

  [image: ]




  

    




    

      William Golding




      The Unmoved Target




      By


      Virginia Tiger


    




    

      

        [image: ]


      


    


  




  

    




    

      To the memory


      of


      Mark Papineau Conner


      1970–1988 


    




    


  




  

    




    

      Acknowledgements


    




    Any critical book has perhaps more elaborate need than others to contain its author’s statement of intellectual debts owed and personal ones unrepayable. As in the past, I record again my gratitude to the late Sir William Golding for his generous commitment to the ambience of literature that stimulated a private man to discuss his works in conversations and letters. Sir William, despite his passionate avowal of the hermetic nature of imaginative work, had suspended this principle to respond to my earlier study: William Golding: The Dark Fields of Discovery. Here it is important to reiterate that only the words attributed to him in quotations were his own. And for her irreplaceable help in responding to my dozens of queries it is a serious statement to thank J. D. Carver, herself engaged in governing and guarding her father’s published and unpublished work.




    Libraries have become part of the bloodstream of literary critics; and for their unfailingly congenial transfusions I am grateful to the Reading Room of the British Library, its Newspaper Library at Colindale, the New York Public Library at 42nd Street and Dana library at Rutgers University, Newark, with its especially generous and accomplished director, Lynn Mullins. I should here also thank my research assistant, Patricia Leyden, for her indefatigable search and discovery tracings of copyright holdings.




    I wish also to thank the following for permission to quote from William Golding’s works.




    Reprinted by permission of Faber and Faber Ltd: excerpts from The Double Tongue by William Golding © 1995. Excerpts from Free Fall by William Golding © 1959. Excerpts from The Hot Gates by William Golding © 1965. Excerpts from Lord of the Flies by William Golding © 1954. Excerpts from The Pyramid by William Golding © 1967. Excerpts from Rites of Passage by William Golding © 1980. Excerpts from The Spire by William Golding © 1964. Excerpts from To the Ends of the Earth: A Sea Trilogy by William Golding © 1995.




    Reprinted by permission of Farrar Straus & Giroux Inc: excerpts from A Moving Target by William Golding © 1982 by William Golding. Excerpts from Close Quarters by William Golding © 1987 by William Golding. Excerpts from Darkness Visible by William Golding © 1979 by William Golding. Excerpts from Fire Down Below by William Golding © 1989 by William Golding. Excerpts from The Paper Men by William Golding ©1984 by William Golding.




    Reprinted by permission of William Golding Ltd: excerpts from ‘Scenes from a Life’ by William Golding, Areté (Spring/Summer 2000) © 2000.




    Reprinted by permission of Faber & Faber Ltd: excerpts from William Golding: The Man and His Book by John Carey © 1987. Excerpts from William Golding, A Critical Study by Ian Gregor and Mark Kinkead-Weekes © 1984.




    Reprinted by permission of the Economist, London 1 April 1989: excerpt from ‘Water and Fire’ Listener (April 1, 1987)




    Reprinted by permission of the publisher, Cornell University Press: excerpt from Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film by Seymour Chatman © 1978 Cornell University.




    Reprinted by permission of Heldref Publications: excerpt from ‘A Password for the Darkness: Systems, Coincidences and Visions in William Golding’s Darkness Visible by Gillian Stead Eilersen Critique: Studies in Modern Fiction 28 (1987).




    Reprinted by permission of Publishing News Ltd: excerpt from ‘In Pursuit of a Subject’ by Sebastian Faulks Books and Bookmen (February 1984).




    Reprinted by permission of the New Republic excerpt from ‘Life Between Covers’ by David Lodge New Republic (August 16, 1984).




    Reprinted with kind permission from Kluwer Academic Publishers: excerpt from ‘On Readers and Listeners in Narrative’ by Gerald Prince Neophilgus (1971): 117–22.




    Reprinted by permission of New Statesman: excerpt from ‘Young Mariner’ by Michèle Roberts New Statesman (June 12, 1987) © New Statesman, 1999.




    Reprinted by permission of Guardian Newspapers Limited: excerpt from ‘All Hands on Deck’ by C. Galen Strawson, first published in the Observer (March 19, 1989).




    Reprinted by permission of Twentieth Century Literature: A Scholarly and Critical Journal: excerpts from ‘William Golding’s “Wooden World”:




    Religious Rites in Rites of Passage’ by Virginia Tiger Twentieth Century Literature 28 (1982).




    Reprinted with permission from the New York Review of Books: excerpt from ‘The Good Ship Britannia’ by Robert Towers New York Review of Books (December 18, 1980) ©1989 NYREV, Inc.




    Personal debts may be the most preposterous to try to acknowledge in formal terms since they are themselves, by definition, so outside formality. Generous ingredients to this book’s life have been richly provided by my colleagues and friends: Steven Aronson, Patricia Bruckmann, Veronica Calderhead, Nelson Canton, Ana Daniel, Barbara Foley, Nan and Lewis Griefer, my editors Ken Hollings and Julia Silk, Elizabeth Hopkins, my publisher Catheryn Kilgarriff, Roger Kirkpatrick, Helen McNeil, Sebastian Tiger and the late Marion Boyars, publisher extraordinaire.




    

       


    




    Virginia Tiger


    New York City




    


  




  

    




    

      Introduction: Prologue From The Pyramid


    




    I




    

      And it could be, in this great grim universe I portray, that a tiny, little, rather fat man with a beard, in the middle of it laughing, is more like the universe than a gaunt man struggling up a rock.




      William Golding1


    




    Campus cult figure of the 1960s and the finest English writer of the late twentieth century, not all readers (or critics) were to value William Golding’s work as highly as his reputation would seem to have warranted. Regarded by some as old fashioned, a white male misogynist, essentialist in intellectual tendencies, fabular in practice and echt-English by way of his literary persona, Golding’s achievements came to be not so much debated as descried, even denied. Authorial performances like his – both in fiction and in comments about fiction – seemed to resist the currents of change, represented by such post-modern critical maxims as polyvalency, indeterminability of textual meanings, the creator as inferred encoder or the death of the author. Consider, for example, the following where the authorial stance uncomfortably combines diffidence with self-regard, as though he were playing to the reading public’s expectations about an author famously famous from Brisbane to Berlin, Toronto to Turin, New Orleans to Nice2: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, you see before you a man, I will not say more sinned against than sinning; but a man more analyzed than analyzing.’3 ‘[F]or better or worse,’ observes the essay ‘A Moving Target’, ‘I am the raw material of an academic light industry […] The books that have been written about my books have made a statue of me, fixed in one not very decorative gesticulation, a po-faced image too earnest to live with.’4 Later a mischievous fiction, The Paper Men, would show an alcoholic novelist pursued by his natural enemy, the critic-biographer, as though Roland Barthes had never signalled the death of the author nor Jacques Derrida abolished the conceptual boundary between creative and critical discourse. And yet Golding’s early and later fictions – if not post-modern, if not post-colonial, if not post-feminist – were fundamentally about the post-war age and presages of an age of new war.5




    For readers like me there have continued to be moments of exhilaration where the ice imprint of the uncanny and the frightful mark the reading experience. Speculations once brought to the early works, however, have been readjusted by those to follow. Certainly summary statements such as the one I once made that all the fiction played with the puzzle of Proverbs XXXIII – ‘Where there is no vision the people perish’ – benefited from being revised in the light of the later works. When it became possible to view Golding’s achievement from the terminus of his death rather than through the continual progress of a living author, it also became possible to see that the several enterprises of a Golding fiction could seldom be exhausted by a single critical approach. For the author, once so summarily read as absent from his grim allegorical fables, rewards by being reread through various autobiographical enactments present in the novels with their mixture of moral seriousness, sensitivity to the semiotics of social class, eruptive humor, aggressive wit, parodic slyness and (sometimes) surprising cheer.




    The chapters in this book treating Golding’s fiction from Darkness Visible through The Double Tongue have been shaped by this view. While the chapters on Lord of the Flies, The Inheritors, Pincher Martin, Free Fall and The Spire collected here appeared in The Dark Fields of Discovery, I have taken the opportunity to revise substantially or expand the original text. But in both the revised and new chapters of William Golding: The Unmoved Target6 I have been guided by the conviction that – however unfashionable such a stance may be construed – the fiction demands close reading, grounding my interpretative criticism of the novels in their forms. Golding’s art/artfulness consists so very often in subverting expectations, playing with readers’ anticipations by way of veiled clue, partial revelation, manipulation of narrative knowledge and the narrative habit of what I call the ‘ideographic structure’, whereby readers are made to move outside one world of sensation and into another. Badgered by baffling puzzles and lacunae, unbalanced by each text’s defamiliarizing techniques, the reader is necessarily put in the very center of narrative production. It is to this end that a Golding narrative is directed. Alliteration, emblem, metaphor, symbol, refrain, rising and descending tempi: all the formal elements of narrative are employed to allow that reader’s eye, ear, mind to make connections – conscious or unconscious.7 As Golding once described that narrative intention: ‘I don’t simply describe something. I lead the reader round to discovering it anew.’8




    




    II




    

      Thanks to art, instead of seeing one world, our own, we see it multiplied and we have at our disposal as many worlds as there are original artists, worlds that differ more widely from each other than those which revolve in infinite space.




      Proust, Time Regained


    




    Occupying ‘a kind of no man’s land between the first group of novels and the late novels, beginning with Darkness Visible,’9 William Golding’s The Pyramid seems an informing site from which to glance forward, for it appeared to have announced a new direction, surprising its first readers with what it had rejected. Rather than remote world and monolithic allegory, this not unconventional bildungsroman, which described growing up in middle-class rural England in the first third of the twentieth century, addressed the tensions of what was at the time the most provincial of worlds. In its kinship with a more commonplace tradition of English fiction, it appeared to be – in Anna Wulf’s dismissive phrase about English fiction from The Golden Notebook – ‘one of those small circumscribed novels, preferably about the neuroses of class or social behaviour.’ Indeed, upon its 1967 publication, Golding remarked to me that he had toyed with the idea of subtitling the book The Pyramid, Or As You Like It as an ironic poke at reader and critic alike, claiming that it was designed in part as a jeu to demonstrate he could write – as he put it – something ‘limpidly’ simple. Unquestionably, the rich resources of language had been pared away, the book’s preoccupations with social class and spiritual entombment implied by its title requiring sometimes a prose as enervated as the place it would depict: the aptly named town of Stilbourne. Adopting the techniques of nineteenth-century classic realism, everything in this novel was scaled down to the immediately observable. Its subject matter was deliberately ordinary, the narrator made deliberately imperceptive and the social norms hugely conventional so that readers would – when certain ambiguities arose – come to question the viability of a world so stillborn.




    Oliver, the unreliable narrator, is the reader’s focalizing perspective in this retrospective reminiscence. Critical hindsight confirms that the wryly observed, very English provincial town – with its warped respectability and genteel proprieties – was Marlborough, the Wiltshire market town where Golding himself grew up. ‘Totally conditioned by the pyramidical structure of society identical to that of Golding’s childhood,’10 the fictional exercise in reminiscence amounted to his first autobiographical work. As such, it gains by being linked to Golding’s other narrative acts of memoir and memory: ‘Billy the Kid’, ‘Egypt from My Inside’, ‘The Ladder and the Tree’, and the posthumously published ‘Scenes from A Life’.




    Plagued by what would remain a lifelong question, ‘How can one record and not invent?’, both ‘Billy the Kid’ and ‘Egypt from My Inside’ depict a small child, word-besotted, self-involved, and terrorized by his own histrionic imaginings, rushing past the familiar streets of Marlborough to the safety of home. ‘Past the Aylesbury Arms, across the London Road, through Oxford Street by the Wesleyan Chapel, turn left for the last climb in the Green’ (‘Billy the Kid’11). A seminal essay about his adolescence, ‘The Ladder and the Tree’ also describes that place, childhood, boyhood, and young adulthood spent in a house abutting a churchyard on the town green. This home is literally at the opposite – and so inferior – end of the High Street from the rather famous public school still metonymically registering for many the meaning of Marlborough. His father, explosively brilliant science master and polymath though he was, could never have taught there. Instead he was employed at Marlborough Grammar School for forty years, ‘teaching the rudiments of science to the rather stolid children of local tradesmen and farmers’.12 ‘The Ladder and the Tree’ was to re-invoke the family’s precise place in that stratified society:




    

      […] we were all the poorer for our respectability. In the dreadful English scheme of things at that time, a scheme which so accepted social snobbery as to elevate it to an instinct, we had our subtle place. Those unbelievable gradations ensured that though my parents could not afford to send my brother and me to a public school, we should nevertheless go to a grammar school […] In fact, like everybody except the very high and the very low in those days, we walked a social tightrope, could not mix with the riotous children who made such a noise and played such wonderful games on the Green.13


    




    If the society of Golding’s Marlborough childhood fuelled the fictional community of The Pyramid’s Stilbourne with its contaminating social divisions and precisely gradated social pyramid, the narrative method of this midpoint book was – to borrow an observation from Brocklebank, the inebriate painter in Rites of Passage – as much about concealing and obscuring reality as it was about revealing it. In that much later work another unreliable first-person narrator, the journal-writing Talbot, represents an exchange where he has been warned by the painter that he has been ‘confusing art with actuality’. At the center, of course, is the storytellers dilemma, where clarity of recall jostles with imaginative construction: a dilemma especially disorienting when the story told is one’s own. A more compelling effort to claim actuality as unvarnished memory, rather than as product of the imagination, would seem to have propelled a third autobiographical enactment. ‘Scenes from a Life’ is a text transparent in its picture of what one can now recognize as the biographical beds in which the novels were rooted and from which they grew. Posthumously published, the extracts – written evidently in Golding’s eighty-first year – seem an attempt ‘to record memories honestly without the process he call[ed] “retouching”,’ as J.D.Carver put it in her preface to her father’s unfinished manuscript, which she also edited.14 Preternaturally alerted to how the very act of recording could falsify experience, ‘Scenes from a Life’ was to describe – in depicting some nine very early memories – the child’s-eye view as it was itself perceived some seven (perhaps even eight) decades earlier. Marlborough is again a prominent source for the memory of ‘being pushed down the north pavement of Marlborough [High Street] by Lily in a push chair’ (‘Scenes from a Life’)15 at the age of three. Even earlier, perhaps even younger than eighteen months, ‘in 29 The Green before I was old enough to fear and hate the place’ (p.26) – with its nearby graveyard and cellar infected by every sort of apprehension – he remembers himself remembering himself lying in a cot and seeing a strutting small cockerel, emanating friendliness. Had he been able to determine whether that sighting was ‘the exercise of clairvoyance before growing up into a rationalist world stifled it’ or ‘“only” a dream’, the diarist in advanced old age concluded: ‘I would have settled many more life-long preoccupations than the question of a single incident.’ (p.27)




    The same question as to whether the child’s indulging eye sees what the wearied reductive eye of adulthood no longer can was raised by the memory of a second, similarly searing, encounter. A mile from the Marlborough home lies ancient Savernake Forest through whose frond-fortified glades deer traversed at that time. It was here that Golding vividly recalled a terrifying encounter – indeed a confrontation that surely provided the biographical mulch for The Inheritors’ rutting-stag ritual seen from the vantage point of a species unable to reason beyond sense data and that novel’s vision of indifferent malignancy. Having been momentarily separated from his parents one late winter afternoon during what should have been a typical Sunday walk, the boy saw a stag’s dark head staring straight at him – or through him – over the bramble brake in the darkening forest. Screaming down the path and running towards his parents, the child – and the man writing the memory of the child – remembered the dark stag head’s quality of ‘stillness and terrible indifference’ (p. 34). The figure (as perceived by those two pairs of eyes) is a polar opposite of the strutting white cockerel with its ‘friendliness like a whole atmosphere of natural love’(p.27), an opposition we may now construe as one of evil to innocence.




    

       


    




    Innocence and evil, friendliness and indifference, such contrasts – embedded so very early in the unadulterated awareness of an infant’s perception – would become traceable as guiding patterns that Golding’s novels would both employ and explore. There would, for example, be the pervasive play in Darkness Visible with doublings, pairings, and binary oppositions, where fire is both purgative and destructive while water is both cleansing and cloacal. The oppositions orchestrated in Close Quarters, in particular, are played out in the persons of two ship’s officers: the level-headed, equable Summers and inventive Lieutenant Benét: poet, lover, and seaman extraordinaire.16 And, of course, Lord of the Flies’ fierce vision had as its bedrock ‘innocence’ and ‘the darkness of man’s heart’, coral growths from those early antipodean opposites rendered in ‘Scenes from a Life’: the strutting cockerel emanating friendliness and the dark indifferent stag’s head.




    

      

        III




        Song before speech




        Verse before prose




        Flute before blowpipe




        Lyre before bow




        William Golding, ‘Clonk Clonk’


      


    




    Rereading The Pyramid in the context of the narrative habit of biographical reshapings – one of the least explored themes in Golding criticism17 – can allow one to see how underestimated the work had been. ‘Much more complex than most of its early reviewers and critics […] found it to be,’18 The Pyramid’s narration has been put in the hands of a character reviewing his past from the vantage point of middle age. In fact, the novel’s focalization is very accomplished, with reminiscence by the older – ironic – narrator of his younger self shifting between the ‘I’ as reporter and the ‘I/eye’ of the interior monologue and indirect interior monologue. Well-ordered sequential reminiscence gives way to sheaves of memory ‘snapshots’ from infancy and boyhood. The novel’s interruptions of the chronological, its discontinuous time schemes, its flashbacks and flash-forwards depict the reminiscing mind and owe much to the memory scaffolding modeled in Free Fall, heralding the memoryscape technique in ‘Scenes from a Life’. As is the case in Rites of Passage and Close Quarters, the facetious, adroitly mannered, and mocking surface of the text disguises a darker substratum. Slapstick jostles a rather more bitter irony as the narrative progresses, the mode adopted being not that of the bildungsroman – as several critics have argued,19 but rather the world of tragicomedy.20 That mixed mode was hardly new to Golding’s practice. The grotesque and pathetic had already been fused in one short story’s portrait of a ghastly religious spinster, Miss Pulkinhorn, as they would be in the figure of Reverend Colley in Rites of Passage. But unlike Colley, and like The Pyramid’s Bounce Dawlish as well as Free Fall’s Rowena Pringle, Pulkinhorn is depicted as suffering the miseries of frustrated virginity. This particularly gender-specific English brand of loveless snobbery and the grim egotism of the time eat acidly into the soul until they erupt to infect others outside. Any tracing, however, of the continuity of this mixed mode insists that such fictions be reconsidered in the light of hitherto neglected authorial biography: that of a storyteller whose own story had so sounded with the crystal caws of pyramidal social class.




    So when The Pyramid adopted a materialist principle, the one enjoined in ‘The Ladder and the Tree’ when the young man accepts his father’s conviction that ‘Cosmology was driving away the shadows of our ignorance…the march of science was irresistible […] and I should be part of that organization marching irresistibly to a place which I was assured was worth finding’ (p. 173), it was retelling Golding’s own capitulation to his father’s kindly admonition that he come down from mystery’s figurative tree, learn his Latin, go up to Oxford, study science and so succeed. ‘Physics and Chemistry were the real, the serious thing,’ The Pyramid’s narrator is made to opine. ‘The world, my parents implied, was my oyster by way of Chemistry and Physics’ (p.193). Just as Trollope’s Barchester series ignored the real matter of religion, so The Pyramid, with its several Trollopian place names, pictured a place where religious possibilities are deliberately blocked out, a place conspicuously devoid of religious ambiguity, mystery, spirituality and their attendant terrors. The world’s spiritual dimension becomes simply ‘the sky over Stilbourne’ (p. 196). ‘Church fetes are no longer religious feasts that inspire particular devotions but rather are dull and class-ridden social events frequently ruined by angry cloudbursts’.21 The four hundred-foot spire of Barchester Cathedral may still be seen from Stilbourne’s Old Bridge, but, no longer beckoning prayer in stone, it merely roofs over that socially signifying place where an upscale Stilbourne wedding can take place. A conspicuously named character, Evie, recalling Eve from Genesis, may wear a gold cross inscribed with Chaucer’s Prioress’ signature Amor Vincit Omnia. However, the adolescent narrator only eroticizes it in describing how it nestles between ‘two smooth segments of spheres with […] pink tips,’ (p. 72) then translates the motto as ‘Love Beats Everything’, a particularly telling rendering in a place whose subterranean life has adults, either psychologically or physically, beat children into compliance.22 Another conspicuously named character, the town’s music teacher may share the name of the patron saint of music and musicians – reputed in life to be so close to heaven that she could hear the singing of angels – but no Saint Cecilia is she. Heavenly music hardly fires her soul, as she slips into sleep beside her charges. Besides, Stilbourne knows her as ‘Bounce’ on account of her ungainly pace, her massive bosom and thickening haunches. And although the air may be singing with the strains of Bach, Brahms, Chopin, Handel, Holst, Stravinsky, Wagner, and the artistry of Casals, Corot, Myra Hess, Kreisler, Moisewitch, Paderewski, and Solomon, music is no food of love. Music no more touches Stilbourne’s inner ear than it does that of Shakespeare’s calculating Cassius, who ‘hears no music’. Nor is Stilbourne an idyllic English landscape. The whole literary tradition of the English rural world is subverted with the punning place names – Cockers, Bumstead Episcopi, Phillicock, Leg-O’-Mutton Pond, Omnia – puncturing that false image as surely as Lord of the Flies perforated The Coral Island’s easy optimism.




    But if ‘Love, in Stilbourne society, like music, machinery and science is ambivalent […] both harmony and torture, understanding and power,’23 the day-to-day life depicted represents no small achievement in the novel’s evocation of a parochial provincial town in the early part of the twentieth century. Along its sleepy High Street lie an ironmongers, a Needlework Shop, a sweet shop, the Tobacconist, the Saddlers, the Antique Shoppe, the Jolly Tea Rooms (where gossiping college wives eat buns and sip endless cups of coffee), a former Corn Exchange converted to a cinema and covered with Douglas Fairbanks posters, the Crown with its Axminster-carpeted saloon bar, the Running Horse where stable boys guzzle beer, the Town Hall in which is resurrected triennially that year’s production of the Stilbourne Operatic Society (SOS). Below the Green rests the town’s square with its hiccuping gas lamps, through which marches the Town Crier with his hand-bell, ‘wearing his Town Crier’s dress – buckled shoes, white cotton stockings, red knee breeches, red waistcoat, cotton ruffle, blue frock coat and blue, three-cornered hat’ (p. 25). And close to the humpbacked Old Bridge squats Chandler’s Close, the slum with its tumbledown cottages and barefooted boys wearing the ‘uniform of a Poor Boy; father’s trousers cut down, his cast-off shirt protruding from the seat’ (p.53), for Stilbourne’s very topography declares its suffocatingly gradated social pyramid.




    Placed at first in the 1920s and extending through the 1960s, the plot consists of a first-person narration of three interconnected but distinct stories whose time sequence is complex and overlapping. ‘Whereas the third part [set in 1963] is a long flashback to early childhood reaching the age of three…with another flashback to the fifties when Oliver, a married man with children, had paid a visit to his former town,’24 the first part follows a chronological order with one flashback and one time gap while the second part is a sequential narrative taking place in the late 1930s. Golding regarded the structure as the literary equivalent of the sonata form in music, where the dual themes of social class and deficient love – and their variants ‘public exhibition and private exposure’25 – are successively set forth, developed, and restated. The scherzo or comic interlude, where appropriately enough the deadly serious antics of an amateur musical society are spoofed, treats farcically the motif of musical – and by extension sexual, emotional, and imaginative – entombment while the first and third parts treat it more seriously.




    In the first part, eighteen-year-old Oliver, the town dispenser’s son, avidly and ineptly is initiated into the prerogatives of his class position when, with considerable social guilt, he manages to seduce Stilbourne’s ‘local phenomenon’, the sexy Evie Babbacombe. Both because she is the daughter of the Town Crier, someone much his social inferior, and because it appears to the mortified Oliver that she has already been possessed by Dr Ewan’s son, his rival and social superior, Oliver drags Evie off to a clump of woods, convinced that the eighteen-year-old beauty is promiscuous and available. ‘She was no part of high fantasy and worship and hopeless jealousy. She was the accessible thing’ (p. 89). They meet a few times – on one occasion Oliver happens to flick up Evie’s skirt and finds her body covered with welts, a shocking discovery whose emotional import he cannot at all grasp. He imagines – since it is the only kind of perception he possesses – a socially inferior culprit: ‘staring at her and not seeing her but only the revelation, the pieces fell into place with a kind of natural inevitability’ (p. 89). He immediately decides a Great War wreck, Captain Wilmot, was responsible since Wilmot lives opposite the Babbacombes in the squalor of Chandler’s Close. But before anything is actually said, the frightened Evie mutters, ‘I was sorry for ’im.’ A few minutes later she says ‘it’ (meaning the sex? the blows?) started when she was fifteen.




    What follows from this cryptic exchange amounts to a modified use of what I have called the ‘confrontation scene’, where we watch two worlds in collision. This narrative habit is consistently used from Lord of the Flies, with Simon before the pig’s head on a stick, to Talbot’s encounter with the iceberg in Fire Down Below. Face to face – with his eyes upon hers – Oliver can only laugh in sheer embarrassment; he then turns away in loathing and refuses to encounter her timid efforts to explain: ‘You never loved me, nobody never loved me. I wanted to be loved, I wanted somebody to be kind to me’ (p. 89), she weeps. Instead, rather in the manner in which the New People are represented in The Inheritors, Oliver constructs out of his own imagined sadistic explanation for the beating a devilish world of fallen bestiality with Evie as its central ‘object’:




    

      I looked away from her, down at the town made brighter by the shade under the alders, it was full of colour, and placid […] and there below were my parents, standing side by side […] All at once, I had a tremendous feeling of thereness and hereness, of separate worlds, they […] clean in that coloured picture; here, this object, on an earth that smelt of decay, with picked bones and natural cruelty – life’s lavatory (p. 91).


    




    On their next meeting, Evie contrives to have Oliver perform – such is his lubricity – on an exposed escarpment in full view of Stilbourne as well as his father’s binoculars, since the latter has been alerted by Evie’s comments to him that ‘All men are beasts’. Presumably in response to his reply that no, not all men are beasts – ‘I said our Olly here…had his faults, of course, lots of them; but he wasn’t a beast’ (p. 95) – Evie had promised as evidence the public exhibition of his son’s bestiality. But another reason for this public display becomes clear in the concluding coda of the first part, where the pair happen to meet each other after two years’ absence. Oliver, having abandoned the dream of becoming a pianist, has gone up to Oxford to study chemistry. Meanwhile, Eve has gone down to London, having been banished from paradisiacal Stilbourne because – and this makes the crystal of the social pyramid tinkle – a tiny smear of lipstick was spied on the face of Dr Jones, the young partner of lofty Dr Ewan, for whom Evie had been secretary.




    As they sit in the Crown’s saloon bar, the two reminisce almost affectionately, although Evie feels stifled by the drab weight of the town. Warming to the brown ale and Evie’s new sexual briskness, Oliver refers – he thinks with sophistication – to Captain Wilmot. He then coarsely toasts her health: ‘Bottoms up’. The callous insult is too much for Evie and she loudly declares to the pub’s respectable gathering that Oliver had raped her, in the clump, when she was fifteen. Of course, Oliver is convulsed with shame and astonishment and beats a hasty escape to the High Street. In a sudden explosion of frustration with the abject meanness of the town, its innate snobbery, and obscene voyeurism, Evie cries out that she no longer cares if Oliver goes on laughing snidely and telling about ‘me ’n’ Dad’ (p. 110). We leave Oliver brooding on ‘this undiscovered person and her curious slip of the tongue’ (p. 111).




    The apparent and obscuring contradiction in the coda to The Pyramid’s first part follows the habitual ideographic technique whereby readers have to reconsider a preceding narrative in the light of new information, a technique most boldly at work in the startling information provided by the coda to Pincher Martin. What we discover in this mid-point novel is that adolescent Oliver’s musky obsession with sex and social caste determines his first notion of Evie’s lower-class promiscuity. Just as he has been misinformed about her age – a crucial mistake since her admission in the earlier confrontation scene that ‘it’ began when she was fifteen made us assume she had already had three years of perverse sexual experimentation – so he was probably mistaken about her intimacy with Bobby Ewan. As the older Evie remarks, Bobby was simply her ‘first sweetheart’, an allusion more girlish in tone than her knowing reference to her London boss and Dr Jones: ‘now there’s a man.’




    My understanding of the coda is that readers were being expected to reconstruct – free of the unreliable narrator’s limited and egotistical point of view – Oliver’s moral culpability in shaping Evie’s future. He may see Evie in a new light so that ‘this object of frustration and desire had suddenly acquired the attributes of a person rather than a thing,’ but we register how small this degree of expansiveness is, particularly when we recall Dr Jones’ flirtation with Evie, following Oliver’s seduction. It is quite possible to see that Evie would have to suffer another loveless manipulation. And no matter how ruthlessly the religious dimension had been rooted out in The Pyramid, an expletive’s eruption – reiterated fully five times – could mean more than mere blasphemy, particularly when its speaker is an Eve wearing a Catholic cross whose inscription reads not just Amor Vincit Omnia but also I. H. S:




    

      That’s all you want, just my damned body, not me. Nobody wants me, just my damned body And I’m damned and you’re damned with your cock and your cleverness and your chemistry – just my damned body… (p. 88).26


    




    The crucial question concerns the beating, however, and how the coda throws new light on this episode. The obtuse Oliver’s interpretation may be inaccurate, made histrionically out of his own sadistic fantasies as well as a kind of atavistic loathing for the misshapenness of a cripple. Several clues are planted throughout the narrative to make us associate brutality with Sergeant Babbacombe. Very early on Evie sports a black eye, presumably inflicted by her father when she returns late from an escapade. In a much more important scene, later in the story, Evie hears her father’s bray, in the town below, and inexplicably her desire quickens. Passionately she urges Oliver to take her and ‘hurt’ her. Perhaps the concluding remark about ‘me ’n’ Dad’ is meant to indicate this depraved relationship. The welts on her body could, then, be the ugly marks of incestuous congress.




    We knew from The Spire how ambiguity in a Golding narrative is always instructive and designed to demonstrate the complexities inherent in any human situation. By such strategies of ambiguous indirection, the novels test the moral imagination of their readers, leaving it open to one’s private set of priorities which solution to the riddle one would choose to adopt. In The Pyramid I believe there is another explanation for Evie’s demonstrable masochism. Quite possibly she has been punished physically for her disobedience so often that she needs love to be expressed in some sadistic manner. From this perspective, her father has not sexually molested her, but certainly he has warped her capacity for tender love. The ghastly welts could, in this view, be another example of paternal tyranny, which recalls Bounce Dawlish’s father as he strikes his daughter’s fingers while instructing: ‘Heaven is Music’.




    Conceivably, Evie’s ‘slip of the tongue’ at the conclusion of the episode could represent no more than a lament that the more securely situated Olivers of the world, with their bathrooms and Oxford-promised futures, find the socially inferior, with their poverty and cockroaches, contemptible, ridiculous, and worthy of hilarious gossip. Like the puzzle that closed Free Fall and the mystery surrounding Close Quarters’ all-knowing Wheeler, Evie’s riddle about ‘me ’n’ Dad’ is not so much explanation as a means by which readers are forced to inspect their own values. And we can conclude that, in a real way, the title of the book could well have been The Pyramid, Or As You Like It.




    I shall not treat the novel’s two other parts in such detail, except to underscore how pivotal a work The Pyramid is. The adroitly timed slapstick of its scherzo is a prelude to The Paper Men’s play with farce, particularly in its very first scene where guns accidentally fire, pajama trousers drop, and kitchen doors open on cue. Low comedy of this kind is much in evidence in The Pyramid’s second part. Oliver has returned from a first term at Oxford several months after the previous summer’s baptismal fire. His mother bullies him into performing in a banal light opera, which brings about a second initiation. In a long, besotted conversation at the Crown with the foppish director down from London, Evelyn De Tracy – forerunner to The Paper Men’s Johnny St John John – Oliver dimly comprehends Stilbourne’s sterility. In a torment of words, he cries out:




    

      Everything’s – wrong. Everything. There’s no truth and there’s no honesty. My God! Life can’t – I mean just out there, you have only to look up at the sky – but Stilbourne accepts it as a roof. As a – and the way we hide our bodies and the things we don’t say, and things we daren’t mention, the people we don’t meet – and that stuff they call music…(p. 147)


    




    Provoked by the youth’s demand for honesty, Evelyn presents a set of photographs of himself dressed as a ballerina. But the class-bound, respectable, and untutored Oliver is again inadequate to the moment’s revelation and he can only roar with laughter – as with Evie earlier – at this public display of frustrated love. Far apart in social rank though the two Evelyns may be, these two outsiders meet one another on equal footing in their capacity to expose the hidden inadequacies and stifling proprieties of Stilbourne.




    Of The Pyramid’s three parts the third is most silted by biographical details. It includes portraits of the young Golding’s violin teacher27 and that woman’s (on-the-rise) chauffeur as well as a ‘snapshot’ memory from age three that matches the memory of being pushed up the High Street in a pushchair that would be re-invoked much later in ‘Scenes from a Life’. Indeed, The Pyramid describes the ‘child’s retina’ as ‘a perfect recording machine’ (p. 165) by way of its ‘primary ignorant perception’, the very validation that ‘Scenes from a Life’ would later give. And if the third part is the most biographical, it is also the most elaborately structured. Here we watch an adult Oliver returning to Stilbourne. In an extended reverie he explores moments in his past and his slow, mean metamorphosis under the twin gods of class prejudice and longed-for prosperity. Brooding upon the grave of his eccentric music teacher, Bounce Dawlish, he relives his gradual abandonment of music, an imaginative repudiation once associated with Bounce’s frustrated pitiful love for Henry Williams, now Stilbourne’s most prosperous garageman. Lettering stretching up the High Street in the mid-sixties now reads Williams’ Garage, Williams’ Showrooms, Williams’ Farm Machinery and no longer Wertwhisde, Wertwhistle, Wertwhistle, Solicitors, or Feathers, the Blacksmith. Change in Stilbourne over the years has been subtly documented by the introduction and growing significance of the car, and it is not irrelevant that Henry Williams, as Bounce’s chauffeur, should show his inadequate affection for her by polishing and attending to her car. The commercial success of his garage (and the means by which he climbs the slippery pyramid) comes to alter the face of Stilbourne, ‘the small huddle of houses by a minimal river – a place surprised by the motor road’ (p. 157), in ways completely irrevocable.




    In an agony of remembering Oliver recalls one day when Bounce in a grotesque bid for Henry’s attention stepped into the town square decorously dressed in hat, gloves, shoes, and ‘nothing else whatsoever’ (p. 207), a public display linked to, but more wretched than, those of the two Evelyns. The relived memory of her massive, ungainly nakedness pitches Oliver back to the present. Suddenly he knows that, although Stilbourne prevented him from admitting this to himself, he had loathed the pathetic woman.




    

      I caught myself up, appalled at my wanton laughter in that place […] For it was here, close and real… that pathetic, horrible, unused body […] This was a kind of psychic ear-test before which nothing survived but revulsion and horror, childishness and atavism, as if unnameable things were rising around me and blackening the sun. I heard my own voice – as if it could make its own bid for honesty – crying aloud, ‘I never liked you! Never!’ (p. 213)


    




    Again we have Golding’s narrative practice of the confrontation scene, where a protagonist faces darkness, unnameable things blackening the sun, as surely here as when The Inheritors’ Lok saw the old woman drowned and drifting, like a log, towards him in the fearful water. What marks a departure from the earlier efforts, however, is that for the first time in the fiction we are watching a protagonist developing through time and frustration, change and professional success. The two outsiders, Evie and Evelyn De Tracy, try to help Oliver transcend the limitations imposed by the town. The lesson imparted by the epigraph from the Instructions of Ptah-Hotep instructs: ‘If thou be among people, make for thyself love the beginning and end of the heart.’ As the two codas indicate, Oliver partially learns to unharden his heart and observe the pain in others, which we have seen grow infinitesimally as the years pass.




    The method of narration is, in my judgement, particularly accomplished in the Bounce section, where Golding employs, but transforms, the elements of the ideographic structure so rigidly in place in his earlier fiction. For there are three perspectives to which readers have access throughout the developing story. Oliver sees events first with the immediate eyes of childhood, ‘primary, ignorant perceptions’, a way of seeing that ‘Scenes from a Life’ would later call ‘the absolute worth, absolute primacy, and importance of the experiencing ego’ (p. 35). As adolescence sharpens class prejudices, he sees events with the eyes of ‘gradual sophistication’ (p. 165), defined by ‘Scenes from a Life’ as ‘the same ego…aware of its own inheritance as a child of worthlessness and evil from whom only wrong-doing was to be expected’ (p. 35). And finally, in what ‘Scenes from a Life’ would call ‘average, reductive awareness’ (p. 35), he sees in retrospect with the weary eyes of middle age. Thus the third part opens with the successful Oliver, armored by his car of ‘superior description’ (p. 159), returning to the Old Bridge, ‘gliding down the spur to all those years of my life’ (p. 158). It closes with his driving back over the Old Bridge towards the motorway and ‘concentrating resolutely on my driving’ (p. 217). In contrast to Free Fall, where the revelation of character in retrospect is a depiction of character not as process but as state of being, and heralding what would be the tracing of a maturing growth in understanding in The Sea Trilogy, The Pyramid’s fusion of the developing point of view with the developed point of view is accomplished in the narrative through the device of recollection and meditation. As Oliver looks Henry ‘in the eye’ and ‘[sees his] own face’ (p. 217) (another re-orchestration of the confrontation scene), readers discover simultaneously with Oliver that he has paid the same price of love for success as has Henry. And such an insight is an appropriate concluding lesson to draw from the stillborn world of The Pyramid.




    IV




    

      I’ve given you a story… Besides – what was it – gaps? Unmotivated actions? Implausibilities? Don’t you see? That’s life. Golding, ‘Caveat Emptor’


    




    In the following chapters I shall work closely with the novels, exploring the narrative strategies adopted, all in the service of bringing about the reader’s experience and construction of meaning. I shall view such consistent textual practices as the unorthodox structure – what I have called the ideographic structure – the presence, absence, or transformation of the coda, dyadic and triadic patternings, the confrontation scene and the thematics of the darkness trope, the scapegoat and the saint. I will inspect other formal practices: partial concealment, delayed disclosure, embedded riddle, oblique clue, signifying gap, baffling crux. As a narrative habit, each of these devices is intended to position the reader to follow innuendo, actively ferret out significance, and so become implicated as participant rather than absented observer. Intertextual allusions will be treated as well as the mimetic subversion of literary models and – since the fiction was much concerned with history and pre-history – a particular novel’s relevant historical epoch will be surveyed.




    I have had the fortune to be guided, informed – and frequently enlightened – by critical works which, over the years, the novels have stimulated, together with the immediate reception delivered at the time of their publication; my indebtedness is indicated in individual chapters as well as in the bibliography. I have tried here to build on these critical works by exploring some of the central points of tension between the author’s conception of his work and those of his critics. Towards this analysis Golding’s extratextual writing about his novels – especially from The Hot Gates and A Moving Target – and material from countless interviews (as well as from my personal exchanges with him) have been assembled in the context of the critical material and employed in a relatively detailed probing of each of the novels. Where relevant minor and occasional pieces like Miss Pulkinhom, An Egyptian Journal or The Scorpion God have been absorbed into general arguments, these frequently function as prefaces to individual sections in the chapters that follow.
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      Lord of the Flies
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      I would like to make a point about the writing of Flies and its position in the world of scholarship. I said to Ann [Golding] in about 1953, ‘Wouldn’t it be a good idea to write a book about real boys on an island, showing what a mess they’d make?’ She said, ‘That is a good idea!’ So I sat down and wrote it. You see, neither I nor she nor anyone else could dream of the sheer critical firepower that was going to be levelled at this mass of words scribbled in a school notebook. Then, carried away by the reverence of exegetes, I made the great mistake of defending the thing […] It’s astonishing that any of the book still stands up at all. It has become painfully and wryly amusing to me when people throw things like the Summa at my poor little boys. Of course, that trick works. How not? Dialectic has always clobbered rhetoric, from Socrates down. But – remembering the words scribbled in the school notebook – is the journey really necessary? Isn’t it cracking an opusculum with a critical sledgehammer?




      Golding, Letter, 1970


    




    Lord of the Flies, the Robinson Crusoe of our time, still enjoys – like the earlier island story of shipwreck and survival – a pre-eminent place in the cultural climate of the West. Both cultural document and modern classic, the novel continues to provoke critical attention at the same time as it continues to prompt great general interest; over the past fifty years it has sold countless millions of copies. An obdurate and uncompromising story about how boys – very 1950s British boys – become beasts when the constraints of authority are withdrawn from their closed world, Lord of the Flies has proved to be a sustained literary and popular success.




    Two feature films of the book have been produced, as well as a theatrical adaptation by the actor Nigel Williams – with performances in schools in England tied to an education programme which included interactive resource packs on the Internet – and ongoing productions in such venues as Canada’s Stratford Festival in Ontario. Surf the Internet and one comes upon several sites referencing as well as simplistically analyzing the novel, including one that posts a (wholly concocted, unauthoritative, and unascribed) visual image of the novel’s unnamed South Sea island. Regularly, and more painfully, the novel’s title has been used to ponder the seeming rise in the United States and Great Britain of killings of children by children, from two-year-old James Bulger’s murder in 1993 by two ten-year-old boys in Liverpool to the mass maiming and murder of children at Columbine High School in Utah by two teenage boys in April 1999.1




    The book itself may well be one of the most internationally taught of twentieth-century novels. ‘It’s a great pleasure to meet you, Mr Golding,’ remarked King Carl Gustaf XVI of Sweden on presenting the esteemed literary award in the 1983 Nobel ceremonies. ‘I had to do Lord of the Flies at school.’2 It has also, like its author, been ‘endlessly discussed, analyzed, dissected, over-praised and over-faulted, victim of the characteristic twentieth-century mania for treating living artists as if they were dead,’ as the novelist John Fowles once observed.3 In fact, Golding’s first novel is not nearly as long as the critical commentary it has spawned, with Golding himself contributing in no small degree to the phenomenon he once laconically described himself as having become: ‘the raw material of an academic light industry’; ‘the books that have been written about my books have made a statue of me.’4




    Packets of pamphlets and articles on source, genre, meaning, archetype, symbolism, and casebooks and master guides for secondary school children have appeared over the years.5 Unquestionably, the novel’s teachability has fostered – as well as sustained – its reputation. Some would argue that this pedagogic feature, ‘rather than any clearly established merit,’ was ‘responsible for the general acclaim with which it has been received’.6 Others would more generously judge that the novel has ‘an artfulness, even an air of demonstrating fictional possibilities, which make it eminently suitable for teaching and which must owe a lot to the well-trained critical habits of the author’.7 Such is the critical position of a book-length volume, Lord of the Flies: Fathers and Sons, devoted to solving the riddle of how the novel could be both ‘a tract for the times… [and] a fable of timeless import, transcending its immediate occasion’.8 Then there are the many doctoral dissertations taking as their point of departure Time magazine’s 1962 quip that the novel was ‘Lord of the Campus’ in order to argue either the existence of a Golding vogue or the decline in popularity of a once generationally ‘relevant fable’, all of which can be put beside the many testimonials to the impact of the work on the untutored adolescent. Reading the novel when he was a thirteen-year-old, the novelist Ian McEwan apprehended immediately its applicability: ‘As far as I was concerned, Golding’s island was a thinly disguised boarding school.’ And years later: ‘When I came to write a novel myself, I could not resist the momentum of my childhood fantasies nor the power of Golding’s model, for I found myself wanting to describe a closed world of children removed from the constraints of authority [in The Cement Garden, an urban Lord of the Flies…] Without realizing it at the time I named my main character after one of Golding’s.’9




    If the book can be situated in that tradition of narrative where the young reader is rewarded along with the individual whom Virginia Woolf called ‘the common reader’, Lord of the Flies is also expressive of, at the same time as located in, contemporary sensibility and historical context. Appearing in the years of drab austerity immediately following World War II, where, despite Britain’s lost imperial power and the partial break-up of the class system, there was still a mixture of smug superiority and complacent Philistinism among the ruling establishment, the novel was written under the indirect presence of such great traumas as Belsen, Dachau, Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and the direct presence of the Cold War. Addressing more than the disillusioned pessimism of the 1950s, the work germinated from ‘years of brooding that brought me not so much to an opinion as a stance. It was like lamenting the lost childhood of the world.’10 Yet, as was the case with Doris Lessing’s early fiction, readers seemed compelled to account for their initial astonishment and appalled recognition that a novelist was confirming what had previously only been privately understood about human behavior. For just as Lessing’s The Golden Notebook in 1962 made public the private tone of female grievance, so Golding’s Lord of the Flies tugged at private hunches that males – even small boys – enjoyed aggression, group hierarchies, and the savor of blood. So its appearance in 1954 and subsequent popularity in the 1960s did not so much coincide with as mirror emerging ethological/socio-biological investigations into male bonding, innate behavioral aggression, Homo sapiens as a hunting animal, and the evolutionary substratum of the male child’s behavior.11 Golding was ‘typical of modern novelists in seeing his child characters as belonging to their own order of being,’12 a practice continued by Lessing in The Fifth Child as well as Memoirs of a Survivor and Marianne Wiggins in her declared female Lord of the Flies, John Dollar, in which a group of island-bound and unattended girls cannibalize a corpse. This conflation of ‘savagery’ and the brutality of children in the popular imagination was further fuelled by a kind of scopophilia: the noble savage negated.




    II




    

      There are novelists who never make a mistake – a mistake, I mean, of fact. To them fact is sacrosanct, partly, it may be, because they suppose themselves capable of distinguishing between fact and fiction […] The rest of us – sessile versions of the rogues and vagabonds who grace the stage – radiate from this central position to a circumference where it is fiction that is rock hard and history that is a dream or nightmare.




      Golding, Foreword 1994


    




    The story itself is by now familiar. A group of schoolboys, educated by British public schools in a system still designed to control an empire, are dropped on an Edenic island in the Pacific Ocean. There they confront the task of survival. First the boys proceed to set up a pragmatic system based on a ‘grown-up’ model: government, laws, shelters, plumbing facilities, and food supplies. Quickly, however, the society disintegrates under the dual pressures of aggression and superstition. Signal fire becomes defensive hearth, then ritualistic spit: the darkness of night becomes a monstrous ‘beast’ to be propitiated by totemic pig heads. Hunting becomes killing as Jack’s hunters break loose from Ralph’s fire-keepers to form a tribal society with gods, rituals, and territory at the island’s end. When two boys from the original group invade this territory they are killed, Simon ritually as a totemic beast and Piggy politically as an enemy. Finally a scapegoat, Ralph, is hunted down so as to offer his head to the Lord of the Flies. Then the adult world intervenes in the person of a naval officer, who has observed the dense clouds of smoke from the flaming fire: the scorched-earth strategy that Jack orders to ferret out the fleeing Ralph. The novel concludes with the pathetic image of the survivor, Ralph, crying for ‘the end of innocence, the darkness of man’s heart, and the fall through the air of the true, wise friend called Piggy’.




    And yet, ‘How romantically it starts,’ wrote E. M. Forster in his 1962 introduction to Lord of the Flies, an essay that was influential in establishing Golding’s early reputation as an unfashionable allegorist, writing from deep religious convictions about mankind’s essential depravity. He ‘believes in the Fall of Man […] his attitude approach[ing] the Christian; we are all born in sin, or will all lapse into it.’13




    Powerful thematic conceptions such as these seem to govern early readings of the narrative. As many of us now realize, the book’s resonance comes only in part from its strong structural shape. While terms such as ‘allegory’, ‘parable’, ‘fable’, ‘science fiction’, ‘romance’, and ‘speculative fiction’ have been variously suggested to describe what was then felt to be the novel’s chief characteristic, its element of arbitrary design, its form eluded easy categorization. Nevertheless, a consequence of such programmatic readings of the text was to fault the novel with reductive simplifications, rather than faulting its commentators. And Golding’s complicity in this context must also be considered, for his lecture ‘Fable’ encouraged early on such interpretative methods. At the time, Golding’s own preference was the term ‘fable’, which he once defined for me as ‘allegory that has achieved passion’. This gnomic clue I took to imply the peculiar conjunction of contrived pattern and fictional freedom, which seemed a characteristic feature of not only Lord of the Flies, but The Inheritors and Pincher Martin alike. Gregor and Kinkead-Weekes put the matter rather cleanly in their 1962 introduction to Faber and Faber’s school edition when they described Lord of the Flies as ‘fable and fiction simultaneously’.




    Another early and persistent classification was based on the book’s intellectual schema – its affinity to neither romance nor realism, its definition as neither parable nor fable, but its relation to the Christian apologia. For just as the mid-century’s New Criticism’s allegiance to Christian belief shaped its approach to texts as containing authentic, stable meanings, so its method of close discussion of systems and structures facilitated the discussion of books like Golding’s, which appeared to have levels of meanings entirely accessible to the authoritative interpreter. Frederick Karl’s 1962 discussion in A Reader’s Guide to the Contemporary English Novel was one of the first – but by no means the last14 – to insist that Golding wrote ‘religious allegories’ whose conceptual machinery undermined the ‘felt life’ of the tale: ‘the idea […] invariably is superior to the performance itself.’15 The notion that Lord of the Flies was somehow intellectually or philosophically contrived was to become the major critical assumption about the rest of his work. Ignoring the fictional landscape altogether, many early commentators constructed explications of ‘meaning’ more relevant to social, cultural, political, psychological, or anthropological history than the nature of the narrative itself. Later critics have adopted a comparable approach, although the terms of their critique have switched to colonialism and imperialism. Setting the work within the history of decolonization (in particular the 1952 liberation movement in Kenya where the Kikuyu people were balefully misrepresented by the colonial regime as savage ‘Mau Mau’ engaged in atavistic rituals), one critic has charged that Lord of the Flies amounts to ‘a defence of colonialism’, one which re inscribes ‘the old Empire misrepresentation of white enlightenment and black savagery’.16 If later skirmishes have charged the book with incipient racism, false essentialism, and immoderate misogyny, their denunciations are not unlike the teacup controversies that early on raged in religious journals such as Commonweal and America. A passage from one of these critics neatly sums up all the pertinent critical attitudes of this type in one sentence. I quote it at length to underscore the not insignificant fact that Golding’s reputation was established on the basis of Lord of the Flies. Against these hardened assumptions, judgements of the other books – even the often ebullient Rites of Passage, the 1980 novel that brought about a resurgence of interest in Golding’s fiction – all too frequently adopt the first novel as the single prototype for excellence or failure. That 1964 summary assessment reads:




    

      [Lord of the Flies] is, in fact, a cannily constructed – perhaps contrived – allegory for a twentieth-century doctrine of original sin and its social and political dynamics and it conforms essentially to a quite orthodox tradition not really more pessimistic than the Christian view of man.17


    




    III




    

      Original Sin. I’ve been rather lumbered with Original Sin.




      Golding to Carey


    




    That the text itself bears no such single or stable meaning is a matter made evident by its susceptibility to a range of critical interpretations: religious, philosophical, sociological, psychological, political, deconstructionist, post-colonial, and the evidence that any literary text is mediated by way of its readers’ diverse subjectivities.18 As moral fable, it can be construed as examining individual (male) disintegration where the inadequacy, not the necessary depravity, of human nature is emphasized; a legitimate abstraction from this is that people are governable inasmuch as they can be the responsible authors of their own actions. Simon is a ‘saint’ – Golding’s extra-literary term for the boy – because he tries to know comprehensively and inclusively. He possesses a quality of imagination that forces an ‘ancient inescapable recognition’ (p. 171). Before the obscene pig’s head on the spike, Simon comes to acknowledge the existence of his own capacity for evil and his own capacity to act on behalf of others – thus his freeing of the tangled dead parachutist. In contrast, Ralph, in what might be read as a failure of moral imagination, exhibits only a ‘fatal unreasoning knowledge’ (p. 226, my italics) of his approaching death, which is directed towards his own survival, not that of the community. Read as a defensive imperialist fable, the novel’s reiterative coding of hunters as ‘savages’ – Piggy’s climactic charge before Jack’s tribe at Castle Rock: ‘Which is better – to be a pack of painted niggers like you are, or to be sensible like Ralph is’ (p. 221) – the novel could be valorized as a Eurocentric racist text. On the other hand, juxtaposing Lord of the Flies with one of its intertextual influences, The Coral Island, one could just as easily conclude that ‘Golding’s distinct post-colonial inflection is to attribute savagery, in principle, to the British ruling elite.’19 Taken as a political fable, the text could be seen to explore social regression, where it is not so much the capabilities of the boys as their depravity, and by fabular extension humankind’s inability to control aggression, within a workable social or political order.20 While Piggy and Ralph do exercise good will and judgement, nevertheless they are inadequate politically, ultimately participating in the Bacchae-like murder of Simon, a murder effected by the tribal society that Jack leads.




    From the perspective of mythic fable, the book could be viewed as offering an account of postlapsarian loss. As Adam unparadised, the boys cradle within themselves the beast of evil, ‘Beelzebub’ (the Hebraic original of the English translation, ‘lord of the flies’ [Kings 1.2]; ‘the chief of the devils’ in Luke 11.15). They turn the Edenic island into a fiery hell, although one must remember that on their arrival the island has been smeared by human intent, technology, and weaponry: the scar of the plane’s discharged tail cutting across coconut trees and verdant jungle growth. Other readings have seemed equally pertinent. Using the lens of Freud’s Three Essays on Human Sexuality or Totem and Taboo would open Lord of the Flies to a reading where the boys become representatives of various instincts or amoral forces. In anthropological terms the boys’ society could be seen to mirror the societies of prehistoric man: theirs seems a genuinely primitive culture with its own gods, demons, myths, rituals, taboos. Seen from the vantage point of ethology, where, according to Lorenz’s On Aggression, natural aggression which once enhanced survival has, with the advent of technological weaponry, come to threaten that survival, the novel enacts on a small scale ‘the pathological nature of contemporary aggression’.21 One here recalls the nuclear warfare that initially occasioned the schoolchildren’s evacuation and their ejection on to the island. Then again, viewed from the position developed by Hannah Arendt’s The Banality of Evil, Lord of the Flies comes into focus as a dystopia, showing how ‘intelligence (Piggy) and common sense (Ralph) will always be overthrown in society by sadism (Roger) and the lure of totalitarianism (Jack)’.22




    Whatever the intellectual taxonomy in the wide range of explanations suggested, yet not wholly endorsed, by Lord of the Flies’ rhetorical density, each could carry with it the critical error of magnifying into men what remain young boys. And English boys at that, stamped through with Britishness like seaside rock, educated by public schools in a system designed to rule an empire, stained, rung after pyramidal rung, by the class prejudices of a stratified society towards which Golding had a lifelong bitter antagonism. As he remarked to a Guardian interviewer, a quarter of a century after the writing of Lord of the Flies:




    

      I think that the pyramidal structure of English society is present, and my awareness of it is indelibly imprinted in me, in my psyche, not merely in my intellect but very much in my emotional, almost my physical being. I am enraged by it and I am unable to escape it entirely […] It dissolves but it doesn’t disappear; it’s fossilized in me.23


    




    As one of the multiple chords playing through Lord of the Flies, social class contributes to the narrative’s outcome as surely as does any other critique of conventional, civilized values. And the point is well made in one commentator’s posing of the question as to how far the island group is a collection of boys (thus representative of human nature in a reductive state) or ‘a collection of English boys’. Are they ‘very much English boys responding to the island situation in an English way, so that what’s true of them mightn’t be true of a company of American, Chinese or Indian boys?’24 Such is the position taken by Harold Bloom in a jaunty 1996 lambasting of a novel that he (presumably) thought highly enough of as ‘a great literary work’ to include in his study guide series on just such great works, when he asks: ‘Do the boys […] represent the human condition or do they reflect the traditions of British schools with their restrictive structures, sometimes brutal discipline, and not always benign visions of human nature?’25 So another informative way to view the island-world would be to see it as a microcosm of middle-class wartime 1940s English society.26 Thus, lower-middle-class Piggy – with his auntie’s sweet shop as signifying the then despised tradesman class, as do the dropped aitches in the lad’s speech – is derided because he’s a social inferior. The fat boy with the short-sightedness of the caricature bookworm, Piggy’s wounds – his asthma, his matronly body and his balding head – disqualify him as surely as his social class from any kind of resistance to the inbred insolence of a Jack Merridew. Instinctively sighting an inferior, Jack commands him to be quiet, and the boy obliges, instinctively knowing his place in the English class system: ‘He was intimidated by this uniformed superiority and the offhand authority in Merridew’s voice. He shrank to the other side of Ralph and busied himself with his glasses’ (p. 32).




    Middle-class Ralph, with his boy scout skills, fair complexion, and sense of fair play, is the son of a naval officer, thus is he closely linked to Britain’s past magisterial powers on the seas. A demonstrable type of British schoolboy, his tolerant reasonableness is as much a product of breeding as schooling, but he is no match for the arrogance of the ‘born leader’, Jack Merridew. An elected leader only, Ralph cannot maintain the seat of power. ‘We’re English; and the English are best at everything,’ declares Jack (p. 72), his complacent imperialism the love-child of a union between upper-middle-class chauvinism and an educational system designed to emphasize leadership, tradition, and the ingrained sense of superiority, indeed, all the requirements needed to reinforce social, racial, and colonial bigotry and maintain an empire – at any cost. Head boy at a cathedral school – ‘the most highly organized, civilized, disciplined group of children it’s possible to find anywhere,’ as Golding once observed27 – Jack inhabits the upper-middle-class rung. From his first appearance on the island, Merridew (for so he announces himself, with that implicit social class signal) is in command, barking orders at the snake-line of black-cloaked choristers, their Canterbury caps topped by – what will all too soon become ironic – silver crosses.28 If the semiotic of the choirboys’ dress distinguishes them from the middle-class boys in their grammar school uniforms, the supercilious jingoism of Jack is the idiom of imperial rule. We will hear it balefully reiterated at the novel’s conclusion in the naval officer’s dismissive comment: ‘You’re all British aren’t you?’ (p. 248). In a story all the more striking because wonderfully real children are depicted – children who yank up socks, stamp feet, and quarrel over sandcastles – it is fitting that Jack’s choir should march across the brilliant beach in tight military formation. It is also appropriate that, on being ordered to stand to attention, its most pacific chorister, Simon, should faint, the sun and the heavy costume overwhelming him. Perhaps one of the several reasons why Simon seems insufficiently drawn for many critics, a figure more symbolic than substantial, is because he is least connected to the web of social class and all that this is meant to imply in the novel’s critique of ‘the very roots of English society […] how we have lived and how we ought to live’.29 Unlike the other schoolboys, he never quite sheds the conceptual label assigned to his figure in the workings of the plot and his generalized significance. Epileptic, thus diseased by that strain which the ancients called sacred, he is the author’s mouthpiece, given voice from the outside – as Virginia Woolf said of Brontë’s Jane Eyre when its heroine declared a feminist manifesto – not giving voice from the inside. Piggy, by contrast, may well function as a kind of Augustan man of reason, easily able to prick illusion. His representativeness, however, diminishes to the human scale as the novel progresses: Piggy is no more and no less then a frightened boy, as he stands at the neck of Castle Rock, sightless, the beloved conch clutched in his hands. To appreciate the disparity in the depiction of these two characters is to see how literary a construction Simon is: garmented less in the chorister’s signifying gown than the literary trappings of the holy fool, whose vatic insight, mystic unity with ‘great creating nature’, epilepsy, and illnesses are all traditional signs for holiness.




    IV




    

      I knew about Lord of the Flies. I planned that out very carefully.




      William Golding to John Carey, 1986


    




    Simon’s symbolic function in the novel as the agent who provides the text’s fabular message – that ‘mankind is both heroic and sick’ – has provoked the greatest negative criticism over the years, underscoring the charge that Lord of the Flies was thesis-ridden, facile in its didactic intent, an over-schematic allegory whose rhetorical effects were too rigidly patterned. ‘Whether the psychological representations of Lord of the Flies remain altogether convincing seems to me rather questionable; the saintly Simon strains credibility as a naturalistic portrait. In many ways the book is remarkably tendentious, and too clearly has a program to urge upon us,’ goes a late twentieth-century judgement.30 Such an idée reçue can now be given the lie, informed as one is by the editorial revelations which appeared in ‘Strangers from Within’, Charles Monteith’s page-turning account of the publisher’s transformation of what Faber and Faber’s first reader described as:




    

      An absurd and uninteresting fantasy about the explosion of an atomic bomb on the colonies and a group of children who land in jungle country near New Guinea. Rubbish and dull. Pointless.31


    




    A sales director concurred, saying the manuscript (alternately titled A Cry of Children, Nightmare Island, To Find an Island) was ‘unpublishable’. Monteith stuck with the novel despite this response; then there was an advance of £60, and the novel was published a full year to the day after first being submitted, its new title, Lord of the Flies. The now redolent and sumptuously evocative title was suggested by an editor, Alan Pringle, and, as Monteith observes: ‘It has turned out to be the most memorable title given to any book since the end of the Second World War.’32




    Those 365 days from September 17, 1953 to September 17, 1954 witnessed an editorial excision of the original novel’s structure, with Golding being advised to abandon the tripart division of Prologue, Interlude, and Epilogue, all of which, evidently, described an atomic war being waged. Ralph’s hair came to be cut; Simon was not permitted to lead ‘Good Dances’ on the lagoon side while the painted hunters began their sanguineous circling, high above on Castle Rock. As for what has appeared to his detractors to be further evidence of Golding as schematic fabulist, the chapter headings that, like ‘Beast from Water’ or ‘Cry of the Hunters’, pinpoint the symbolic momentum of their respective sections were proposed as absolutely necessary by the firm’s production and design department.




    That the manuscript’s major flaw was a structural one in my judgement casts a new light on what one had assumed to be Golding’s practice. The austerity of structure was not so much a Pallas Athene born from the head of an inspired Zeus as the work of very good, very mortal, editors. It also calls into question the veracity of several of Golding’s comments on the writing of the novel. Alternately he has claimed that he thought of the last sentence first. That the draft of the novel, from first page to last, took from three to four months to complete, having been planned from the beginning to the end before the writing began.33 That he had ‘two pictures in his mind: one of a small boy waggling his feet in the air on an empty beach in sheer exuberance; the other, of the same boy crawling bloodstained through the undergrowth, being hunted to death.’34 As with the contradictory explanations he has given for the origins of Lord of the Flies, the suggestion is that he no longer knew, or cared to know, how the story had evolved; the act of writing itself having been forged in the smithy of necessity at ‘a time of great world grief’35




    V




    

      A cluster of conventions determines the medium of a literary generation – the repertoire of possibilities that a writer has in common with his living rivals. Traditions involve the competition of writers with their ancestors. These collective co-ordinates do not merely permit or regulate the writing of a work. They enter the reading experience and affect its meaning.




      Claudio Guillen


    




    Conceptual accounts of origins and enhancements like the ones I have assembled above obscure – sometimes destroy – the primary strength of a novel. For Lord of the Flies is first and foremost a gripping story: ‘It falls well within the mainstream of several English literary traditions. It is a “boys”’ book, as are Treasure Island, The Wind in the Willows, High Wind in Jamaica and other books primarily about juvenile characters which transcend juvenile appeal.’36 In its dialogic relation to pre-existing literary patterns, it necessarily involves the reader as a party in that dialogue, the reader’s response to the work being shaped by knowledge of previous literary conventions. Thus, in the intertextual relation of writings to other writings, survival narratives form a background to Lord  of the Flies: Robinson Crusoe, The Swiss Family Robinson, and literature’s pre-eminent island tale, The Tempest, with its repeated treacheries, knaves, fools, and insurrectionists, debates on the noble savage, and Gonzalo’s fond conception of the ideal commonwealth.37 The reader’s expectations, arising from those associated with the pre-existing genre of shipwreck on tropical islands, are radically debunked in Lord of the Flies’ transformation of that pattern in the context of its historical circumstances. For example, Robinson Crusoe’s reinforcement of eighteenth-century ideals of individualism, progress, and imperialist rule are subverted and in their place are the mid twentieth-century inversions of those conceptions: aggression, disorder, the child as predator. Indeed, the Augustan man of reason here is the child Piggy, who suffers from asthma, diarrhoea, laziness, and abominable grammar.




    Texts generate other texts, of course. Milton had his debt to Virgil, while Virgil and Joyce had theirs to Homer, just as Austen’s Northanger Abbey parodically displaced Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho. That Lord of the Flies, so explicit about its own forms, is patently dependent for its point on that of another novel links the work to this long-standing practice of intertextual mimesis. Readers are now more than familiar with the novel’s ironic – indeed, subversive – recasting of R.M. Ballantyne’s The Coral Island (1857), a Victorian boy’s adventure that Golding admitted had ‘a pretty big connection’.38 Lord of the Flies’ main characters are, like The Coral Island’s, named Ralph and Jack – although Ballantyne’s third character, Peterkin, is split into two boys: Peter and Simon. Shipwrecked on an uninhabited island, Ballantyne’s boys lead prosperous lives, whereas Golding’s boys progressively deteriorate. Explicit references to Ballantyne’s title occur twice in the text: the intertextual allusion being more than ironic in the second instance when, at the end – surveying the hideous children before him – a naval officer remarks: ‘I should have thought that a pack of British boys – you’re all British aren’t you? – would have able to put up a better show than that – I mean […] Like The Coral Island’ (p. 248).




    As embedded narrative, The Coral Island amounts to a revisionist strategy that recasts the nineteenth-century tale from a post-World War II perspective; the twentieth-century island is inhabited by English boys just as smug about their decency, just as complacent, and – except for Simon – just as ignorant. While Ballantyne showed unshakeable faith in the superiority of the white race – ‘White men always [rise to the top of affairs] in savage countries,’ remarks a Coral Island empire-builder – Golding questions not just English chauvinism, but English civility itself. If in The Coral Island the natives’ faces ‘besides being tattooed were besmeared with red paint and streaked with white,’ in Lord of the Flies it is the estimable choirboys who color their faces so their aggressive selves can be released from shame: ‘Jack began to dance and his laughter became a bloodthirsty snarling […] the mask was a thing of its own, behind which Jack hid, liberated from shame and self-consciousness’ (p. 80). To debunk pastoral evocations of life on a tropical island where everything at first seems glamorous, Lord of the Flies stresses such physical realities as the diarrhoea of the ‘littluns’, who ‘suffer untold terrors in the dark and huddle together for comfort’ (p. 74); the densely hot and damp scratching heat of a real jungle; the remote and ‘brute obtuseness of the ocean’ (p. 137), which condemns the boys to the island; the filthy flies which drink at the pig’s head; and the hair grown lank: ‘With a convulsion of the mind, Ralph discovered dirt and decay; understood how much he disliked perpetually flicking the tangled hair out of his eyes’ (p. 96). And in a book that intended to tell a story ‘about real boys on an island, showing what a mess they’d make’,39 that the boys grow frightened of the unknown demonstrates fictional realism as well as psychological verisimilitude. In fact, it is just this fear of the beast – and its ambiguous existence on the island – which forms the dramatic core of the novel.




    VI




    

      Ralph found himself understanding the wearisomeness of this life, where every oath was an improvisation and a considerable part of one’s waking life was spent watching one’s feet. He stopped […] and remembering that first enthusiastic exploration as though it were part of a brighter childhood, he smiled jeeringly.




      Lord of the Flies (p. 95)


    




    Had The Coral Island’s morality simply been recast, Lord of the Flies might well have become a derivative fable along the lines of Richard Hughes’ High Wind in Jamaica, demonstrating a mid-twentieth century belief that, without the discipline of adults, children will deteriorate into savages. No such single account emerges, it seems to me; rather than finding one stable meaning residing in the text, I note its encouragement to create meanings. A structural reversal has been added to the initial source reversal and its revisionist strategy, making the text interrogate its own grounds by way of an ingenious coda, one that elevates Lord of the Flies above mere diagrammatic prescription. The text implies a correspondence between the schoolboys’ island world and that of the adult: it is the operation of the text’s structure – what I call its ideographic structure – that permits the reader to conclude that the children’s experiment on the island has had a constant counterpart in the world outside. Hints are given – although never fully disclosed – in the children’s comments about their aerial voyage from an apparent war zone; we come haltingly to surmise that the occasion of the boys’ landing, like the mysterious arrival of a dead parachutist, may be unbenevolent gifts from the adult world. As the narrative progresses, the reader is lulled into the unguarded hope that adults may save the situation, while simultaneously decoding certain ironic clues, which the coda will confirm. Take the reiteration of motifs – for example, the schoolboy phrase ‘Let’s have fun’, which Ralph as elected leader introduces and which the pig’s head on a stick seems to throw obscenely back at Simon; finally, the phrase sits alarmingly easily on the tongue of the rescuing adult. The reader becomes entangled with these motifs, forcing a reconsideration of what seemed innocuous before. The heaving of logs by the twins Samneric, the rolling of larger and larger stones, the several donations to the sea, the several pig hunts, the two desperate races by Ralph: these sequences of repeated actions, placed at intervals during the story, intensify the ambiguous threat and give the illusion of a vastly speeded-up denouement. The cumulative effect for the reader is to suffer from a vague yet familiar threat, a sense of doom that cannot be adequately located in the narrative’s thrust until its confirmation in the coda.




    The coda, with its reversed point of view on events contradicting initially established expectations, is a narrative feature of some subtlety, and not a ‘gimmick’.40 In Lord of the Flies the ideographic structure consists of two movements; in the first, the events are seen from the point of view of the childish protagonist, Ralph, as he gradually grows more and more aware of the island’s disintegration, although his perspective is supplemented by austere narratorial commentary. In the second movement, the coda which concludes the text, the reader encounters events from a new point of view, that of the adult officer, who is completely unaware of and largely indifferent to the suffering. The coda, in conjunction with the parachutist, reveal that adulthood – what the boys have thought of as the ‘majesty of adult life’ – is also inadequate to prevent destruction: behind the epauletted officer a ‘trim cruiser’ floats, metonym for barbarism in ancient and contemporary civilizations alike. And although Golding once observed (extratextually) that the entangled, decaying corpse represents history,41 textually it does haunt the boys, a haunting appropriately represented by its uncanny position and repetitive motion: ‘the figure sat on the mountain-top and bowed and sank and bowed again’ (p. 119). When the figure is released by Simon, this other metonym for the killing fields becomes the air combatant it once was as it ‘trod with ungainly feet the tops of the high trees’ and up, past the demented children, themselves engaged in Bacchae-like excess.




    The children then should be read as behaving like the grown-ups, whose world Piggy and Ralph mistakenly believe can help theirs. But the child’s world on the island is a painful microcosm of the adult world, and the ruin they bring upon themselves is widespread – recall again that it is atomic warfare in the air that brings about their initial descent to the island. The cruel irony of this matter is made all the stronger by the sudden switch in perspective. Here the officer’s dismal failure to comprehend the ‘semicircle of little boys, their bodies streaked with coloured clay, sharp sticks in their hands’ (p. 246) is testimony to what the narrative voice describes as ‘the infinite cynicism of adult life’ (p. 170) and silent witness to the Lord of the Dung’s general sway. It is as though the naval officer has sailed straight from the pages of The Coral Island, moments after we have suffered the consequences of that novel’s banal optimism.




    In fact, the story’s riveting power comes precisely because the characters are children, children who belly-flop from trees, suck thumbs, suffer inestimable fears as the darkness falls, bully weaklings and grunt in then schoolboy slang: ‘Wacko… Wizard… Smashing… Golly’.42 ‘I’m not going to play any longer. Not with you,’ (p. 132), a mutinous Jack mutters, the puerility of his words in incongruous contrast to his all too adult deeds. The arrival of the officer, with its sudden shift from Ralph’s agonized eyes to the benign view of the adult, throws the story back into grotesque miniature. The children are dwarfed to children again. Here is how the officer sees Jack:




    




    

      A little boy who wore the remains of an extraordinary black cap on his red hair and who carried the remains of a pair of spectacles at his waist, started forward at the question [Who’s boss?] then changed his mind and stood still, (pp. 247–48)


    




    Throughout the narrative’s first movement – and with appalling momentum – the children appear to be adults, dealing with adult problems. Now they are whining little boys, held in control by the presence of the adult. Yet the reader cannot forget the cruelty of what has gone before. For the conch of order has been smashed, the spectacles of reason and rescue have been used to destroy the island. An unnamed child with a mulberry mark has burned to death. Two individuals have been murdered. An aggressive tribal society has been hunting down another. Nor can the reader forget that Ralph’s piteous weeping at the end transcends the smug cynicism of the rescuer, for Ralph attains awareness of the real nature of the ‘pack of British boys’ (p. 248).




    Ralph is saved because the adult world has intervened, yet his rescuer is on the point of returning to an ‘adult’ war, which in numerical terms is infinitely more extravagant in its potential for disaster. Given the barbaric chaos the boys have been reduced to, the officer appears to them (to us) as order. It is only on a delayed decoding of the earlier clues that the reader comprehends that the officer is involved in a nuclear war and yet still represents ‘order’.43




    The resonances of Lord of the Flies are not allegorically simple but ideographically suggestive. ‘Everything is twofold, every perspective provokes a competing alternative’;44 it is the reader’s work to hold this sea-changing duality. The task undertaken by the reader, by way of the work’s ideographic structure, is to make the apparent discordance of the two clashing patterns connect, to cross the child’s educated view of things with the adult’s uneducated view and by joining the two perspectives probe the rhetorical question: ‘Who will rescue the adult and his cruiser?’




    I write that Lord of the Flies is not allegorically simple, although readers have conferred social, political, moral, spiritual, and mythic universalities upon it, addressing readers’ historical need for a universal text about aggression. Perhaps a useful elaboration on what I am suggesting about a contrast between an ideographic strategy and an allegorical one would be to examine one allegorical feature of the work upon which no doubt can be cast. In Golding’s view, the innocence of the child is a crude fallacy. If ‘there is a simplicity about human goodness, then it is just as true that there is a corresponding complexity about human evil,’ Golding observed, some forty years after Lord of the Flies’, in an essay on the murder of two-year-old James Bulger by two ten-year-old boys.45 By nature – and given certain conditions, to whose recipe fear must be added – Homo sapiens, Golding argued, has a terrible potentiality for evil. And this potentiality cannot be eradicated by a humane political system, no matter how respectable. Thus in ‘Beast from Water’, one of the work’s most contrived chapters, the fundamental inadequacy of parliamentary systems to deal with atavistic superstition is portrayed. In this episode, the scene’s physical and psychological atmosphere is as schematically constructed as the major characters’ different pronouncements on the ‘beast’.




    A parliamentary assembly begins at eventide; consequently, the chief, Ralph, is merely ‘a darkish figure’ (p. 96) to his group. Light is, at first, level. Only Ralph stares into the island’s darkness; his assembly before him faces the lagoon’s bright promise. But the light gradually vanishes, accompanied by increasing superstition and fear. The place of assembly on the beach is narratorially described as ‘roughly a triangle; but irregular and sketchy, like everything they made’. The assembly’s shape can be likened to that of a receding boat, a kind of mirror image of the island-boat. Ralph remarks at the outset that the island is ‘roughly boat-shaped’; because of the tide’s configuration, he feels that ‘the boat was moving steadily astern’ (p. 38).




    Since Ralph sits on ‘a dead tree’ (p. 96) that forms the triangle’s base, no captain occupies the boat’s rightful apex, where ‘the grass was thick again because no one sat there’ (p. 97). Like the island that appears to move backward, the assembly-boat is pointed to the darkness of the jungle, not the brightness of the navigable lagoon behind. Hunters sit like hawks on the right of Ralph; to the left are placed the doves, mostly littluns who giggle whenever their assembly seat, ‘an ill-balanced twister’, capsizes. And Piggy stands outside the triangle, showing his moralizing ineffectuality. ‘This indicated that he wished to listen but would not speak; and Piggy intended it as a gesture of disapproval,’ as summarized by the narrative voice. The conch in his hands, a littlun says he’s seen a snake thing, a beastie. Both Piggy and Jack emphatically deny its existence, but – to Ralph’s astonishment – Simon agrees that it does exist, but that ‘maybe it’s only us’. Ludicrously, ineptly, damagingly, Ralph determines that a vote on its existence should be taken. Darkness descends on the shattered assembly and, for the first of many times, the ‘beastie’ is ritually appeased. Island boat, assembly boat, and what should be the ship of civilization itself, rational government, all drift bleakly into darkness. The wail of Percival Wemys Madison of the Vicarage, Harcourt St Anthony, turns into an inarticulate gibber, the ‘dense black mass’ (p. 115) of mock hunters swirls, and the ‘three blind mice’ (p. 116), Ralph, Piggy, and Simon, sit ‘in the darkness, striving unsuccessfully to convey the majesty of adult life’ (p. 117).




    If theme in this episode is schematically stable, Golding’s ‘symbols are not in fact clear, or wholly articulate, they are always the incarnation of more than can be extracted or translated from them.’46 Consider, for example, Simon’s secret sanctuary with its perfumed candle-buds. Rendered in terms of the island/ship metaphor, Simon’s canopied bower is likened to a captain’s ‘little cabin’ (p. 72); its ‘creepers dropped their ropes like the rigging of foundered ships’ (p. 71), and its centre is occupied by a ‘patch of rock’ (p. 71) on which a foundering ship could strike. On this rock a demonology, not a church, will be built, one recalls; Jack has instructed his braves to ‘“ram one end of the stick in the earth. Oh – it’s rock. Jam it in the crack”’ (p. 169). The reverberations of this imagistic cluster are intensified when, with the advance of evening, Simon’s cabin is submerged by the sea: ‘Darkness poured out, submerging the ways between the trees till they were dim and strange as the bottom of the sea’ (p. 72, my italics).




    Consider as well the initial figuring of the island as a ship at sea; or is it not also a civilization threatened with submergence, a tooth in a sucking mouth, a body dissociated from nature, consciousness divorced from the brute passivity of the subconscious? On it, the boys are certainly islanded by the ineluctable sea to which they turn in awe and distaste. The trope is woven into the narrative texture at various places and, by a technique of clustering, suggestion engenders suggestion. By gathering to itself other metaphors, the island trope evolves a logic of association, the organizing principle being recurrence with variation. Thus Ralph’s final isolation at the tail end of the island – ‘he was surrounded on all sides by chasms of empty air. There was nowhere to hide, even if one did not have to go on’ (p. 130) – is the isolation of the despairing hero. And when a now blind Piggy is described as ‘islanded in a sea of meaningless colour’ (p. 91) while he embraces the rock with ‘ludicrous care above the sucking sea’ (p. 217), the microcosmic/macrocosmic resonances are rich. Since the dual clusters are associative rather than syntactical or logical, meaning hovers over several referents so that the reader experiences the text as dynamic, with shifting shapes like cells under a microscope or stars at the end of a telescope.




    VII




    

      What was that enemy? I cannot tell. He came with the darkness and he reduced me to a shuddering terror that was incurable because it was indescribable. In daylight I thought of the Roman remains that had been dug up under the church as the oldest things near, sane things from sane people like myself. But at night, the Norman door and pillar, even the flint wall of our cellar, were older, far older, were rooted in the darkness under the earth.




      William Golding, ‘The Ladder and the Tree’


    




    In the passage above, drawn from an early essay about his childhood home in Marlborough, Golding describes the autobiographical origins for an atavistic quest through darkness that came to preoccupy much of his fiction. Pondering over the church graveyard at the foot of his garden, the child Billy grew terrified of some enemy he imagined was lurking there to harm him. A comparable mythopoeia of a beast is interleaved through Lord of the Flies, although its dimensions/implications are by no means as fully realized as they come to be in Pincher Martin, Darkness Visible, or even The Paper Men. Nevertheless, the hallucinatory process is depicted in crucial confrontation scenes where two apparently irreconcilable views of one situation are brought slap up against each other. Such scenes are a narrative feature characteristic of Golding’s subsequent fictional practice as well, the confrontation scene bringing about a single crystallization of a work’s total structure, bring-ing together contradictory, yet complementary, concepts.




    And what is this enemy, this creature that haunts the children’s imaginations and which Jack hunts and tries to propitiate with a totemic beast? In extratextual conversation, Golding may have called it ‘one of the conditions of existence, this awful thing’, but how exactly does the novel prompt the reader to create such a meaning? Through the presence, actions, and transformational death of the strange visionary child, Simon? A stubborn conception in the Golding mythopoeia is the figure of the holy fool; forerunner to Pincher Martin’s Nat, Darkness Visible’s Matty, or Rites of Passage’s Parson Colley, unsimple Simon comes to be wise. Sitting before the Lord of the Flies, a stinking, fly-ridden pig’s head on a stick, Simon is made to recognize the human nature of the real beast: that he himself has the capacity for evil as well as for good. ‘Whenever Simon thought of the beast,’ intones the narrative voice, ‘there arose before his inward sight the pictures of a human at once heroic and sick’ (p. 128). Motivated by the mythopoeic requirements of the tale, Simon intuitively identifies the beast, which allows what is a narratorial puppet to solve the problem terrifying all the other creatures in this imagined world. Acting with the sheer simplicity of any agent of good, Simon ventures arduously and alone to the mountain-top where he releases what he discovers is a harmless but horrifying corpse; then he tries to tell the boys below about ‘mankind’s essential illness’ (p. 111).




    At the heart of the developing mythopoeia in Lord of the Flies is the trope of the severed head of the pig, to which Simon turns in distaste and awe, and from which he at first tries to escape. Grinning cynically, its mouth gaping and its eyes half closed, the head has been placed on a rock in a sea-like clearing around Simon’s secret sanctuary. As a trope, the Head also can be likened to an island surrounded by the sea, thus operating macrocosmically and microcosmically. A larger macrocosm, the Castle Rock at the island’s end is like a severed head as well: another variant on the pig’s head. Described as a ‘rock, almost detached’ (p. 38), this smaller landmass is separated – a point which the text makes repeatedly – from the island’s main body by ‘a narrow neck’ (p. 130, my italics). ‘Soon, in a matter of centuries’ (p. 130) this head will be severed too, although the impersonal narratorial distancing invokes a nature as indifferent to the boys’ rescue as geological time is to man’s ‘little life’. At the tale’s conclusion, giggling black and green savages will swarm around and over the head of Castle Rock as the black and green flies swarmed around the Lord of the Dung’s head.




    As readers know, Piggy’s death occurs at this rock head; Roger’s releasing of the boulder re-enacts the slaughter of a pig, for Piggy is swiftly decapitated by ‘a glancing blow from chin to knee’ (p. 222, my italics). Traveling through the air, with a grunt he lands on the square red rock in the sea, a kind of grotesque refectory table. And the monster-sea sucks his body, which ‘twitched like a pig’s after it has been killed’ (p. 223), the emblematic nature of the character’s name being reasserted from objective narratorial distance, even narratorial indifference. Piggy’s head has been smashed and Ralph, running along the rocky neck, jumps just in time to avoid the ‘headless body of the [sacrificial] sow’ (p. 223) the hunters are planning to roast. The preparation is clear; another head is needed.




    A traditional reading would have the head – the centre of reason – destroyed at Piggy’s death with the island society’s regression cutting ‘the bridge’ (p. 134) between rationality and irrationality. But in the developing mythopoeia of Lord of the Flies rationality is a suspect concept just like the common sense of Piggy, who ‘goes on believing in the power of reason to tame the beast’.47 Nor is the severed head of the pig Beelzebub; it does not represent an evil external to the individual, but rather the corrupt and corrupting consciousness, that very human malaise – in Golding’s construction – that objectifies evil rather than recognizing its subjectivity: the kind of moral distancing we understand to be committed by both the officer and Piggy alike, the latter believing that Jack alone is the cause for ‘things break[ing] up’. Such is the intellectual complication that the severed head represents to Simon; it prospers on the island’s head, Castle Rock. Three confrontation scenes formulate the mythopoeia: Simon before the head, Ralph before the skull of the pig, Ralph before a ‘savage’.




    It is Simon alone who is made to recognize the real beast and – like a Moses with tablets of law – bring the truth from the mountain: a truth he understands as he broods before the totemic sow’s head, having witnessed its anal rape and decapitation. Then, in the only idiom a child of Simon’s age could give to a hallucinatory authority, the pig’s head begins to deliver ‘something very much like a sermon to the boy’, and this in the ‘voice of a schoolmaster’ (p. 178). It insists that the island is corrupt and all is lost: ‘This is ridiculous,’ the head, now named the Lord of the Flies, expostulates. ‘You know perfectly well you’ll only meet me down there – so don’t try to escape!’ Shifting by way of the ironic motif of ‘fun’ into schoolboy patois, the head assures: ‘we are going to have fun on this island’ (p. 178, my italics), even though ‘everything’ is a ‘bad business’ (p. 170). Such counselling of the acceptance of evil amounts to ‘the infinite cynicism of adult life’: the cynicism of the conscious mind, the cynicism that can ignore even ‘the indignity of being spiked on a stick’, the cynicism that ‘grins’ – as does the pig’s head – at the obscenities that even make the butterflies desert their beloved bower. For the reading of the encounter involves also the recollection that during the anal mistreatment of the sow and its bloody killing, the butterflies continued to ‘dance preoccupied in the centre of the clearing’ (p. 178). That they now leave suggests the head must represent something a great deal more obscene than blood savor or rape. Counselling acceptance amounts to the kind of cynicism and easy optimism of the naval officer – in all his meanings – who ‘grinned cheerfully at the obscene savages while muttering “fun and games”’ (p. 247, my italics).48




    The meaning that the reader is prompted to create in this confrontation scene is twofold. Not only does this pig’s head ‘weld together other aspects of the beast. It is the beast, the head of the beast, the offering to the beast, left by the boys whose bestiality is marked by the head on the stick,’49 but also, and importantly, this Lord of the Dung is Simon. The Lord of the Flies that counsels acceptance is his own strategic consciousness. Myopically viewing the head as an objectification of evil, independent of consciousness, would be to repeat the same error as Jack makes in externalizing and objectifying his own evil. The identification of Simon and the head is worked out very carefully indeed. Consider the following similarities: speaking in schoolboy patois, the Lord’s head has ‘half-shut eyes’ (p. 170), while Simon is described as keeping ‘his eyes shut, then shelter[ing] them with his hand’ (p. 171) so that vision is partial; he sees things ‘without definition and illusively’ (p. 171) behind a ‘luminous veil’. Simon comprehends his own savagery: he ‘licks his dry lips’ and feels the weight of his hair. Later, after his epileptic fit, blood ‘dries around his mouth and chin’ (p. 180) in the manner of the ‘blood-blackened’ (p. 170) grinning mouth of the head. Detecting the shared identity, the flies – although sated – leave the pig guts ‘alight by Simon’s runnels of sweat’ (p. 171) and drink at the boy’s head. By a profound effort of will, Simon forces himself to penetrate his own loathing and break through his own consciousness: ‘At last Simon gave up and looked back; saw the white teeth and dim eyes, the blood – and his gaze as held by that ancient, inescapable recognition’ (p. 171).




    Of course, the orchestration of this recognition is conducted through the narratorial voice, which positions the two heads opposite each other. It is Simon himself he is looking at. His double, the head, grins at the flies of corruption and Simon acknowledges it as himself. Like the boy before the Egyptian mummy in Golding’s essay ‘Egypt from My Inside’, Simon prepares ‘to penetrate mysteries’ and ‘go down and through in darkness’. Looking into a vast mouth, Simon submits to the terror of his own being. ‘Simon found he was looking into a vast mouth. There was blackness within, a blackness that spread […] He fell down and lost consciousness’ (p. 178). Having penetrated here his own capacity for evil, he returns from non-being to awaken next to ‘the dark earth close by his cheek’ (p. 179) and to know that he must ‘do something’. All alone he does what no other boy could dare to do: encounter the beast on the hill. There Simon discovers that ‘this parody’ (ringed as well by green flies) is nothing more ‘harmless and horrible’ (p. 181) than was the head. In releasing the figure ‘from the rocks and […] the wind’s indignity’ (p. 181), Simon demonstrates the heroism that has been posited as one side of humankind’s dual nature.




    Twice Ralph is confronted with just such a primal confrontation: face to face, eye to eye. Earlier we saw that he could not connect with the primal. For example, standing at the island’s rock shore ‘on a level with the sea’ (p. 136), Ralph follows the waves’ ‘ceaseless, bulging passage’ and feels ‘clamped down’, ‘helpless’, and ‘condemned’ (p. 137) by a ‘leviathan’ (p. 131) monster with ‘arms of surf’ and ‘fingers of spray’ (p. 137). Nor can he accept Simon’s intuitive faith when the latter whispers ‘you’ll get back all right’ (p. 137), that ‘the brute obtuseness’ (p. 137) of nature can be escaped from.




    Much later, after the deaths of Simon and Piggy, Ralph stands in the clearing, confronted by the same offensive head, looking steadily at the skull that ‘seemed to jeer at him cynically’ (p. 227). The skull’s ‘empty sockets seemed to hold his gaze masterfully and without effort’ (p. 228), as the narrative voice observes in its re-orchestration of Simon’s earlier encounter. But, unlike Simon, Ralph turns away from acknowledging the identification to externalize the monstrous.




    

      A sick fear and rage swept him. Fiercely he hit out at the filthy thing in front of him that bobbed like a toy and came back, still grinning into his face, so that he lashed and cried out in loathing (p. 228)


    




    Although he keeps ‘his face to the skull that lay grinning at the sky’, Ralph can no more recognize his own face than Jack can recognize his own image behind the ‘awesome stranger’ (p. 80) with his mask of war paint when he looks into the water-filled coconut.




    But Ralph cannot penetrate this ‘parody thing’, which in its motion amalgamates the parachutist’s bowing and the ‘breathing’ of the sea, whose movements are those of an ancient primal rhythm that does not so much ‘progress’ as endure ‘a momentous rise and fall’ (p. 137). Such a ‘minute-long fall and rise and fall’ (p. 131) is the rhythm that engulfs the parachutist’s body on its way to sea: ‘On the mountain-top the parachute filled and moved; the figure slid, rose to its feet, falling, still falling, it sank towards the beach’ (p. 189), the rhythm that imparts to Piggy some serenity: the water became ‘luminous round the rock forty feet below, where Piggy had fallen’ (p. 234). It is especially this rhythm that transfigures Simon in death. I quote at length, so foregrounded in this benedictory requiem is the steadfast movement:
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