. The Venturas themselves are guilty of deceiving one 

another . Herm6genes and his daughters enter only a fraction of 

the true value of the gold in the ledgers, and Lidia helps her

self to a part of the money set asi de for housekeeping. 

All the depravities of whi ch the cannibals stand accused, are 

ironically revealed by the Venturas. The servants a r e instructed 

to be severe with the children, as any bad behaviour is attribu

ted to the insi dious influence of the cannibals. The children 

are all emotional ly twisted by their parents' lack of love. 
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' Fondle time' i s a ritual a imed not at expressing love or consol

ing the children, but t o win t he battle of affecti ons and be ho

noured as the most affecti onate mothe r . The possibil ity that 

the children might acquire infectious di s ease is feared only to 

the extent that they themselves might be infected . Their expres

sions of l ove a r e all cannibalistic: "eat him alive", "gobble 

him up", etc . But the children never doubt that they are unloved 

and this certainty affects them in various ways , depending upon 

their intelligence and sensi tivity. Arabela's reaction to her 

mother ' s lack of l ove i s to f eel her unattract i veness confirmed, 

and to withdraw from grown- ups and children alike, into t he iso

lation of t he l ibrary. 

These unloved children are beginning to instil f ea r i nto t heir 

parents by their s i l ence , t heir obedience , t heir secrecy , and 

the parents begin t o doubt whether they can in fact depend on 

their children l oving them, regardless . The chi ldren, being op

pressed by t he ser vant s as wel l as by thei r parents, develop a 

feeling of solidarity and they withdraw into s ecrecy . This op

posing force becomes a source of danger to the parents, because 

the children ' s secrecy neutralizes the parents' and the servants' 

powe r over t hem . Thi s insidious fea r , the power of the oppressed 

over the oppressor, encourages their deci s i on to desert the chil

dren and go on a ' picni c '. 

The magnificent l ibr ary of leather- bound books a f f or ds further 

proof of the fal se values of the i nhabitants of t he house. Ara

bela discovers the lie: there is not one printed word to be 

found in the l ibr ary, and it i s therefore no source of knowledge. 

I t was designed as one more way of keeping up appearances, and 

presenting a false image to the wor ld. 

The house , presenting i ts magnifi cent facade to the world, i s 

built upon a warren of tunnels which used to be a salt mine . I n 

these damp tunnels beds of mushrooms spawn out of control like 

malignant growths, and symbolize t he spawning of evil. Deep in 
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the mines is the confiscated finery of the 'cannibal s'. Their 

protest against this confiscation is to refuse to wear anything 

else, indicating their dauntless pride . In sharp contrast to the 

opulence of the house , are the furthest reaches of t hese damp, 

slimy tunnels in which the servants are accommodated, and the 

filthy straw pallets on which they sleep . These conditions are 

another denial of the humanity of the servants . 

The house is situated on a plain of thistl e grass, the seeds of 

whi ch were accidentally sown and subsequently grew so prolifical

ly that the natural vegetation was destroyed , destroying also t he 

livelihood of the aborigines and forcing them to work the gold 

mines as their only alternative. This introduction of the thistle 

grass, a useless and malignant weed, is indicative of the destruc

tive influence of 'civilization' on colonized areas . The thistle 

grass eventually invades not only the park, but also the house, 

taking root in every cranny, and the last survivors are reduced 

to the same level as the aborigines, lying on the ground together, 

breathing minimally to avoid being suffocated, subjected to the 

same fate and illustrating equality in the basic business of lif e 

and death . A further example of the detrimental effect of the 

foreign invaders on the aborigines is symbolized by the· fact t hat 

they are poisoned and become diseased as a result of water pol

luted by the sewage from the Ventura residence. 

Just as Golding ' s boys are initially controlled by the n1emory of 

the civilization from which they originate, the thirty-three cou

sins are also restrained by habit, until Wenceslao cuts his hair 

and discards his girlish clothes, and the 'security' of custom 

is gradually undermined by change. Mauro is the first to recog

nise that change is inevitable, while Juvenal and Melania attempt 

distractedly to maintain the appearance of normality by continu

ing with their game of fantasy . 

The estate is surrounded by a fence of lances, planted close to

gether in concrete to form an impenetrable hedge. The irony of 
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this ' impenet rability' is revealed when ~~uro and his brothers 

loosen the lances one by one, until on the day of the picnic, 

thirty-three l ances have been loosened, equal to the numbe r of 

cousins l eft on the estate. The feeling that this coinci dence 

should have some portentous meaning i s destroyed when t o their 

utter conf usi on they discover that only thirt y-three l ances were 

in fact fixed. The others have already been loosened. This 

means that for an unspecified period their safety has been an 

illusion. The function of the lances has been purel y allegori

cal, r epr esenting safety without in reality providi ng it . They 

are nei t her imprisoned nor protected by t he l ances. Al l the 

children join in pulling up the lances of this fence and i t be

comes but a further frenzied chapter of their fantasy. \Vhen the 

lances have been removed, the park is 'invaded' by t he thi stles , 

so that t he destructi on wrought on t he plain i s extended to in

clude those who are r esponsi ble for i t. The grass is endowed 

with supernatural properties, taking advantage of t he lengthen

ing shadm•s and t he destroy<;'d fence to invade the park as steal

thily as the 'cannibal s ' themselves. 

In the f i r st part of the novel, Wenceslao's is the voice of rea

son, attempti ng to expose the falsity of the mores by which they 

live. \Vhen he cuts his hair and cast s off the girls' c lothing, 

he comes t o represent a desi re for truth , for reform. He refers 

to his cousins as emotional cripples of whom only one or t wo 

might be s a lvageabl e . They are caught up like trapped insects 

i n the web o~ the game, La Marquise Est Sortie a Cinq Heures in 

which t hey a re compulsively involved, be ing a reflect ion of the 

unreality of their lives in the house in the country . Wences

lao's father , Adriano, i s kept impri soned in the tower , declared 

insane because he ref used to condone the corrupt ways of the 

Venturas, confirming that the only way to survive in. modern so

ciety is t o conform . There is no room in the system for t he in

dividual , the outsider . 

Wencesl ao has been shaped by his father ' s i deas , cannunicated 
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through the bars of his prison while his guards were asleep, but 

once he has been set free they find themselves at c ross purposes, 

Adriano wanting to change everything radical ly, while Wenceslao 

wants to follow a more rational course. Mauro supports his uncle 

, and Wenceslao's rationality is i gnored, with resultant chaos. 

Adriano Gomara is the driving force behind the attempt to rein

state equality between the inhabitants of the house and the abo

rigines. Arabela is the one to recognise that it · is an excess 

of pride which governs his behaviour and causes the revolution 

to fail. Adriano represents the oppressed turned oppressor in 

his desire to exercise his power which only Wenceslao is wise e 

nough to understand and strong enough to resist, albeit passive

ly. The revolution follows a predictable course, weakened by 

distrust and co~flicting ideals. 

Throughout the novel the i dea of eating human flesh is represent

ed as the supreme evil, and the children are kept in fear of 

being eaten. Nevertheless, Amadeo remarks that he believes that 

it is the Ventura girls who are the cannibals, and not the abori

gines. The chef reveals a sick interest i n human f lesh and its 

preparation, illustrating the barbarous nature of the servants, 

but the chef's interest is condoned because it is ' scientific' . 

The children starve themselves when they are led to believe that 

they are being fed hwnan flesh . They resist this f inal degrada

tion. 

When Wenceslao says that"· ·· only when the natives decide to be 

cannibals in fact, not just symbolically, will they be saved 

from their fate as slaves" (274) he is converting 'cannibalism' 

into a symbolic eucharist. Amadeo dies trying to kill a wild 

boar, but when he fails , he offers his body for the survival of 

the others. It becomes the acceptance of one another on equal 

terms, accepting the right of one to sacrifice himself for ano

ther, in total unselfishness. Amadeo's act has mystical signifi

cance and deprives the myth of cannibalism of its power to instil 
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f ear. 

The return of the grown-ups with the foreigners reveals the full 

extent of their depravi ty. Their attempts to deceive the foreign

ers and mai ntain appear ances are grotesque, to say the least . 

Signi f i cantly t hey stop at the gate and ceremoniousl y unl ock i t 

before entering, while the fence no longer exists . This farce 

is to insist that nothing has changed . The pretence is supported 

by the s ervants t o further t heir own interests, and they f orce 

the chil dren to dance on the l awn in a grotesque parody of happi

ness , while the servants have weapons concealed under thei r l i 

very to keep t hem at i t . 

Humourl ess , direct , and incapable of appr eci ating i rony, t he fo

reigner s reveal t he Ventura's decadence, making them aware t hat 

t hey are not what they possess . Their pr etence disintegrates 

step by step . The children put in an appearance, obviously maim

ed and starved, pathetically clamouring for attention. The f o

reign woman is not t aken in by Celeste ' s 'morbid sensi bility' 

and seriousl y questions the objectivity of the Ventura ' s j udgment 

when they agree wholeheartedly with t he descri pti ons of a scene 

by a woman who is obviously blind. \'/hen Herm6genes sends for 

their paragon of knowledge, Arabela, she is eventuall y found and 

brought in , an emaciated scarecrow, and dies an hour later in the 

foreign woman ' s arms . 

Malvina represents a new generat i on of exploiters. An illegiti

mate child , she rejects t he love of her mother because it is not 

for herself, but for her father , another cas e of bitterness be

cause of deni ed identity. The di s grace of be ing di sinheri ted 

and poor nmkes her deceitful. She knows of al l t he secret acti

vities- \'lenceslao 1 s task as his father's messenger , Mauro ' s ac 

t i vity at the fence of lances, and has decided that Casilda has 

n1ost to offe r . She and t he aborigines help Casilda to steal the 

gold. Mal vi na r epr esents a kind of progress, a departure f rom 

the devious trivial i t ies whi ch make up the existence of the Ven-
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tura women. Returning with her aboriginal consort, she ignores 

the gate and enters through the gap, indicating an attitude dia

metrically opposed to that of the Venturas. She takes advantage 

of the breech in t heir defences, just as she has betrayed Casilda 

as a first step towards a new era of domination. 

To the end t he parents maintain their selfish nature, their re

s istance to change. They die trying to escape the t hreat of t he 

thistle, once more abandoni ng their children to their fate . Their 

failure to learn a lesson from their experiences is pessimistic. 

On the other hand, the children left behind in .the house are in

volved in a s truggle for survival with the abor igi nes, suggesting 

the possibility of a new era. 

4.14 CONCLUSION 

From t his concise but representative selection i t will be clear 

that allegory has become a valuable medium through which to ex

press and examine the problems facing the individual in modern 

society , and to criticize a system which gives rise to such prob

lems. This is litterature engagee at its best, committed to 

making readers aware of their emotional, moral, social and poli

tical environment, but without providing a blueprint for change. 

It has been amply illustrated that the use of allegory has not 

been confined to any particular country or literature, but is 

used by authors all over the world to create a coherent narra

tive and convi ncing characters, but simultaneously to examine 

the underlying motivation for events which stem directly from 

the social and political conditions within which the author and 

his characters find themselves . 

There are two aspects in particular which are emphasised in 

these novels. The first aspect is the consequences of the abuse 

of powe r , creati ng the conviction that this is one of the most 
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serious compl i cations of modern society . The other important as

pect is man's ali enati on , r esulting from t he disintegration of 

the aut hori ty of the Church, of bel ief in a controlling power , 

and man ' s fail ure t o f ind sufficient resources wi t hin himself to 

serve as substit ute f or thi s Power . 
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5 ALLE<XXUCAL TENDENCIFS IN SOUIH AFRICAN LITFRA1URE 

5. 1 1NlRODUCfiON 

Allegory has held an important place in South African literature 

from a very early stage in its history, in Afril<aans literature 

developing from the naively didactic novellas of J. Lion Cachet, 

to the sophisticated modern allegories of authors like Etienne 

Leroux , Berta Sm:i.t and Anna M. Louw. I n English South African 

literature Cherry Wi lhelm traces allegory as far back as Olive 

Schreiner 's fictions. I n her Auetsa paper ( 1979 ) Wilhelm says 

that Schreiner 's f ictions "can best be understood as modern al

legories, as extended narrative metaphors for the soul's time

less quest for t he truth, but modified by t he par t i cular dilemma 

of the nineteenth-century soul , which needed to move out of t he 

confining guilts of a punitive t heology to t he freer air of a 

new philosophical or artistic synthesis" (65). 

The cryptic allegories of the One and the ~1any which Wilhelm i

dentifies in Schreiner's Stories, Dreams and Allegories, reveal 

t he philosophical basis of allegory which , according to Wilhelm , 

i s the characteristic assumption underlying Schreiner 's work (65). 

She says that there are two planes of experience, the plane of 

varied experience and the plane of t he eternal, the latter being 

t he eternal ONE. This mystical monism i s a centr al tenet of 

Schre i ner's fiction (65). The two ways of expressing this belief 

correspond to the two directions of Schreiner' s allegorical jour

neys: "One is idealistic or 'cranscendental; the spiritual grows 

out of the material and transcends it . This movement is upward 

the other is linear and chronological , or evolutionary: the 

movement is forward" (65) . 

Wilhelm poi nts out that the mixed racial identity which Olive 

Schreiner identified in 1891 as the final problem of South Africa, 

is also the "problem" of South African writers, for "it is .. • a 

basic s tructure , an awareness of dichotomy and an attempt to evade, 
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confront, heal or bri dge that dichotomy through prophecy, satire, 

comedy, realism or fantasy" 0979b: 38) • 

Certain trends have manifested themselves wi thin the system to 

which the Afrikaans novel bel ongs. There is general dissatisfac

tion with the social order as i t is at present. The prominence 

of the 'outsider ' i s probably the result of this dissati sfaction. 

Significantl y, religi on as a theme has disappeared from the lite

rary scene. Authors have begun to exper:Unent with point of view, 

and fantasy and surreali sm have become :Unportant devi ces. Here 

two of Brink's novel s may be mentioned as examples : Lobola vir 

die lewe, and Houd-den-bek. Irony and satire have become far more 

pervasi ve t han in t he past. These new trends have of course 

brought about a correlative shi ft in l i terar y critici sm (Van der 

Elst,198.5:6). 

Authors like Bri nk, Leroux, Elsa Joubert, Menan duPl essis and 

others appear to have a particularl y strong vocati on to deal wit h 

the local scene. Van der Elst expresses the fear that this in

tensive engagement wi th the local scene may prevent their work 

from becoming uni ver sal manifestati ons of men in di stress which 

can be disconnect ed from the South Afri can scene (8). Neverthe

l ess, the question of human relations is the common theme that 

unites the eleven or twelve literary languages in use in South 

Africa at the present time (Vander Elst:2). 

Sheila Roberts comments that the South Af rican poli tical situa

tion has had an adverse effect on literature. Censorship i s one 

of the most harmf ul factor s, but she also mentions the lack of 

enthusiasm that t he Engl ish- speaki ng population has for i ts own 

literat ure, and t he contempt for it expressed by many black wri

ters ( 1981: 8.5). On t he other hand James Smith is of t he opinion 

that ' aparthei d ' has fost ered a rich body of Sout h African l iter

ature ( 1984:9) . 

Char l es ~!alan emphasises that South African l iterature not only 
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reflects local society , but functions as a social and political 

catalyst (1982c:9) . Contemporary works have to do with the suf

fering of the indivi dual , the social and racial order, and ideo

logical conflicts resulting from the population structure in t he 

country . There i s also the tragedy of historica l as opposed to 

contemporary conditions and the pain, pathos and joy of the in

dividual experience within the greater order ( 9 ) . These works 

have moved beyond the neurotic preoccupation wi th socio-politi

cal divisions , to focus on the intensely pe rsonal experience of 

being dif ferent , and on existential isolation . ~~lan ascri bes 

t hi s focal change to the fact that the myths of the South Af ri

can society have at thi s stage been r ecorded, aspects like con

flicting ideologies, racial division and the di ffe rences between 

rural and urban life have been explored and reflected in litera

ture (10). His point of view i s confi rmed by the fact that both 

local and foreign news coverage gives an indication of the close 

correlation between major literary works and the country ' s soci o

political c l imate (14alan , 1982c:9). The contemporary writer feels 

himse l f fr"ee to undertake "a journey t o the i nt erior ", the psyche 

of suffering man . The result is that contemporary "committed" 

literature can often be regarded as having undoubted literary 

merit, which is not always the case \.flere the stri dency of the 

message goes beyond a critical awareness of contemporariness and 

causes t J.e delicate balance between "t he world of discrete facts 

and the • • • world of art and imaginati on" (Lodge, l977b:86) to 

shift and destroy the aesthetic value of the work. 

Stanl ey Ridge agrees t hat the most persistent f eature of works 

published late i n the 1970's is their deep-lying concern with 

individuality . They explore t he individual ' s sense of himself 

in relation to the l ocal social environment (1981:22). It needs 

t o be stressed, however , t hat the pat hologica l fear, loneliness, 

dehumanization and blatantly realistic sexuality are not linrited 

to South African ·writi ng, but appear all over the world (Ma l an, 

1982c : 22) . 
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Gareth Cornwel l makes ·the tentative suggestion that the f r ont 

rank of South African writers - Coetzee, Gordimer , Gray, Brink, 

Peter Wilhelm - is tuming away from the present to an imagined 

future, a re- animated past or a timel ess zone outside of hi s

tory i n the ir search for the workable met aphor, "the pregnant 

correlative adequate to their experience" (1983: 24 ) . 

Modern South African novels tend to show striking simil arities 

in theme, tone and texture, thereby revealing a close kinship, 

sometimes amounti ng to a fated identificati on, with "the torment

ed land at t he southern tip of Af rica" (lvwlan, 1982c:9). There 

is rage and rebellion against factors that ignore the lcLnship 

and stress t he divisions between people, but "there is also com

passion for the prot agoni sts as well as the antagoni sts i n a 

microcosmic s i tuation that reflects the fragmentation of t he mod

ern world" (Malan, 1982c :9) . 

Much of the litterature engagee of the eighties has @"eat litera

ry merit and it is here t hat fabulation and allegory come into 

their own. In thi s new a llegory there i s little s ign of "•n paral

lel e ontwikkeling van twee reekse gegewens . . . wat •n ooreenstem

ming punt vir punt besit" (Van Zuydam,1974:41) . It is an art 

form strongly reminiscent of the traditional technique but reveal

ing remarkable differences (Van Zuydam:39 ). 

5.2 JAN LION CACHET (1838-1912) 

As a poet , J. Lion Cachet i s remembered for one poem only, "Die 

Afr ikaanse Taal", in which the relationship between Engl ish, 

Dutch and Afrikaans is portrayed allegorically by the relation

ship between t he Afrikaans country girl , he r ·Dutch s i ster and 

English cousin. The Afr ikaans language is the narrator, giving 

the work a certain naivete (Kannemeyer , 1978:6S-66). Li on Cachet's 

masterpi ece , however, i s the collection of stories entitl ed Sewe 

duiwels en wat hulle gedoen het , and publi shed as a volume i n 1907. 
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Each of the novellas deals with one of the deadly s ins . In each 

case t he main character suffers from some vital weakness , and he 

i s l ed into various situations which reveal this failing and ev

entually l ead to either his downfall or his rehabilitation (Kan

nemeyer,1978:66). In order t o emphasise his didactic point, 

Lion Cachet often sacrifices the illusion of reality so that his 

characters predictably degenerate into types . 

This traditional allegory provides a foundation and paradigm for 

writers like Anna M. Louw, Jan Rabie and Etienne Leroux to build 

upon. A l ine can be traced from this moralistic-didactic tradi

tion, through Langenhoven and M. E.R., to contemporary writers, 

and in their hands the allegorical structure develops into the 

multi -faceted tool of expression it has become i n contemporary 

South African and world literature . 

5.3 N.P. VAN WYK LOUW (1906-1970) 

Die Dieper Reg (1938) is a choral verse play written for the oc

casion of t he Voortrekker Centenary . This work reveals strong 

affinities with the medieval morality play as far as the conflict 

between the Mediator and the Accuser is concerned, as well as the 

overtly allegorical nature of the characters. In the Court of 

Eternal Justice t he choir of Voortrekkers gives l y r i cal support 

to the Mediator, Han, Woman and Youth, in their defence of the 

deeds and motives of the Great Trek (Kannemeyer ,1 978 :395-396) . 

This work belongs to t he mode of traditional allegory and is an 

import ant addition to allegorical drama following Langenhoven's 

Di e Hoop and Die Vrou van Suid-Afrika, but reveals little sign 

of the qual i t ies of modern allegory to be discerned in late r 

works . 

Van 1'/yk Louw's great epic poem, Raka (1941), is not generally des 

cribed as an allegory, but has many recognisable qualities of mo

dern allegory . The surface narrative relates the arrival in the 
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midst of a peaceful , relati vel y civilized tri be somewhere in Cen

tral Africa, of the str ange ape- like creature, Raka, the fascina

t ion his sensuousness , gaiety and strength have for t he people , 

t heir gradual degenerat ion, and the death of their spiritual lead

er, Koki . The under lying allegor y can be i nterpr eted as the dan

ger of destruction confronting any culture whi ch i s exposed to 

too many foreign influences, or the biological fact t hat people 

of lower cultures multi pl y at a much faster rate than those of 

higher cultures, and by their eventual maj ority pose a threat t o 

the intellectual civilization of the West (Kannemeyer,1978 :401) . 

The setting is used to emphasise in the first place the peace and 

contentment reigning among t he people of t he tribe. Later, when 

Raka has established himself in the tribe , the gate of t he kraal 

lies open, leaving the i nmates wi thout pr otection. The boundary 

between nature and culture is no longer clearly c'.efined. 

Raka and Koki personify t he powers of good and evil , as i n medi

eval morality plays . Raka i s half-beast, Koki half-god. The 

similarity ends here, however . The representat ive of evil, Raka, 

kills Koki i n battle, and Koki , symbolicall y, lies trampled in 

the mud , in contrast to t he holy pool in which he was '"ont to 

cleanse himself. The tribe is now ruled by Raka . 

Raka expresses t he conflict between rival authorities, and is 

closel y rel ated to the changing worl d in which the author finds 

himself. The t heme of the poen1 is universal , revealing man's 

susceptibility to the bestial ity which is i nherent in himself , 

but suppressed and controlled by culture . The end of the poem 

i s ambiguous , reveal ing the death of that '"hich i s good, but the 

f act that Raka dr inks from the clay pots in the kraal is redeem

ing , and suggests that he can be changed t hrough evolution to 

higher cultural.standards (Kannemeyer,1978:400 ). 
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5.4 ETIENNE LEROUX (1922-

In Leroux's work the tenn "mythology" can be understood as the 

collective noun denoting all extant myths of all the peoples of 

the earth, also all the tales of origin and of the gods by which 

a nation, group or tri be gives its own account of t he ori gin of 

those things that control it (Bot ha,l980:471). The widely diver

gent fields of reference, multiplicity, complexity and concentra

tedness of structure, and the allegorical element i n the "arche

typal" characters i n Leroux' s novels represent a complete break 

with the good-naturedly localized nat ure of Afrikaans literature 

before him, a complete break with tradition (Kannemeyer, 1983:346) . 

His work can be described as the most overtl y allegorical of all 

South African l iterature . 

In a certain sense Leroux follows the tradition of James Joyce 

and T. S . Eliot by basing his novels on a myth or pretext , which 

provides a basic structure, although of all Leroux's novels only 

Hilaria has a sustained mythical pattern. Usually his novels re

veal points of contact with a variety of myths which he mixes, 

s o that where one has expected a familiar basis, the novel ac

quires a strangely bizarre appearance . This is also true of t he 

primary realities of his novels. In Leroux's world an ordinary 

bull becomes a two-tone monster which bellows noiselessly, and 

the thunder of a diesel engine becomes t he heartbeat of a whole 

society which depends upon the machine for the maintenance of its 

mechanized order. A modern shopping centre becomes a microcos

mos of modern life . The r elationship between known and unknown , 

reality and fantasy, specifically South Afri can and int ernational , 

often l eads to comical, satirical and ironical situations , which 

occasionally lead to t he grotesque, macabr e and absurd in his 

work, and from there to t he perversion of what a r e often profound 

philosophical i deas (Kannemeyer , 1983:347). He makes use of types 

rather t han characters, using them to illustrate t hemes, so t hat 

t hey are often allegorical in nat ure . This is i llustrated by t he 

names of some of the characters: Van Velden, Edelhart, Van Eeden, 
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De Goede . Some names are indicated by a letter, following the 

tradit ion created by Kafka, others are named after mythological 

figures. Oft en the main character is an inart i culate bystander, 

while the supporting figures fil l the role of guides (Kannemeyer, 

1983:347 ) . His novels are frankly intertextual, characters ap

~ in novel after novel , binding his oeuvre into a coherent 

uni t , the preceding works functioning as a palimpsest for the 

sustained interpretati ve actions of the reader . 

Leroux's wor ks are allegories, revealing most of the characteris

tics of modern allegory. Although they cannot be said to be veh

icles of pol itical dissent, they are undoubtedly vehicles of so

c i al dissent . Each novel reveals the i ndivi dual 's attempt, usu

ally unsuccessf ul , t o make s ense of the s ociety i n which he finds 

himself . I n doing this Leroux reveals what he considers to be 

the many fai lings and the fundamental evil of modern society. 

The sur face narrati ve of Die Mugu (1959) is satirical and often 

f arcical , but t he underlying allegory exerts a strong i nfluence 

which is impossibl e t o ignor e . Die Mugu relates the experiences 

of a bourgeois, middle-aged man on his leisurely way through t he 

c ity to collect the lottery ticket that will prove him to be t he 

winner of R50 000. For the first time there is the chance of his 

breaking free from the dull routine of hi s l ife . Every detail 

in the novel possesses pluri s i gnificance and universality : the 

blight ed beauty of the ex-beauty queen is also blighted youth, 

their degeneracy resulting from t he materialism of their parents ; 

he is befriended by a millionaire, only to be rejected when he 

fails to conforn1 t o the millionaire' s preconceived i dea of a 

t ramp, and Gysbrecht confronts him with the t r uth of his experi

ence . He i s unceremoniously dumped, ironically , beside there

fuse bin where he was f ound; he sleeps under a bush and awakens 

t o t he sounds of violence , rape and murder . 

The speci a l world that Leroux creates i n t his novel is Cape Town 

of t he fift ies and early sixties , r evealing in allegorical terms 
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a cross-section of the s ociety which he evokes. The desires , 

frust r ations, suffering and disillusionment of modern man are 

illustrated in ever y encounter . 

The pr eface to the novel explains its basic precept s . "Mugu" is 

a word used by the ducktai ls of the sixties to denote a "square", 

a "square peg" in a "round hole", which is the established order . 

This order does not necessarily mean the opposite of anarchy, 

but rather legali zed , disguised anarchy, contai ned within a sar

cophagus of forgetfulness and acceptance , induced by drugs, al

cohol and sex . Leroux prefaces hi s narrative with t he words, 

"Die wese van mugu is ongerymdheid . Daarom is die mens mugu". 

For t his reason real i nner freedom is foreign to the mugu. In 

his paradoxical idealism, he continually overthrows one orde r 

only to establish a new one , equally "mugu". 

Kannemeye r i dentifies a certain resemblance t o Joyce ' s Ulysses 

in Gysbrecht's two-day peregrinations through t he city of Cape 

Tmvn {1983:352). The microcosmos he traverses contains elements 

of the universal, but also of the uniquely South African world. 

The places he visits and t he peopl e he meets are repr esentative 

of t he two poles of society. At the one end there i s Julius 

Johnson <-.ho r epresents a r igid , mechanised, ordered society, and 

at the other Juliana Doepels who wishes to destroy this demytho

logized order, and the ducktails who represent t he disi ntegrati on 

of t he order , but who have not succeeded i n finding new symbols 

(Kannemeyer,1983:352-353) . 

Empathetically, Gysbrecht reconnoitres Cape Town , which r epre

sents contemporary society , but at the same time he explores his 

own psyche. He is a tragic figure , the individual who attempts 

to break free from the claims of his o<vn bourgeoisity, but can 

never become a complete individual , and r emains and is doomed to 

remain an outsider . His pseudonym, ' Gargantua' , is ironic, r e

presenting as it does, this little man, little in stature and in 

aspirations. I t is all egorical as i t s ignifies his longing for 



158 

a bigger and better deal for himself. 

Nienaber criti cizes Leroux for the fact that the characters in 

this novel lack development and multi-dimensionality, blaming 

this lack on t he fact that the characters are allegorical repre

sentations of representatives of the system fighting for control 

of ~illnsoul , in this respect in t raditi onal allegorical style 

(1982 :545 ) . The name of the main character , Gysbrecht Edelhart 

(in translation meaning "Nobl e heart") recalls the medieval mo

rality play , and this gives his pilgrimage universal meaning 

(Botha ,l980 : 458 ) . I t also suggests that he is essentially a sym

pathetic character, for whom even the large sum of money eventu

all y loses its powe r t o att ract and by inference to corrupt. 

Leroux employs t he enigma of the hermaphrodite i n this novel and 

again in the last work of the fol lowing trilogy, Die derde oog, 

in the form of Juliana Doepels. The juxtaposition of Julius/Ju

liana emphasises their bipolarity, which is given an i ronic twist 

by the f act that she is a hermaphrodi te . Lodge cal ls the herma

phrodite one of the most powerful emblems of contradicti ons, af

fronting the most fundamental binary system of all ( 1977a :229). 

In his references to Juliana Doepels, the he rmaphroditic revolu

t i onary who also has prophetic qualities, Leroux proves his O\vn 

prophetic vision. She prophesies violence and the destruction 

of the type of materi alism and rationalism represented by Julius 

Johnson. She seeks this destruction in order to reinstate the 

precious uniqueness of the i ndividual . 

Her fai l ure to do more than damage the hideous facade of the 
i 

building which represents Julius Johnson 's empire , is representa-

t i ve of man's fail ure to prevai l against the syst em and regai n 

his individuality. The ducktails' atten~ts to be different are 

a protest aga i nst soci ety just as Juli ana's ar e, but their at

tempts are neutralized by the fact that they always move and act 

in groups, and all wear similar clothes , a recognisable 'ducktail 

uniform'. They have merely exchanged one conformity for another. 
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Edelhart ident ifies the reason for t he ducktail s' vi olent beha

viour as alienation, the sure knowledge that there is no safe 

harbour , that security is an ill usion. This is the typical in

securi ty of modern man, manifested in social chaos. The novel 

reveals the destruction of the ol d myth, which has nothing to 

replace it, and warns that the mugu, like the poor, will always 

be with us. 

In Sewe dae by die Silbersteins ( 1962) Henry van Eeden is taken 

to Welgevonden to meet the family of hi s bride-to-be, who are 

his equals except for the fact that they are not 'from Eden'. 

He has to get to know the anti-paradise of the Silbersteins 

within a short period of time. He must be initiated into the 

secrets of this strange world, he must become acquainted with 

fear, chaos and guilt (Antonissen,1966:37). As is required of 

modern allegory, the surface narrative, although overtly fantas

tic, makes sense in itself. As is typical of Ler oux's work, the 

allegory is there, intrusive, never far below the surface narra

tive. There is a continual i nterplay of narrative and setting, 

the strictly ordered existence reflected in the two-tone bull 

bred on the farm, the mathematical precision of the distribution 

of colour in the flower beds, the labyrinthine nature of the 

garden, with inexplicable wal ls built in unexpected places. 

Leroux strips his characters of practically all their humanity, 

making of them two-dimensional types which symbolise archetypes 

and ideas in a multiplicity of ways. 

In this novel realism is abandoned in favour of fantasy, a tech

nique which favours allegory. The novelist i s indeed at pains 

to point out that not only is there not a farm called Welgevon

den , but there is no farm even like it. The fantasy functions 

within a particular stylized framework - seven days; seven chap

ters; seven episodes, each epi sode havi ng a title suggest i ng 

stylized movement : "Dans van die rykes", "Ballet van die boere", 

"Fuga van geesteli ke herbewapening" , "Dood van •n heiden" and 
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others suggesting at least a typical pattern underlying each of 

the episodes (Botha, l 980 :432). 

Botha is of the opinion that the sustained theme is mor e complex 

than i t appears on the surface: it is the tragedy of maturity 

that one must lose one's i nnocence . Leroux suggests that one 

should rather flounder in evil than live in innocence, that one 

first has to get to know the devil before one can enter the gates 

of heaven (Botha, 1980 :432). 

Leroux expl ores t hese themes al l egorically by once again linking 

their development expressly to the allegorical journey, the tra

dition of the pil grimage in lit erature , the styl i zed following 

of a particular l i terary tradition. It belongs to the s ame tra

diti on as Pilgrim's Progress and Gulliver's Travels, and a host 

of German ' Bildungsromane'. In this novel, however, the tradi

tional allegorical pilgrimage degenerates into a satirical fan

tasy. It i s treat ed ironicall y, and is in fact entirel y pervert

ed. The psychological development of the 'Bildungsroman ' i s 

extended to include acquaintance wi th the collective unconscious 

and its archetypes (Nienaber,l982 : 548) . 

The purpose of Henry's peregrinations is to find Salome. But 

who and lVhat is Salome? She must be thoroughly earthy , and yet 

have an element of the paradoxical. She eludes the perverted 

existence of Welgevonden, her presence ever~vhere supposed but 

never seen, and even at her ul.timate arrival she does not become 

physically present to the reader. It is precisel y this vagueness 

that increases the i~mpact of the ending of the novel, because the 

question of lVho and what she is remains inconclusive, so that 

lVhat she is depends entirel y on faith (Antonissen:38). 

Nienaber says that Henry's aff irmation of the i nvisible at the 

end of hi s ini t iati on should probably be attributed to the power 

of the mytho-religious and great p;.radi gmatic symbols lVhich speak 

in many l anguages . Jock Si l berstein himself explains this during 
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the experiencing of symbols in the cellar . They are symbols that 

present themselves to Henry in the unlikely forms of wine which 

is "religiously" f ermented , a bull representi ng t he cosmic powe r 

of nature subdued by breeding, laboratory apparatus and compu

t ers that are handled l ike holy objects by contemporary "priests" 

and alchemists , etc. In t he modern context of Welgevonden one 

might speak of a derailed symbol, which has degenerated into a 

stagnant s ign ((1982:547) . 

A general face lessness or anonymity is the most permanent motif 

of t his novel. Perversion of l ife and of t he wor ld, of good and 

of evil i nto this uniform l ack of identity is the most daemonic 

destruction of the 'living myth' imaginable (Antonissen:39) . Yet, 

contrary to all expectations , it is this anonymity that awakens 

the desire in Henry to escape his robot-like existence, to find 

a face , an image, a persona (Antonissen:39). 

\Vhat he has had to learn is a kind of moral degeneracy . He is 

to be "mated" with Salome and for thi s purpose his i nnocence has 

been destroyed. 

Man's alienation is illust rated by the fact that the i ndividual 

no longer matters , he is merely a type, and the man without iden

tity shares the fate of mankind. The sub-characters are activat

ed with the sole purpose of placi ng the main f i gures i n relief. 

Individually they are stripped to t he bone, but each one plays 

a complex role in the collective image (Nienaber :548 ) . 

Malan points out that in this second trilogy the "outsider" is 

still present, but i n Een vir Azazel (1964) becomes progressive

l y more recognisable as the pilgri m journeyi ng t hrough modern 

life, t o bring the "monsters" in it to light (1982b:335). The 

idea of a pilgrimage i s becoming a more important aspect . Le

roux's work reveals an i ntense preoccupation with man a nd his 

condition , the times in which we l ive . 



162 

Botha refers to T.S. Eliot's comment on James Joyce: "in mani 

pulating a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and anti

quity , Mr Joyce is pursuing a method which others must pursue 

after him • • • It is simply a way of controlling, of ordering, of 

gi ving shape and a s i gnificance to the immense panorama of futi 

lity and anarchy which is contempor·ary history" (1980 : 449). The 

novel ·i s not cont ent with reveali ng the "futility and anarchy", 

but also reveal s man ' s helpl essness and the evil i nherent i n him

self. Because man cannot accept t hat the evil is i n himself, he 

allows it to exist outside of himself, and i s therefore continu

ally in search of a scapegoat . The novel reveals thi s, but al

so that man's sal vation lies in faith which i s often as unsus

pectedly present in man as is evil. 

Antoni ssen rai ses the questi on, with Dr Johns who i s a key fi

gure in the interpretation of the novel, whether Henry and Sa

lome ever found one another (117) . Their love might have been 

everyone' s romant ic dream, except for one star k real i ty : the 

birth of the i diot gi ant, Adam Kadmon , which claims Salome's 

life. He becomes the society's sacrifice t o Azazel, thei r scape

goat for the murder of Lila the prostitute , idealized as a vir

gin. The name Adam carries a weal th of s uggest i on of expulsion 

from Paradise because of the woman's s i n . Now Adam Kadmon i s 

killed to avenge t he death of another fallen woman , Lila t he 

prostitute. The hero , who leads the attack which results i n the 

death of the scapegoat, is the inarticulate detective s ergeant 

Demosthenes H. de Goede . His name carries a wealt h of sugges

t i ons. He is cal l ed Demosthenes because of his speech impedi

ment . The H. stands for Herakles , the Greek mythol ogical hero 

who supported the Olympic gods in their battle against the giants . 

His surname, de Goede, is an i ronic appellative for the one who 

protects the community from the 'powers of evil ' , who traces the 

' murderer', and mort ally wounds him so that he i s carried away 

by the flood . 

The questions that s hould be asked by a detect ive, Quintilian 's 
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when, are used to name the seven main phases in the book. Dr 

Johns suggests that they start with ' who'. The fact that the 

novel has already started with 'where' alerts the reader to the 

fact that there i s a reversal of sequence . The large plastic 

swan discovered on the lawn, prefigures the discovery of the 

bloated corpse of the giant, which will be washed over all ob

structions to lie stranded on the lawn . 

Like all modern allegory, Een vir Azazel has a concrete point of 

departure, a surface level which can be read for its own sake, 

but the allegorical aspect, once again the peregrinatory "jour

ney" , the presence of a 1 meturgeman' , and an 1 outsider ' as main 

character are there and in this respect it is in the same tra

dition as Sewe dae by die Silbersteins. The special allegorical 

world is a s adly neglected Wel gevonden, isolated by torrential 

rain which cuts the farm off from the rest of the world. The· 

masks are made articulate by the water t earing through their 

mouths. 

The degeneration of society is clearly illustrated: the issue 

of Henry ' from Eden' and the daughter of t he i nhabitants of the 

anti-paradise is the innocent i diot; the confessional has lost 

its efficacy and become a chamber of fear; the glutamic acid 

and thiamin bottled in the factory where wine used to be bottled, 

are used to treat alcoholism . 

Kannemeyer identifies the main theme of Een vir Azazel as the 

problem of blame and moral judgment, which is a typically alle

gorical theme (1983:359) . The objective and subjective levels 

are inextricably i nterwoven. 

Irony plays an important role in this allegorical novel . Man 1 s 

predisposition f or externalizing evil is supported by Dr John's 

injunction to De Goede to examine the mourners, but not to delve 

t oo deeply. The coffin containing the 'light' Lila is heavy. 
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The murder of Adam Ka runon is truly tragic, on both the lit eral 

and the allegoric level s . His i niti al pleasure in the belief 

that at last s omeone is prepared to play with him, that he has 

been accepted into society and is no l onger an outs ider , is soon 

destroyed by pain. The sett ing i s medieval . Adam Kadmon , i n 

red, suggests daemonic power, but i s in fact the Christ-figure, 

the innocent scapegoat. The crowd, as deluded as t hose who chose 

Barabbas, stone him, to avenge the death of the 'virgi n ' : a pros

titute and a nymphomani ac . 

In 18-44 ( 1967) the narrator i s a middle-aged literary hack, dis

appointed, confused, frightened , and driven to intr ospection . 

Thi s self-examinati on i nvolves various circumstances: the four 

women in his l i f e and his rel ationship with them, also his au

t hors hip . He knows that t o be a literary hack i s not enou@1. 

He must understand t he meaning of these women i n r e lation t o him

self before he can answer the middle-aged's question of who he 

is, and so end his fr i ghtened quest for identity. 

The s ituation affects the r eader deeply because the novel deal s 

with universalities, not merel y with an individual ' case'. The 

narrator gives an account of himself and of t he times i n whi ch 

he l ives, which corr esponds to our times. It becomes clear t hat 

the representation of the four women has to do wi th the manner 

in whi ch we too are heirs, perhaps victims , of times past which 

have l ef t t he i r mark on the history of contemporary man (Botha, 

1980 :448). 

Malan descr ibes 18-44 as a master l y adaptation of the l ast l ines 

of the f i rst movement of Burnt Norton, t he first of T. S . Eliot's 

Four QUartets: 

Time past and time future 
\'lhat might have been and what has been 
Point to one end, whi ch i s always present 

(El iot,1963 : 190) . 

Authorship i t sel f is the theme of this work; t he novel is an 
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image of the coming into being of a novel, but erected with such 

subtle control that at the same time it is the novel itself 

(~dlan ,1982 :335). 

In this novel the process of growth is emphasised by the journey 

from East to West which must be undertaken. It is a symbolic 

journey. Meij points out t hat according t o Jungian interpreta

tion a journey of this nature is the symbol of man searching for 

enlightenment in himself , attempting to illuminate the darkness 

of his sub-conscious mind (1968:67). 

18-44 is a clever title, the novel being the admonitions of a 

44-year-old literary hack to an 18-year-old female l etter writer 

who appears to be in love with him. At the end of the story the 

girl is 19 and he 45, 1945, a new era. He gives her advice glean

ed from his own l ife, so that the girl will understand that she 

is merely passing through a phase, and eventually , as she gets 

to know him better, she stops writing, as he predicted she would 

(Meij,1968:68 ). Meij points out that this novel also be longs to 

t he 'Bildungsroman ' tradition (66). It becomes an allegory when 

i t convinces that the narrator 's accounti ng for the four women 

cannot be understood merely on the level of personal relation

ships, Each woman becomes the image of a phase in his existence, 

each having left a residue in his life , and each representing a 

facet of his personality (Botha,1980 :447-448). 

True to the multi-level nature of allegory , the underlying mean

ing of this nove l is far more complex and s ubtle than the lite

ral . At t his level the nove l illustrates t he conflicting powers 

in man, and the attempt of every person to be physical ly 'whole'; 

the contention is that one should be prepared to take leave of 

familiar things to allow a process of growth. Meij says t hat 

what the aut hor means by "primordiale verraad" probably i s that 

man has to sacrifice the 'old man' in order to enter a new phase 

of development. Growth implies death (1968: 66). 
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Botha emphasi ses that the purpose of the novel i s not only t o un-

mask and impair ; its purpose is resurrecti on . The author must 

reinstate the Gif t of God. Nan's suffering is experienced as a 

melting pot. I n each of us the Gift of God is mutilated and 

needs t o be repaired . For this reason the progress of the novel 

may eventually be sai d to purify {1980:447-448). 

Ler oux does not allow the characters in this novel to figure 

forth deeper l ayers of meaning through their actions. He allows 

cont empl ation and speculation to emerge in the novel , often in 

the form of the literar y hack's voiced thoughts {Heij,1968:67). 

He sees himself as Mercury , the invi s i ble reconci ler who hel ps 

to create new l ife throu~1 hi s concil iat or y conduct . It is an 

almost hyperconscious definiti on of t he position and funct i on of 

t he author in the conrnunity . The liter a r y hack i s therefore not 

involved with the four women that share his life only, but with 

the whole conflict of man in search of psychic ba l ance, and the 

four women are, among other things , only aspects of the author ' s, 

and by implication, man's psyche {Heij,l968:68). 

Botha i nt erprets the novel Isis ••• Isis • • • Isis {1969) and i ts ac

cumulation of s i ghts related without style, as a bitt er parody 

of the phenomenon of travel l i terature with which the Afr ikaans 

market has been inundated in recent years. I t reveals the pro

pensity of man to confer lofty signifi cance to hi s most banal 

undertakings. The Isis myth, i n inverted f orm, i s used as t erm 

of reference, a mocking f ramework for his fl ight from place to 

pl ace and from woman to woman {1980:450) . 

The nove l becomes an all egory when i t can eventual l y be described 

as a reconnaisance and a revelation of what the narrator's coun

t r y and he (and we) are . This novel , l ike Leroux ' s other wor ks , 

reflects a deeply s erious search for f orm and meaning in the wil

derness of exper iences {Botha,1 980 : 450). 

The f irst two chapters summar i s e the theme : the narrat or ' s at-
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tempt to coo1e to rest , an attempt to make himself whol e, to under

stand and make peace with himself, and he intends doing this by 

undertaking a journey to search f or Isis , the healing agent (Bo

tha, 1980:450} . 

The tale involves a game of contrasts and parallel isms . The re

counted journey is a construed attempt to experience the Isis 

myth. The literary hack himself is the mutilated Osiris seeking 

t he Isis who wi ll make him whole (Botha,1980:450}. He believes 

himself to be in f ourteen segments and falsely hopes that he will 

r ecover a section in each woman. 

Botha believes that there are certain points of contact between 

the Isis myth and certain i ngredients of Jung 's conception of 

psychology and alchemistry, of t he Collective Unconscious and the 

universal Mother (450}. This search for Isis is a real, experi

enced , painful search for healing, the quest of Everyman. 

Magersfontein, o Magersfontein (1976} is perhaps Leroux 's most 

realistic work since Sewe dae by die Silbersteins, but is never

theless permeated with startling fantasy (Brink , 1980:22} . 

Brink points out that it is in the third section that the nove l 

attains true stature. The humorous nature of the novel is trans

cended by the relativation of the grotesquely macabre humour of 

man's games to an all-embracing Fate . Leroux rips open an apo

calypse , an apocalypse of man and of Afrikaner. The historic 

Magersfontein i s revealed as a ghastly joke, a shocking comedy 

of errors, and in this last instance i t also becbmes a historic 

novel of great meaning (1980:24 ) . 

The names and qualities of the characters immedi ately betray the 

allegorical nature of the novel. One of t he leaders of the expe

dition to ~~gersfontein, Seldom, is half- deaf. The ot her l eader , 

Sudden, is nearly blind, and these two symbol ize the impaired 

pe rception of modern man. The Greek chauffeur-lover is mistaken 
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f or the script wri ter , while the scr ipt writer himself has no li

terary standing. The midwife has had no t raini ng. All these 

people compr ise a group singularly unsuited t o t heir tasks; mis

fits, a liens therefore, in every sense . The traffic of f i ce r , Le 

Grange, is an Afrikaner a rchetype , and t he unpr et entious hot el 

soon acquires a "Kafka castle" atmosphere (Brink,1980 : 23) . 

Of this 'comedy' Brim< says that the laugh changes to a scowl

i ng grimace; t he comic mask deepens to the grimace of a skull. 

And through the historical and hyst erical misfortunes, through 

the ridiculous fuss of acting people , something of the destiny 

of South Africa and of t he Afrikaner is indicated (an own Deluge ; 

a personal 'G<itterdarrrnerung': because the ol d Germani c mytholo

gy lies t hreat eningly only just below the surface ) - grimmer t han 

anything else Leroux has done so far (1980:24) . I n t his parody 

l i es t he modernist, allegorical nature of the novel , that it pre

dicts a country , humanit y, going under whi le occupying i tself 

with travesties, charades and f arces, refighting its old battles 

without seri ousness or necessi ty, but simply f or the sake of 

spectacular displ ay ( 1980 : 24) . 

In t hi s nove l Leroux mythifies a pi ece of South African history , 

and then bases paradigms upon t his newl y-created myth . People 

r emain continually i n search of archetypes , and when Garries 

buries his child and hi s victim, and decorates t he grave with a 

hero ' s c ross, it becomes the begi nning of a new myth for t he fu

t ure (Brilli<,l980:23). 

5.5 BARTHO SMIT (1924- 1986) 

Bartha Smit's Putsonderwater (1962) has as its t heme t he crisis 

of f a i t h as experienced by Weste r n man , whi ch is a typi cal t heme 

of modern a l legory . The choice of characters, and t heir names , 

poi nts t o t he play ' s a f finity wi t h medi eval mor ali ty plays and 

with allegory. The play gathers together a whole series of Bibli-
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cal references (Smuts,l980:51). 

On ·the surface there is the typical Afrikaans 'dorp' , wit h its 

church, police station, and t he 'power politics' between t ypi

cal characte rs in the hierarchy of the 1platteland 1 • From be low 

this realistic world rises t he larger, more universal plan of 

the allegory. The anonymous archetypes are represented, with 

t he \~nan t1aria as focal point (Kannemeyer, l983 :433). Maria i s 

a blend of good and evil, innocence and pronuscuity. She is si

nlultaneously seductress and abused. Because all are guilt y, no 

one is prepared to take the blame for her p redicament. \Yhen she 

kills the Dominee who attempts t o rape her, he r attempts to con

fess are frustrated , and forgiveness denied (Kannemeyer,l983: 434). 

She demonstrates the impossibility of life without illusions, and 

be lieves that the child she bears might be a type of Messiah . 

Antonissen calls this drama an allegory of an irreligious ly fair

mi nded world, t ime and type of civilization which denies man t he 

comfort of confession, and t he r efore forgiveness of his sins, and 

he is driven to despair (1964:332). Places and things tend to 

transcend t he realistic and Putsonderwater i t self becomes a sym

bol of desolation in a society in which huma nity has withe r ed. 

The cemetery becomes the gates of Heaven , and t he brackis h ditch 

the place of t he outcasts of society, but not necessarily of God 

(Smuts, 1980: 52). 

Typical of modern a llegory, t he characters have a strong symbolic 

dimension, but also figure realistically , so t hat the allegorical 

dimension can be shifted to the periphery, but when brought f ully 

i nto play, adds immeasureably to the depth of the work. 

5.6 ANDRe P. BRINK (1935-

Brink believes t hat archetypal patterns are an important charac

teristic of modern allegory, but t hat they are distorted, so t hat 
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the modern allegor y is not merely a variation of the ar chetypal 

pattern, but its re-creation (1975a :41) . In contrast to tradi

tional allegory, Lobola vir die lewe (1962) reveals freestyle al

legory and intermittent allegorical interpretation (Van Zuydam: 

46). 

There are important similarities between cert ain characters in 

Lobola and important Biblical figures. The Biblical Patriarch, 

the Virgin , and the Redeemer, are perverted in Raubenheimer the 

fraud , Marie the woman of light morals, and Serfontein the impo

tent and innocent scapegoat (Van Zuyd~n:42). This distorted re

flection proves that we no longer have to do with traditional 

allegory. Par adoxically , it is not Serfontein but Francois who 

follows the 'way of the cross ' , which can nevertheless not be 

compared with Christ ' s. The emphasi s is clearl y on the distor

tion of the Bibl i cal 'myth ' (Van Zuydam:43). 

Serfontein is not 14arie ' s son, but his sacri ficial death sug

gests the death of Chri st with one important difference: Ser

fontein dies because his worl d has become meani ngless . He is no 

Christ figure in the true sense of t he word, but a ' decadent 

Christ' (Van Zuydam:43) . 

Brink's technique of recalling historical parallels universalizes 

Francois's l oneliness and alienation, so that Francois becomes 

the type of modern 1nan (Van Zuydam: 44) . In Lobola the Christian 

dogn~ appears to have lost i ts value, illust rated by t he perver

sion of t he Bible story , and this leaves man searching for mean

ing and event uall y f i nding a kind of perverse certainty in exi s

tentialism (Van Zuydam: 45). 

In the allegorical novel Miskien nooit (1967), Paris gradually 

comes to be associated wi th Hades, with the under1"orld. Toget her 

with the recurring image of the pomegranate, the paradigm reveals 

itself as t he Greek mythological symbol of Persephone, wife of 

Pl uto, king of the underworld (Meij, 1968 :63-64). Gunhilde, the 
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gir l in search of whom he combs the city sewers, becomes a symbol 

of the unattainabl e, i deal woman. 

The narrator's search for Gunhilde becomes more than the literal 

search: i t becomes a pilgrimage through the labyrinths of the 

human psyche, a descent into the 'Hades' of the subconscious, 

and a search of whi ch the conclusion cannot be predicted (r1eij , 

1968:65). 

5.7 BERTA SMIT (1926-

Rialette Wiehahn describes Berta Smit's first novel , Die vrou en 

die bees (1964) as an allegorical representation of the Chris

tian's per severance i n carrying out his greatest task, which is 

to love his neighbour (1965:270). Botha supports this finding 

and identifies the quality of fantasy in the novel, whi ch is 

strongly reminiscent of Leroux ' s Sewe dae by die Silbersteins 

and Een vir Azazel (1980:539). 

The characters are named in a way that suggests the medieval mo

rality play: "Die Man, Die Verslaggewer , die Uitgewery" , etc. 

(Botha,1980:541). The Man who visits Haria represents Christ, 

and the task he gives her is to save Julia and the Typist from 

the World (Wiehahn:271). This novel is closer to traditional 

than to modern allegory, despite its modern milieu. 

Een plus een (1967) is more successful as a modern allegory than 

Die vrou en die bees, perhaps because the surface story and cha

racterization are more convincing and therefor e provide a str ong

er vehicle for the allegory. Van Rensbur g dr aws attention to the 

mult i-level nature of the novel, a quality that is sustained 

throughout (1968) and Elize Botha confirms its allegorical nature 

(1980:338). 

Meij is convinced that it is essential to read t his novel as an 
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allegory in order t o understand it. The names of the characters, 

f or example, clearly have ambiguous , multi-faceted meanings. The 

most important key to t he symbolical-allegorical in novel is the 

dominee, his bi rthmark, and the sun. Thomas Coetzee represents 

doubt, lihi ch is an obvious Bi bl ical r eference , but more subtly, 

the dominee of ten i dentifi es with Thomas, for he too suffers 

from lack of fait h. Ou-Koot Gouws represents a child-like sur

render t o God, through which he succeeds in his self -appointed 

t ask of 1nessenger, where the dominee fails. The 'thorn in his 

flesh' must be removed before he can bury his doubt with Thomas 

and continue wit hout fear. 

TI<e 'thorn i n his flesh ' i s the birthmark on his face, which re

presents the load of sin with which every man is born, which he 

inherits from his fat her , and only when he acknowledges its pre

sence and l ifts it to the sun, to God, does he overcome his fear 

and doubt. 

5.8 ELSA JOUBERT (1922-

With Die Wahlerbrug ( 1969) Elsa Joubert focuses her attention, 

this time, on t he problem of identity (Nienaber, 1982:638) . The 

main character stays behind i n a strange city while her husband 

proceeds to another destinati on . She vi sits a museum where she 

i s foll owed , led t hrough a pane l in a wal l , and kidnapped . tier 

i dentity documents, cl othes and handbag are taken t o provide an 

i denti ty f or a strange woman, and she is stranded in the city, 

unabl e to communi cate because she cannot speak the l anguage, a 

perfect example of the 'outsi der' (Nienaber : 638 ) . 

The novel moves progressively away from the realistic i nto the 

realm of fantasy and al legory. Stripped of her external identi

t y, she i s simul t aneously s tripped of her psychic identity, un

t i l there i s nothing left of her i ndividuality and she comes to 

represent universal \Yoman , attracted to the man who i s also her 
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captor. Only when she has l ost him as well is she stripped of 

everything that is transitory, and is she ready to be led across 

the Wahler Bridge (Nienaber:639), which may be taken to repre

sent a bridge to eternity for the chosen. 

In true Kafkaesque style the same characters appear and reappear. 

The woman who sells her the museum ticket is also the one who 

helps her when she nearly faints, and provides her with a ticket 

to the Wahler Bridge, and the same one who receives her at the 

empty hotel. 

Another Kafkaesque touch is added by her experiences at the po

lice station where, i n an office, she fills in a form for state

less persons. She writes and writes until she is tired, then 

the papers are collected with trolleys and taken to the cellars, 

where they will await their turn to be attended to. 

Kannemeyer points out that the pursuit through endless chambers 

and halls in the museum and the woman's terror have suggestive 

links with both the stereotyped modern thriller, and the hallu

cinatory dream-world evoked by Kafka. This novel has a related

ness to the allegori cal-symbolic mode of Leroux's novels. The 

woman's purposeless peregrination through the city becomes a 

journey through life in search of her own identity, although the 

mixture of real and surreal is not quite satisfactory. There are 

too many scenes which do not function on the second level (1983: 

317). 

5.9 ANNA M. LOUW (1913-

Elize Botha identifies Kroniek van Perdepoort (1975) as having 

roots not only in the "traditional" Afrikaans novel with its 

farm, family and religious background, but also in Western alle

gory and the moralities (1978:7). These links are forged through 

a tradition of all egory and of the portrayal of the powers of 
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evil i n man , or iginating in Lion-Cachet's Sewe duiwels en wat 

bulle gedoen het . The f amily in its totality reveals t he seven 

deadly sins, but although these sins are symbolically- allegor i

cally revealed, also by t he ni cknames of the characters, all the 

characters are full y-dimensi onal, and not the archetypes we find 

in Sewe dae by die Silbersteins (Kannemeyer, 1983 : 313). Snyman 

draws attention to the theme of nwm's dissatisfaction at the 

centre of the nove l ; the dramati zation of the battle between 

good and evil ( 1975:94 ) " 

This novel reveal s the psychological reactions of var ious mem

ber s of t he family to a certa i n event, the reburial of the fa

ther and mother , and by means of flashbacks they r ecal l inci

dents from the past whi ch then serve to explain the present. 

The sin of pride exhi b i ted by the father, Koos Nek , i s the source 

of the other deadly sins reveal ed by the family (Botha,1978 : 344). 

Each one of the sons has i nheri ted not only a portion of Perde

poort, but also some quality f rom their fat her, but they f i ght a 

losing battl e against t heir own weakness. Doubt and l ust are re

vealed by the youngest brother, the theology student" The fact 

t hat he is physi cally attracted to his ni ece reveals something 

of the sol ipsist ic nature of t his family, centering again and 

agai n upon itself . The fami ly i s caught up i n a treadmill of 

s i n from which it is impossi bl e to escape (Cloete,1976:18). 

The disint erment of the bodies of the patriarch, Koos Nek and 

his wi fe, suggests what i s i l l ustrated in the novel, that man ' s 

failings and s i ns cannot be buried, t hat t hey re-emerge and pro

l iferate f rom generat i on t o gener ation (Cloete, 1976 :18 ) . 

The problem of the struggl e between good and evil is that they 

are so closel y i nterwoven that it i s not al ways possibl e to dis

tinguish between them. For the patri arch himself they are l i nked, 

and a source of trouble and t ension: "Hull e is maar net twee 

kante van die stok waa rmee ons onsself hel gee" ( 6) . The two 
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poles are recognisable in himself: he donates freely to the 

church, but never attends services. He is both demon and saint . 

The farm Perdepoort is the isolated, special allegorical world, 

where the powers of evil proliferate. The farm is not only phys

ically isolated, but the characters too are isolated because of 

their father's pride which separated them from the people of the 

vicinity. As an i ronic counterfoil t o the chronicle of Perde

poort, .there is the chronicle of the coloured people of Erdman

stasie. The pathetic parody of the reburial of Koos Nek in the 

funeral of his grandson, Fielies, focuses on social injusti ce 

and discriminati on as experienced in South Afri ca, suggesting a 

further level of meani ng. 

Kroniek van Perdepoort demonstrates the universal ly destructive 

power of sin. Every one of Koos Nek's sons experiences the ali

enation brought about by their father's pride. For Klaas life 

is a choice between the devil and death. If you get rid of sin/ 

the devil, all that remains i s death . His conversati on with his 

brother, the theologian, is a demonstration of this belief. Each 

of the characters demonstrates a gradual degeneration into the 

mud of the marsh of life, but at the same time longs for the 

light , this being the universal predicament of man. Attie t ries 

desperately to acquire the last teaspoon that will complete the 

set from Klaas's wife; Kobus tries to stop drinki ng. 

The alienation of modern man from the secure belief in certain 

norms is clearly illustrated in this novel, which explores alle

gorically the relationship between father and child, in this 

case being extended to include oppressor and oppr essed. The re

lationship between master and servant, in the parti cular South 

African situation in which the white man is automatically master 

and the coloured man is servant, without considering personal 

qualities, is real isti cally and sympathetically treated, while 

the author does not sacrifice any of the forceful in1pact of the 

essential theme and her attitude towards it. 
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5 . 10 SHEILA f1JGARD ? 

Sheila Fugard's f i rst novel, The Castaways (1972) has the corre

lated second order of events t hat typifies modern allegory. It 

is an indictment of a poli tico-militarist society whose institu

tional f oundations are as schizophrenic (Christie et al.,1980: 

161) as t he inhabitants of the P.B.M.H. The mental hospital it

self becomes a microcosmos, l inked with the cave i nhabited by 

the deranged terrorist /freedom fighter. The reader is compelled 

to take note of these underl ying meanings . 

The full horror of the condition of modern man is i llustrated by 

the shock treatment given to J ordan to 'cure' him of his malady, 

and the f utili ty of Choma's sol itary campaign of projected vio

lence to change the conditions in the country . The shock treat

ment suggests the treatment meted out to those who attempt to 

change t he system. It is a violati on of basic humani ty. Choma ' s 

death poi nts to the fact that violence is no solution. 

Jordan's mental peregrination is in the present, to the past and 

to the f uture, each of the three temporal phases shedding light 

on the other. The paucity of description of his surroundings il

lustrate s to what measure his attention is narrowed and turned 

i nwards - perhaps by incli nat i on, as a type of defence mechanism 

against the 'torture' of the shock treatment, but also as a re

sult of his treatment . Christi e et al. point out the striking 

parallel between the ship wrecked in 1770, and the mental hospi

tal bearing the same name, as " • . . the mental hospital i s t he 

reef wher e civilizati on has foundered" (167). They express the 

opinion t hat the novel i s not a naturalistic presentation of the 

i nner violence of civilizat ion, but a Buddhist all egory for the 

final revelation of satori, or human goodness (167). 

The abandonment of r eali sm in favour of imaginative projection is 

unstrained i n the context of t he schizophrenic patient and the de

r anged ter rorist , so that the narrative ranges f reely in the time-
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less area of the mind. 

The final despair of man is illustrated in the fact that Jordan's 

trip ends, not in beautiful transcendence, but in yet another 

E.C.T. ( 170). 

5.11 KAREL SCHOEMAN (1939-

Karel Schoeman's novel, Na die geliefde land (1972) and trans

lated as Promised land, can be regarded as an allegory mainly 

because of its multi-level nature. The narrative relates the 

return of an exile, on a sentimental journey to see the family 

farrn inherited from his mother before disposing of it, and finds 

a South Africa not even remotely resembling the South Africa 

dreamt and renrinisced about by his mother and her contemporaries. 

To a present South African the novel, placed in an all too fore

seeable future, reads like a negative - a complete reversal of 

familiar conditions. Although colour is never mentioned, the 

complete absence of any labourers, and the owners of the farm 

having to do even the most menial tasks suggests a situation in 

which the ruling classes are black. To anyone familiar with re

cent South African history, the total lack of security, the des

truction by explosion of arms caches, the arbitrary arrests, de

tention without trial, are recognisable, but this time applicable 
to the "other" s i de. 

George's journey, however, is also a pilgrimage on another level, 

a pilgrimage to a shrine which proves to have been an illusion, 

a romanticized fallacy, suggesting the purposelessness of man's 

search for meaning which returns him to his origins, with the im

plication that things will never be the swne again because the 

"promised land" has turned out to be a mirage, a deception, en

tirely divorced of reality. This is emphasised by the difference 

between the generations, and the discrepancy pointed out by Paul 

between the avowed ideals and the practical morality of the people 
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involved . Then there is the brandy-i nspired perspicuity which 

enables George to realize that Gerhard would have been equally 

capable of kicking a witness to death, as his Oom Kosie was -

it i s a questi on of power. The rot is within, not imposed from 

without . The description of the people ' s ideali sm is i ronic -

t hey themselves (the older generation) are unable to perceive 

the anomalies in their preoccupation with \.hat they have lost . 

The relationship between those in power and t he oppressed i n any 

situation, in any part of the worl d, i s exposed in this novel, . 

and gi ven added f or ce because of the f amiliarity of the reflec

tion. I t involves social and political dissent, condemning op

pression by revealing i ts brutalizing effect on the human psyche. 

The themes are universal, and they reflect man's alienation and 

hi s futile s earch for meaning. George, the exi le , is alienated 

from the land of his birth, but the youth reveal ed in this novel 

are equally alienated from the ideal s of their parent s \iho have 

made a virtue of nostalgia. 

5.12 NADINE GORDIMER (1923-

Although Nadine Gordimer is not usually regarded as an all egori st, 

July's people ( 1981) with its oblique style, can be regarded as 

having a l l egori cal qualities. This novel r epresents a projection 

into the future, a bleak future , with its equally bleak allegori

cal undertones. Although the novel does not deal wit h specifi c 

violence, the author succeeds in conveying an atmosphere of men

ace and catastrophe, t he more effective for being underplayed. 

Wi t h t hi s novel Nadi ne Gor dimer joins the ranks of modern fabu

lators. 

Saved by July and smuggled to his kraal for safety, the Smales 

fandly find themselves entirely disoriented, i solated i n a set 

ting compl etely alien to them. The social comment is t here, as 

they discover that thes e people have nothing, not hi ng at all. 
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As displaced persons the adults are incapable of adjusting, where

as the unprejudi ced children soon settle down. 

There is a subtle exploration of the master/slave dichotomy , Ju

ly now being in the position of power once occupied by his mas

ter, who has lost his power for having to depend on July for his 

very life. This transfer of power is symbolized by July's appro

priation of the keys of their vehicle. 

The woman's attempted escape to the helicopter i s essentially an 

act of betrayal; a betrayal of her marriage, of those who sup

ported them, and of the liberal ideals with which she grew up. 

It suggests a frenzied bid for security and certainty, but a 

quest that is instinctively felt to be futile. The inconclusive 

ending is typical of modern allegory. 

5-13 WilMA STOCKENS1ROM 0933-

Die Kranetartekspedisie (1981), translated by J.M. Coetzee as 

The Expedition to the Baobab Tree in 1984 , is a remarkable work 

which is an all egory of bondage and rebellion. 

The themes are those of modern allegory: the relationship between 

master and slave, oppressor and oppressed. It is a novel of so

cial dissent, evoking "in lyrical prose the helpless outrage of 

the oppressed against the oppressor" (De Groot,1984:12). The 

heroine is unnamed, her country unidentified, although the Bush

men and the baobab tree give away her ultimate destination. Her 

tale is an echo of every woman's struggle, "the search for an ex

istence that is not reckoned in terms of its potential for the 

appeasement of male lust , for an identity that transcends the 

appraisal of the spirit in terms of the flesh" (De Groot:12). 

The expedition of the title becomes an allegorical journey to

wards freedom, but freedom attained at an inrrnense price . The 
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journey is both inwar d and outward, the life journey of a sensi

t i ve human being under subjection, who finally achieves an inde

pendent identity for hersel f. 

The line between fantasy and reality is finel y drawn, and this 

adds to its al legorical s i gni ficance . The land is presented as 

mysti cal ly protective . The hollow baobab tree offers prot ection 

while the diminutive i nhabitants of the region provide food, and 

eventual ly al so the poi son which she willingl y takes, the mission 

having been accompli shed. 

5.14 CONCLUSION 

Fr om its traditional, naively didacti c beginnings in South Afri 

can l i terature , al legory has developed into a powerful mode of 

expr ession, capable of expressing the crisis in which modern man 

f i nds himself . In Af rikaans liter ature Etienne Leroux s tands 

out as the most prolific and constant user of the mode, although 

t h i s does not impl y t hat a g6n like The expedition to the baobab 

tree i s of l ess importance. 

Engli sh writers have not made comparable use of the mode, its 

use being l a r gely i nci dental. I t needed t he s tark, innovatory 

talent of J .M. Coetzee to recogni se and exploit this mode to its 

full potential, f ol lowing in t his the example of the European 

wri ters of the twenti eth cent ury, some of whon1 have been discus

sed in t he previous chapter . 


