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Summary

This thesis looks at the work of three poets, Austin Clatke (1896-1974), Louis
MacNeice (1907-1963) and Thomas Kinsella (1928- ), in order both to raise the
profile of allegory as a modality at work in twentieth-century Irish poetry in English,
and to introduce more rigorous and wide-ranging theories of allegory into a field
dominated by identitarian conceptions of the mode. As stated in the Introduction, it is
intended as an exposition of recent allegory theory, followed by three case studies
which explore different aspects of that theory, and which also contribute to the critical
literature on each poet, rather than as a comparative study or as a survey of allegorical
expression in a twentieth-century Irish context.

<

Chapter 1, “Useless for Communicating any Valuable Information™:
Theoretical approaches to Allegory’, sets out the terms on which we might base an
understanding of allegory. Particularly important is the contention that allegory is an
authoritarian form, careless of human individuality and violent towards the objects and
bodies with which it makes its meanings. This hierarchical authoritarianism matters,
because allegory is not ‘unreal’, but palpably and problematically involved in the
material world.  Allegory seeks to assimilate that which is not itself into its textual
system. The desire which animates allegory secks, encyclopaedically, to enclose the
world.  However, precisely because allegory is voracious in this way, it encounters
resistance from bodies which refuse to be co-opted to significance. Allegory will
usually assimilate this resistance, but traces of it remain visible to the critical reader.
Chapter 2, © “Mind spewed”: Allegories of Mind and Memory in Austin Clarke’s
Poetry’” begins with a discussion of the relation between mythopoeia and mental illness
and explores theoretical connections between them. It then follows the development
of Clarke’s understanding of allegory from the sometimes naive and hierarchical
imagery of Pilgrimage and Other Poems (1929) to Mnemosyne Lay in Dust (1966), which
questions and challenges allegorical hierarchies. The account of Mnemosyne examines
the relationship between the goddess of memory and Clarke’s protagonist Maurice
Devane, particularly in terms of his troubled sexuality. Finally, the chapter analyses
Maurice’s food-loathing and anorexia in terms of the psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva’s
theory of abjection. This psychoanalytical material is applied to the structure of
Mnemosyne to argue that a linear progress natrative cannot account for the poem’s

development and posits instead a structure based on the boundaries that characterise



abjection and their transgression. Allegory itself, in Clarke’s long poem, becomes a
form of abjection, traces of which accompany its protagonist into the sane, ‘symbolic’
wortld outside the asylum.

Chapter 3, © “The Stern Door Matked In Exile”: Allegory and History in Louis
MacNeice’s Poetry’ reassesses the critical profile of poems collected in Holes in the Sky
(1948), Ten Burnt Offerings (1952), and the long poem Autumn Sequel (1954) and reads
MacNeice’s negotiations with history in terms of allegory. It suggests theoretical
grounds for MacNeice’s allegorical treatment of the past, and advances a reading of Tex
Burnt Offerings and Autumn Seque/ which finds that these poems have historical and
political resonances previously ignored by critics, largely because these poems do not
conform to pre-existing ideas of MacNeice’s poetic strengths. The chapter also offers
an account of Autumn Sequel, paying particular attention to the poem’s structures of
sentiment and nostalgia and its quest narrative, in which MacNeice identifies his unease
with allegory’s potential for hierarchy and hypostasis. The poetic consequences of that
unease are assessed in a brief section on MacNeice’s last three collections.

Chapter 4, © “Ever more painstaking care’ Allegory, Rhetoric and Encyclopaedic
Form in Thomas Kinsella’s Poetry’ examines Kinsella’s commitment to increasing
simplicity of language and structure as expressed through the revision of his work.
Kinsella’s contradictory attitude to order in his poetry, whereby he rejects ‘imposed’
structuring, but is happy to present his poems as artificial constructs, 1s considered in
relation to allegory’s imposition of order upon nature, and the violence that entails.
Finally, this chapter remarks on the theory of ‘encyclopaedic form’ in relation to
Kinsella, arguing that the Peppercanister series, in particular, constitutes an
encyclopaedia of Kinsella’s personal, familial, civic and social concerns, and asking
whether such a project can be productive of political liberation for writer or readers.

The Conclusion draws together the findings outlined in these chapters and
suggests directions for further research, both in terms of a revised and expanded
understanding of allegory’s function in Irish poetry and with regard to subjects of future

study.
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Introduction

They are indeed poets’ poetry [...] They are ‘words,

words, words’ just as The Faerie Queene, for all its moral

lessons, is words, words, words.'
As Rita Copeland and Stephen Melville note in their excellent article ‘Allegory and
Allegoresis, Rhetoric and Hermeneutics’, ‘the position of modern readers with respect
to allegory has lately become profoundly peculiar’.’ We have no unequivocal definition
of allegory, we are unsure of its origins, we do not know when it can be said to have
succeeded or failed or even what constitutes a definite instance of it, and we use the
term to signify a trope, genre, or even the quality of ‘the literary’ itself. The most
common explanation of the term, that it is ‘speaking other’, or ‘saying one thing when
one means another’; 1s both inadequate and replete with all kinds of potential: 1s such a
divorce of speech and its meaning desirable or even possible? This is the point at
which, as Copeland and Melville note, allegory ‘becomes entangled in our efforts to
characterise our own modernity or postmodernity.” (179) Allegory’s peculiarities are
crucially involved, it seems, in the widespread and increasing interest in the mode which
has inspired this thesis and of which it is a part. Over the last four decades, in
particular, allegory has become a topic of growing attention in the study of literature,
and the origins of this concern can be traced back still further, to critical movements
contemporaneous with literary Modernism. For many of the most influential literary
theorists of the twentieth century, for Walter Benjamin, Paul de Man, and Jacques
Derrida, for instance, ‘allegory’ was and is a crucial term. These formulations have
become canonical, models to be upheld or challenged by scholars researching particular
authors, texts or genres: the trope, form, mode or genre we call allegory receives now an
unprecedented volume of critical attention.

It 1s dismaying, then, to find that while the debates surrounding allegory and

(post)modernity have received considerable attention from those engaged in Irish
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studies, they have had little setious impact on the study of Irish literature in English.
Allegory is often mentioned by critics working in this area; they rarely fail to evoke, in
particular, Benjamin, or less often, de Man, Derrida or Hans-Georg Gadamer. To take a
very recent example, David Wheatley, in his introduction to a selection of James
Clarence Mangan’s poems, finds that ‘[wl]ith its melancholy lumber-room of skeletons,
dispossessed chieftains and bewitched maidens, Mangan’s work belongs squarely in the
allegorical rather than the symbolist tradition, despite his recruitment as a precursor of
the author of The Secrer Rose.”> Wheatley continues, ‘as Benjamin, [...] a student of ruins
and allegory, observed: in the guise of allegory “history does not assume the form of the
process of an eternal life so much as that of irresistible decay”. Allegory thus places
itself “beyond beauty”. ” (18) In such popular appropriations of The Origin of German
Tragic Drama, ‘allegory’ signifies a combination of melancholy grandeur and factitious
modernist fragmentation set in opposition to ‘symbolism’, which is often taken to be no
mote than a kind of fraudulently totalising ‘beauty’. Wheatley’s edition of Mangan is
very selective, and aimed at a non-specialist audience; its introduction accordingly brief,
but similar digests of Benjaminian theory are also common in academic publications.’
Benjamin’s work asserts rematrkable resistance to appropriation and use in other
contexts; attempts to evolve a model based on Benjamin for application to Irish studies
often result in travesty.” Bearing in mind these failures, yet wanting to acknowledge the
enormous influence that reading Benjamin had upon the development of this thests, I
have kept evocations of his criticism to a minimum, and where I have referred to it,
have tried to be attentive as possible to its nuance.

The misuse of allegory theory by students of Irish literature might often stem
from a worthy impulse to escape the provincialism and identitarian politics of much
criticism in the area. All too often, however, it ends up reinforcing it. The resistance to

theory, always pronounced in allegory studies — some, including Copeland and Melville,



might say intrinsic to it (185) — is ferocious in its Irish context. The result, as noted
below in Chapter 1, is monotonous concentration on allegories of national identity,
almost to the exclusion of all other aspects of allegory. This is not to disparage the
study of expressions of national identity in Irish literature: that there is any attention
paid at all to Irish allegory is due to critical interest in literary decolonisation and
postcolonialism. In practice, however, interest in texts as allegories o/ historical or
current affairs has overwhelmed interest in allegory itself. The critic’s role is still seen as
primarily hermeneutic, uncovering  “hidden” or “repressed” signs of the cultural and
political embedded within representations of the private or domestic, to see them
pointing to something outside or beyond the text’.” The processes of allegorical making,
its rhetorical effects and political implications, by contrast, have received very little
attention. (In this, the study of allegory in Irish literature lags at least thirty years behind
developments in allegory theory: the intense hostility to allegory understood as a
hermeneutic tool which characterised theoretical studies from mid-century New
Criticism to the 1970s and 1980s’ has been greeted by moves, like Copeland and
Melville’s, to rehabilitate allegoresis.) 1 have tried, in this thesis, to challenge a binary
understanding of allegory as either a rhetorical figure or interpretative device.
Consideting the allegorising slant of so much Irish criticism, however, 1 have
emphasised a rhetorical definition of allegory, one which treats it as a distinct mode with
its own ideological and political texture, rather than as a means of representing extra-
textual persons and events.

The argument advanced above applies particularly to poetry. Although allegory
is 2 major mode in twentieth-century Irish poetry in English, there exists no survey of it,
and there are very few essays on individual poets’ allegorical practice. Although it might
lay some groundwork for such a study, or at least provoke further research and debate,

this thesis is not a survey of allegorical making in twentieth-century Irish poetry. Such a



project would be, as the following chapters may indicate, enormous in scope, and
beyond the remit of a thesis. The understanding of allegory that I outline in Chapter 1
is based upon close reading of texts, attention to imagery, diction and structure. If this
methodology were to be extended to the very many Irish poems which could be said to
be allegorical, the results would be voluminous. The study of allegory shares its
subject’s propensity to limitless analogical extension. With its arbitrary closures and rigid
structuring, however, allegory also provides a model for limitation in its study.

While I do not consider the three poets discussed in this thesis to be
‘representative’ of twentieth-century Irish poetry, or of particular traditions in it
(questions of representation quickly become extremely vexed where allegory is
concerned), I do wish to suggest some of the different aspects from which allegorical
making can be approached, and the different degrees to which a poet might accept or
resist the structures of allegory and its ideology. A study considering more than one
poet, however limited, has certain advantages, from this point of view, over a single-
author thesis. At the same time, this thesis is not primarily a comparative study, though
I draw some comparisons both within individual chapters and in the conclusion.
Rather, it presents three comparable, but self-contained case studies of kinds of
allegorical making, intended as contributions to the critical literature on each poet as
well as to Irish literary studies and the study of allegory.

In no way do I wish to suggest that there is an allegorical school, or movement,
in twentieth-century Irish poetry. Within anglophone Irish writing, even such a thing as
an allegorical ‘tradition’ (pace Wheatley) is elusive, and many theorists of allegory would
argue that allegory is inimical to the development of traditions. This thesis is concerned
with allegory as a form which is present to some extent in most, if not all poetry. The
poets discussed here show a particular concern with it, but so do others whom I have

not considered; and I do not wish to imply that their shared practice of allegorical



making links them into a literary-historical grouping (such literary-historical and
influential links, do exist, of course, particularly between Clarke and Kinsella). My focus
is, however, on the formal, philosophical and political implications of allegory, and how
it has largely been ignored or effaced both in accounts of these poets” work and 1n Irish
poetry in general. I have deliberately chosen to look at poets whose work is widely
known and who are considered major figures in Irish poetry, the better to demonstrate
that allegory is disregarded even in work which receives considerable critical attention,
though the model advanced in this thesis might well be extended to less well known
poets.

The basic aims of this thesis are twofold: to posit a more rigorous model for the
study of allegory within an Irish context, one which is attentive to the implications of
the mode itself, and to raise the profile of allegory as an aspect of the work of each poet
discussed, thereby suggesting its importance in Irish poetry as a whole, and the possible
extension of similar critical readings to other poets. In the essay from which the
epigraph to this introduction is taken, Daniel Corkery discusses the azsiing as the
characteristic poetic form of what he called ‘the hidden Ireland’, peculiatly alienated
from even its own subject matter. _Aiskng poetry, and the literature of allegorised
national identity more generally, is now the least ‘hidden’ aspect of Irish allegory. The

purpose of this thesis is to make other aspects a little less obscure.

Notes

! Daniel Corkery, ‘The Aisling’, The Hidden Ireland: A Study of Gaelic Munster in the Eighteenth Century (1924,
Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1970) 133.

2 Rita Copeland and Stephen Melville, ‘Allegory and Allegoresis, Rhetoric and Hermeneutics’, Exemplaria
3:1 (March 1991) 159-187, 178.

3 David Wheatley, ‘Introduction’, James Clarence Mangan, Poems, ed. David Wheatley (Oldcastle: Gallery,
2003) 14.



+ This usually takes the form of name-dropping in the interests of lending the writer intellectual ballast.
For instance, Terry Fagleton comments, in ‘Nationalism, Irony and Commitment’, Just as the pious Jews,
so Walter Benjamin reminds us, were forbidden on pain of idolatry to fashion graven images of the
future, so political radicals are prohibited under pain of fetishism from blueprinting their ultimate desire.’
In Nationalism, Colonialism and Literature, ed. Seamus Deane, (Minneapolis and London: Minnesota
University Press, 1990) 23-39; 26. In another unfortunate use of the “Theses’ (unfortunate, at least, to
readers with a visual imagination) Declan Kiberd compares Brian Friel to Benjamin’s angel of history:
‘[The playwright] 7s the angel of history, caught in the storm that blows from paradise and propelled into
that future to which his back must always be turned’. Inventing Ireland: The Literature of the Modern Nation
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1995) 630. The angel suffers more mistreatment in Tim Armstrong’s survey of
1930s Irish modernism: ‘Like Walter Benjamin’s Angel of History, Devlin’s blind Justice is blasted by the
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Coughlan and Alex Davis (Cork: Cork University Press, 1995) 43-74; 62.
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attentive as it 1s to the European resonances of Irish literature. Where allegory is concerned, however,
even his accounts sometimes lack discrimination. See Chapter 4, section 1 below.

¢ Mary Jean Corbett, Allegories of Union (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000) 182. See below,
Chapter 1, section V, for a fuller discussion of Corbett’s book.

" For an especially virulent example of such hostility, see Maureen Quilligan, The Language of Allegory:
Defining the Genre (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1979).



Chapter 1
‘Useless for Communicating any Valuable Information’:
Theoretical Approaches to Allegory

‘I have found “allegorical” a splendid term to cover up one’s

ignorance, but a useless one for communicating any valuable

information”

I: TOWARDS DEFINITION

The task of defining ‘allegory’, even for the limited purposes of this thesis, gives rise to
trepidation. Theoretical writing on the subject 1s voluminous and contradictory. For
some critics allegory 1s a localised phenomenon, confined to Western Europe and
spanning a historical period which variously extends from the sixth century BCE, or the
first or fourth centuries CE to the eighteenth century.?' After that date, the ‘culture of
the sign’ is seen to have broken down, and the context for allegory lost. ‘Modern’
allegory can be ‘postallegorical’, (Van Dyke 290), or it might continue an institutional
existence as literary history and literary theory (Teskey 149-50). For other theorists,
allegory continues, albeit substantially altered, to become a dominant form in
nineteenth- and twentieth-century writing.” An extreme version of this position holds
that allegory represents the condition of all discourse, or even ‘human existence itself,
the motives for composition and interpretation being located in the loss that predicates
desire.’

Some critics distinguish sharply between compositional allegory and allegorical
interpretation in the interests of keeping the allegorical canon to a manageable size,’
while admitting that such a distinction is impossible to make in practice, since all
‘compositional’ allegories demand interpretation, and even a ‘non-allegorical’ text like
the l/iad, once allegorised, retains a residue of allegoresis. As J. Stephen Russell
comments, medieval writers ‘would no doubt have been amused by [the] implication

that there is such a thing as non-allegorical writing’.(’ Assertions that allegory has



maintained a fabulistic tradition in which the relation of image to meaning i1s
acknowledged as atbitrary are routine. ' Almost equally common are studies that posit
figura ot typology as the essence of allegory.” Structuralists would maintain that allegory
is a projection of metaphor onto the sequence of metonymy;’ whereas Deborah
Madsen, applying ‘the methodological advances of poststructuralism’, argues that
metonymic and metaphorical allegory constitute two competing traditions within the
genre (Madsen 1 and passim).

The venerable debate surrounding allegory and symbol also persists, despite the
fact that in literary theoretical terms, ‘the opposition of symbol to allegory makes little
sense’ (Teskey 107). This opposition marks one of the many points at which the theory
of allegory ceases to be an engagement with ideologies and shades into ideology itself.
Critical positions on allegory indeed seem to arrange themselves into binary oppositions:
advocates of a history of allegory against champions of its universality, figuralists against
fabulists, structuralists against poststructuralists, partisans of ‘symbol” against supporters
of allegory. Middling approaches are difficult to find, and there is no evidence that an
attempt at mediation would be more helpful than the extreme positions. As Gordon
Teskey comments, ‘[e]xtreme approaches have led to insights that would never be
obtained by more apparently responsible ones’ (12). Allegory is generative of immense
critical controversy, which, in turn, invites speculation as to whether this is a
characteristic inherent in allegorical writing itself.

Many critics look to etymology to represent allegory’s generation of oppositions.
The word ‘allegory’ derives from the Greek allegoria, a word derived from allos (other)
and agorenezn (to speak in the agora, in public). It was first used in the third century BCE
to connote a rhetorical trope that has an explicit and an implicit meaning. By the first
century BCE, rhetorical theorists were linking allegoria with metaphor. The first Latin

thetoricians to use the word gave it the sense of a series of related metaphors or a



continued metaphor. The first century CE Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian canonised
these definitions," and declared znversio, “where it is one in woordes, and another in
sentence or meaning’,11 synonymous with allegory. 'This, as its presence in Thomas
Elyot’s lexicon of 1538 suggests, remained a standard definition for many centuries.
Around the same time as Quintilian’s treatise, allegoria developed the connotation
‘allegorical interpretation’, something that had hitherto been described as hyponoia
(under-meaning). It is in this sense that the Latin equivalent of the Greek portmanteau,
alientloguium (other-speaking) was generally used in medieval texts. The first recorded
use of ‘allegory” in English, John Wycliffe’s fourteenth-century translation of Galatians
4:24: ‘pe whiche pingis ben seid by allegorie or goostly understonding’, also assumes a
hermeneutic rather than rhetorical context.”” In English, ‘allegory’ exists as a vast meta-
genre, naming ‘in a variety of ways a trope, an interpretative method and a narrative
genre, and a vertiginous overlapping has resulted from these definitions’ (Madsen 29).
Madsen’s point is that the confusion and controversy surrounding allegory largely result
from this ambiguity of reference: critics tend to choose one of these definitions for
allegory, without informing the reader of their choice (or, in some cases, acknowledging
it to themselves) and then proceed as if it were the only definition. This is indeed a
difficulty in many theories of allegory, and it is not easily surmounted. (Section II of this
chapter addresses this question in more detail.)

The apparent paradox produced by combining a//os and agorenern might connote,
as for Angus Fletcher, an essential ambivalence in the allegorical text;"” or it might
signify the existence of a rift in consciousness that allegorical structures attempt to
conceal (Teskey 2). However, any account which finds that a/los inverts the meaning of
agorenein admits ideology, for it assumes that public speech is naturally transparent and
open, meaning what it says, and that there is an abnormal form of ‘other’ speech which

does not do this. Recognition that allegory does not involve a simple inversion of these



terms 1s already present in Puttenham’s The Arte of English Poesie (1589): ‘propetly and in
his principall vertue Alegoria is when we do speake in sence translative and wrested
from the owne signification, neverthelesse applied to another not altogether contrary,
but having much conveniencie with it Uncharacteristically, Puttenham departs from
his classical sources to suggest that the relationship of the ‘public’ and the ‘other’ is one
of obliquity, not diametric opposition.

Looking closer, we can see that ‘othet’ (a//os) and public speech (agorenein) each
have meanings which can be configured in similarly oblique attitudes. As Jon Whitman
points out, agora, from which agorenein 1s derived, ‘developed at an early stage two quite
different connotations’ (263). In the legislative context which agorenern was normally
used, it connoted an official assembly. However, the agora could also mean the open
marketplace, and some of its other derivatives suggest ‘base’, ‘common’. Whitman
comments:

combined with the inverting word allos, the resulting composite

connoted that which was said in secre, and that which was unworthy of

the crowd. These two connotations of the word allegory — guarded

language and elite language — became explicit parts of allegorical theory

and practice. (263)

He goes on to link guarded language with political allegory, and elite language
with religious and philosophical esoterica. Whitman’s commitment to inversion as an
etymologically inscribed feature of allegory means that he misses the intimate and
powerful connection of the secre to the crowd. Some very powerful allegorical statements
combine ‘guarded’ and ‘elite’ features in most unexpected ways. Teskey cites the
example of Machiavell’s account of the treatment of Remirro de Orco by Cesare
Borgia. After employing Remitro to pacify a turbulent region, which he did efficiently
and brutally, Cesare curried favour with the newly subdued people by having their

oppressor murdered and his body placed, in two pieces, accompanied by a bloody knife

and a piece of wood, in the town square. Machiavelli records that this cruel spectacle



‘both stunned and satisfied’ the spectators.”” Cesare’s emblem is a sophisticated one, as
Teskey points out: the ‘piece’ of wood is not a mimetic chopping block, and a body
cannot be cut in two with a knife. The wood suggests that, under this autocratic regime,
the human body is no more valuable or individual than wood, while the knife, by its
obvious inadequacy to the task of dismemberment, enacts a discourse of presence and
absence which is designed to keep the spectators wondering how and when the murder
was carried out, that is, to keep them in a state of terror by affirming that this can
happen at any time to any subject (Teskey 136-7). Emblematic complexity, which is not
for the crowd, 1s here presented explicitly to the crowd; the language of the emblem is
most guarded, the actual instrument of bisection remaining mysterious, at precisely the
point its political message (‘this can happen to you’) is most blatant. The agora,
consequently, becomes simultaneously the location for the exercise of ultimate political
power and for the display of the degraded body, the body as meat in the market.
Indeed, under certain political systems, political power is the power to ‘stun and satisfy’
the marketplace.

The allos component presents a similar pair of apparently conflicting meanings:
one can ‘speak other’ or ‘speak of the Other’. Madsen uses this distinction to advance
her ‘dual definition’ of allegory, linking ‘speaking other’ with fictional fable and
‘speaking of the Other’ with the historical contiguity of typology (figura). Fable is
content to acknowledge that its meanings are imposed, figuralism insists that they are
intrinsic.  As she acknowledges, a hygienic separation of fabulism and figuralism is
impossible, since we ‘speak other’ (use fables) in order to ‘speak of the Other’ (achieve
the transcendent union of persons or historical moments which is fignra) (Madsen 30).
And yet her account promotes figuralism at the expense of fable, for we can ‘speak
other’ to ‘speak of the Other’ but not vice versa. Allegory, designated as ‘other-speech’,

only seems to want to point one way, to a valorised Other (in a religious context, such



as Madsen assumes, God; in a philosophic one, truth; in Machiavelli’s anecdote, the
prince) which is imagined to be outside its textual system. Anything else, which is
perceived to be outside that system, must either be assimilated into it, or effaced
entirely.

The wvalidity of a definition of allegory as other-speech can be challenged.
Carolynn Van Dyke suggests that while allegory functions as an Other within literary
genres, otherness does not constitute the principle of meaning within allegory. She
points out that a text which ‘says one thing and means another’ is a text that means two
things, which, since there 1s only one set of words available, is really one complex thing
(42). The most common way of understanding allegorical parallelism, as a matter of
stories told on different ‘levels’, each of which is coherent in itself, does not account,
therefore, for the ways in which allegories actually produce meaning (31-5). The
otherness of allegory, she argues, is located not in the relationship between words and
meaning, but ‘between elements of the poem’s implicit code’ (40). As a meta-genre,
allegory combines

subjects and predicates of the natrative propositions [which] seem alien

to each other — respectively timeless and timebound, Realistic [te.

idealistic] and mimetic, native on the one hand to philosophical

discourse and on the other to literary natrative. [...] literary allegory in

general is the set of genres that are based on the synthesis of deictic

and non-deictic codes (40).
This is a large and inclusive definition. However, it immediately raises a few problems.
We are asked to suppose that the synthesis of different and opposed narrative codes
accounts for the ‘otherness’ that we perceive in allegory, but that this sense of otherness
does not extend to the meanings of the words in the text, which are, after all, the only
means by which we can intuit the presence of the codes. The problem of texts that

produce different meanings with a single set of words, has here been displaced, rather

than interrogated.



Furthermore, (and this must even now be a familiar objection) it makes ‘literary
allegory’ a very large ‘set of genres’ indeed. Almost all literature makes some
accommodation between codes productive of specificity (deictic) and codes productive
of abstraction (non-deictic), but this terminology does at least allow for a description of
the relative proportion and prominence of each code, which the ‘split-level’ model does
not. With this approach, we can evolve ways of saying how allegorical a text, or even a
genre 1s, though it is less useful in discriminating between allegories and non-allegories.
How allegorical, after all, 1s an allegory? Van Dyke claims that allegory, as a narrative
genre, affords simultaneous and equal privilege to concrete specifics and abstractions
(193). About their simultaneity, she seems to be right. In no allegory is there a ‘level’
which is all specifics, and another which is all abstraction. Concerning relative privilege,
however, her formula seems a little too easy. In all the medieval and Renaissance
allegories she discusses, deictic elements are wholly necessary, but usually function as
pointers to the superior importance of abstract universals. For instance, she points out
that we misunderstand Everyman, in a way that precisely parallels Everyman’s own
delusions, if we impute the desertion of his companions Fellowship, Kindred and Cousin
to personal weakness instead of to ‘the laws of the categories whose names they bear’
(130).

When the relative proportion of deictic to non-deictic codes actually begins to
approach something more like equality, as in modern allegories such as George Orwell’s
Animal Farm (1949) or Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), Van Dyke declares
the age of allegory over, and a postallegorical phase in operation. These modern
allegories could be said to be more ‘deictic’ in that the non-deictic element is not
typically or wholly fulfilled by abstract universal agents, but by historical or cultural
agents, which nonetheless represent something more than their individual selves. To

take Van Dyke’s own example, the pleasure of reading Animal Farm lies not just in



recognising that the pig Napoleon represents Stalin, nor in recognising that he is a
synthesis of fictional pig, Napoleon, Stalin and (we might add) the abstraction Tyranny,
but in working out the particular nature of that synthesis (42). Even where the non-
deictic element is not primarily an abstraction, however, allegories valorise the non-
deictic. The deictic pig element of Napoleon is entirely necessary for the plot of .Animal
Farm, and for an understanding of the non-deictic codes, but it is only in recognising and
evaluating those non-deictic elements that the reader begins to perceive that the text 1s
not simply an anthropomorphic folly. It 1s the non-deictic element in allegory that
makes it itself, however valuable and necessary the deictic elements are in pointing the
reader towards it. In short, we read Animal Farm for its insights into totalitarianism, not
for its commentary on the farmyard behaviour of pigs.

This inconsistency in Van Dyke’s argument can be attributed partially to an
mnappropriate theoretical approach. Despite the peculiar aptness of the term ‘deictic’,
which designates direct argument in logic as well as the production of specificity in
grammar — a very allegorical ambiguity — Van Dyke’s use of models derived from
Tzvetan Todorov’s The Poetics of Prose provokes some uneasiness. Terms developed from
the study of mimetic prose fiction, which puts a high value on specificity, can only with
effort be made to apply to poetic narratives which valorise abstraction. In effect, it
forces her to argue from negative principles, the principles of ‘ordinary stories’ (38), so
that she implicitly endorses the assumption she set out to dismantle: the assumption that
allegory 1s abnormal, Other among genres.

Quite apart from this, however, we see that the main, if unacknowledged, issue
in Van Dyke’s definition of allegory is the same as in Madsen’s: allegory is a form that
consistently points outside itself, to an imagined transcendental signified, while co-opting
the particular and deictic into its system. Teskey compares this effect to the ‘vanishing

point’ in linear perspective. By pointing to a truth that is stationed just beyond the
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textual system, towards which all interpretative effort should be directed, allegory makes
us feel ‘that we are not so much following a sequence of words as penetrating to a
center.'®  That center is also a vortex, in that allegory’s textual system pulls in and
encloses whatever it encounters, making it signify within the text. Whether allegory is or
is not ‘other-speech’, in the sense that otherness is the principle by which its meaning is
constructed, depends on the extent to which we are prepared to accept the validity of
this system.

It 1s a system that affords many theorists, and all three poets discussed in this
thesis, some unease, because of its deferral to very rigid hierarchical structures. Joel
Fineman, in his essay “The Structure of Allegorical Desire’, labels allegory the
‘hierarchizing mode’ (Greenblatt 32). Fineman describes allegory in structuralist terms,
but the problem is essentially the same one as Van Dyke and Madsen posit: ‘it 1s always
the structure of metaphor that is projected onto the sequence of metonymy, not the
other way around, which 1s why allegory is always a hierarchizing mode, indicative of
timeless order, however subversively intended its contents may be’ (32). Fineman’s
assertion alludes to Roman Jakobson’s influential work on ‘metaphor’ and ‘metonymy’ as
basic modes underlying cultural production. Jakobson identifies metaphor with the
‘selection’ axis of language, by which we select a particular word from a number of
synonyms, metonymy with the ‘combination’ axis, by which we combine the chosen
words into a sequence. He states that poetry ‘projects the principle of equivalence from the axis
of selection onto the axis of combination’ (Lodge 39); that is, in poetic language, combinatorial
features are also determined by the principle of equivalence that applies to selection:
syllable equals syllable, pause equals pause. (The opposite of poetry, for Jakobson, is
metalanguage. Metalanguage uses the contiguous, metonymic axis of combination to
determine the selection of words. Jakobson gives a metalinguistic example: ‘Mare is the

female of horse’ (Lodge 39). Allegory is to poetry, we might say, as allegoresis to



metalanguage.) It is not immediately clear, however, how Fineman draws his conclusion
about the hierarchising nature of allegory from Jakobson’s formulations or why he
implies that the imposition of metonymic sequence upon metaphorical structure (‘the
other way around’) would mitigate those hierarchising tendencies.

The representative system established when metaphor determines the sequential
order of a text 1s a hierarchising one because if one group of objects or persons is figured
by another, the structures of power in the group which is represented must be preserved
in the representation in order that the representation makes sense. An allegory may
stand on the power relationship alone, and the establishment of stable hierarchies is
consequently of great importance for allegory: it facilitates the movement of meaning.
Such movement may be dizzying; it is quite easy to produce an analogical pile-up. As a
pilot to his ship so a ruler to his kingdom, so Christ to the Church, so a man to his wife,
so the soul to the body, so form to matter. A system determined by metonymy,
Fineman supposes, would not require the maintenance of power relationships across the
rift produced by other-speech, because the contiguity of sequence provides sufficient
connection, and therefore it would not hierarchise. Jakobson’s metalinguistic example 1s
not, for the purposes of this argument, at all encouraging, for it suggests that even where
sequence is used to build an equation, hierarchies of value are maintained. The word
‘horse’ can describe all mares, but the word ‘mare’ can only describe certain horses.

In seeing allegory as completely and relentlessly hierarchising, however, Fineman
is perhaps taking its truth-claims at face value. Recalling Van Dyke’s warning about the
dangers of ‘split-level” analysis, it is worth remembering that the sequence will display
features that are not assimilable to the structure: there will be aspects of the narrative
which are not easily metaphorised. This ‘incoherence’ of sequence to structure facilitates
the reader’s entrance into the allegory: ‘an allegory must be, unlike a parable or a fable,

incoherent on the narrative level, forcing us to unify the work by imposing meaning on
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it. An allegory is an incoherent narrative [...] that makes us interpret throughout’
(Teskey 5). Sequence (or ‘narrative’) resists the imposition of structure upon it; the
reverberations of that resistance will always be audible in the language of the allegory,
and at certain moments the struggle is thematically visible.

Teskey calls this struggle and its results ‘capture’ — a better term, since it
acknowledges the ultimate success of structure’s imposition upon sequence (6). Like
Madsen, Teskey sees two ‘others’ in allegory: a negative, unassimilable, anti-cosmic
‘other” which he associates with the body, especially the female body, and a positive,
transcendental ‘Other’ which 1s the textual embodiment of the ‘singularity’, the ‘ineffable
presence into which, it 1s supposed, everything in the allegory is ultimately drawn’ (5).
Allegory, more or less violently in every case, produces meaning by making others into
Others, and capture is the process by which it does so. Meaning, in this scheme, is not a
representation of the world but an attempt to control it; it is ‘instrumental meaning |[...]
the creative exertion of force’ (5). The ordinary resistance of bodies to their subjection
into indifferent substance to be imprinted by meaning creates a kind of ‘noise’ which
allegory encourages us to interpret as the resonance of truth (6, 63-4). This noise 1s what
we hear when we recognise an archetype or personification and thereby intuit that we are
reading an allegory. Extraordinary — that is, thematically visible — resistance to reduction
into imprintable substance occurs relatively rarely in allegories, but examples are to be
found 1n Dante’s encounter with Francesca da Rimini (Izf canto V)l7 and Britomart’s
rescue of Amoret from Busirane'® (Teskey 19-31). Teskey explicitly compares the
project of capture to rape:

At such moments we see violence being committed on an unwilling

woman in such a way that the usual fantasy of her conversion to the

rapist’s desire is abandoned. Nor is there, however, any fantasy of

releasing her from that desire. We are confronted instead with a

struggle in which the rift between heterogeneous others is forced into

view. The woman continues forever to resist being converted into an
embodiment of the meaning that is imprinted on her (1 9y~



Teskey locates the reason for the production of allegorical, instrumental meaning
in a philosophical problem. We perceive that our consciousness is a product of nature,
and yet we also perceive nature as other to ourselves, alien. The dilemma of
consciousness that is produced by something other to itself is resolved by casting the
other as coterminous with it: we assert that because the self is in the world, the world
must be 1n the self. Instrumental meaning bridges the rift between self and world. The
microcosm-macrocosm analogy produced by the identification of self and world 1s one
of allegory’s most cherished features, cherished, argues Teskey, because it expresses the
desire in which allegory originates. This is ‘the desire of the organism to master its
environment by placing that environment inside itself” (7), a desire which is expressed in
the allegorical vision of the universe as a giant man. Immediately, however, we perceive
that any subject who desires this is in competition with all other bodies, which all have
the same desire. These other bodies must be eliminated in the most complete way
possible: by devouring them. The structure underlying allegory is one of mutual
devouring — Teskey calls it ‘allelophagy’ (8). The hierarchies of allegory are created in
reaction to the horror of allelophagy, but also sustain it in their persistent attempts to
make the world mean the self and the self the world.

Teskey’s is a convincing attempt to account for the types of ‘otherness’ we see at
work in allegory, its tendency to hierarchise, and (this is rare in the literature on the
subject) the philosophical and psychological needs in which it originates. If it also seems
somewhat hyperbolic, delighting in its evocation of violence and resistance, this can
perhaps be explained by the meditation on political contention and conflict that the
study of allegory necessitates. Despite all attempts to separate allegories from a poetics
of allegory20 it 1s precisely the quality that Joel Fineman calls the ‘structural effect’

(Greenblatt 33) and Angus Fletcher calls © “withdrawal of affect” > (326), the delight in



and deferral to power presented as cosmic unity, the resonance of suppressed violence,

which bleeds from allegories into their critics.

II: ALLEGORICAL TEXTUALITY
(@)

Fond ones dozed with the patriarchs,

Afrits, darkening from Syria

In later myriads, saw dust-men,

Who rode 1n rust, guard wormwood, shoe-holes

Mad for Jerusalem. Sin shrouded

The plural couch, concubinage.

There was new vinage awash in ships:

Love without lips and night prolonged:

Our pallid Song 0’ Songs — her Talmud

In ghetto — rudded in slumber of don,

Aye, demijohn. Shall no cruse aid her?

Lickerish echo: “no crusader.””'
This stanza, from Austin Clarke’s autobiographical poem “The Hippophagt’, describes a
fecling of personal moral degradation, which is linked to a loss of ecclesiastical
authority. It foregrounds its figuralism by using the most famous of typological images,
that of the multiple nature of Jerusalem. According to the doctrine of fourfold meaning
— quadrifaria — developed by the Church Fathers, Jerusalem signified the historical Jewish
city, the Church, the Christian soul, and the New Jerusalem’, the heavenly Church
triumphant. To these, Clarke adds suggestions of other figurae. Jerusalem appears as the
Jewish nation in the rather puzzling phrase ‘her Talmud/ In ghetto’ — Clarke seems to
be suggesting that Christian allegoresis and typology confine Jewish traditions to a
cultural ‘ghetto’.  Clarke’s Jerusalem is also the licentious prostitute of the Jewish
prophetic tradition in exile, the ‘holy land’ of the Crusades, and a mixture of both of
these: a generalised location of sexualised exoticism. The ‘patriarchs’ of the first line

refer to the progenitors of guadrifaria as well as to the Old Testament patriarchs. That

they doze, and their believers’ trust in them is ‘[flond’, suggests Clarke’s unease with
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allegorical writing as much as his sense of the Church’s loss of moral authority. For
Clarke, it 1s patristic allegoresis that has made the Song of Songs ‘pallid’. Though a
combination of dreaming ‘slumber’, aristocratic or academic privilege (‘don’) and
drunken licence (‘Aye, demijohn’) might restore the poem’s blush-making eroticism
(‘rudded’), Jerusalem — and by extension, the traditions embodied in the Song of Songs
and the Talmud — remains captive at the end of the stanza, a widow lacking the benefit
of Elijah’s miraculous ‘cruse’ (1 Kings 17:12-16). The crusaders, far from being
Jerusalem’s saviours, are at best Quixotic figures: ‘dust-men’ (or ‘sawdust men’) ‘[w]ho
rode in rust’ and had holes in their shoes. At worst, they exemplify a Church that has
abnegated its moral responsibilities: they are implicitly equated with ‘[a]frits’, evil spirits
of Arabian mythology. Characteristically, Clarke makes the same phrases suggest both
possibilities: a dust-man empties the rubbish bins, but might also be a terrifying demon
concocted of desert sand. ‘Rust’ is the creaky armour of Don Quixote, but also dried
blood. ‘Lickerish’ sounds like a sweetmeat, but means ‘lecherous’, suggesting the ‘rape’
of Jerusalem by the crusaders.

This stanza 1s worth paraphrasing at some length, because it is an allegory that
engages 1n a debate about the value of allegoresis, and as such, suggests how difficult 1t
might be to separate these two categories. Clarke uses Jerusalem to signify the Church
and the individual soul: the condition of Jerusalem after the Crusades implies the
corruption of the speaker of “The Hippophagt’ and the Church of which he still counts
himself a part. Christian warriors have accomplished the ruin of Jerusalem-as-Church;
that 1s, the Church’s predilection for violent oppression has caused the diminution of its
own moral authority. As far as the passage is the account of the degradation of an
individual soul, the Crusaders represent the cotrosive effects of suppressed sexuality.
Such is the alienation of this speaker from his own sexuality, that any meditation on

sexual expression provokes tired Orientalist fantasies about polygamy and rape.
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“The Hippophagt’ also specifies the means by which a Church and culture might
maintain its authoritarian control over individuals. In other passages in the poem Clarke
castigates superstition, or the transformation of saints into little more than Christianised
lares and penates. Here, however, his focus is on interpretations that confine the
meanings of texts, that make the erotic language of the Song of Songs a ‘pallid’
prefiguration of Christ’s asexual love for his personified Church, that restrict the
operation of the Talmud to the ghetto. Clarke’s point is complicated both by his use of
the example of the Talmud, which is itself a collection of exegetical works, and by his
dense syntax and punctuation, which allow the reader to conjecture that the Song of
Songs 1s somehow a ghettoised Talmud. But the targets of his hostility — Christian
arrogation of non-Christian meaning, meaning used as a coercive rather than a
communicative tool — are clear. Allegoresis, for Clarke, 1s ‘not just a method of
discovering implicit meanings |[...] but also a declaration that certain meanings, implicit
or explicit, constitute the text’s intention, while other meanings, although explicit, [are]
insignificant’ (Van Dyke 44). It is a method of suppressing meaning’ (45). Clarke
perceives the political implications of allegoresis so defined: the same intolerance of
multiple and different meanings that motivates the suppression of sexual love in a poem
also motivates the suppression of minority or individual culture in a society. The stanza
marshals allegory against allegoresis: the oppressive violence of the Crusaders is
analogous to a range of repressive social forces — from denial of sexuality to anti-
Semitism — which have their roots in the abuse of interpretation.

The Song of Songs is the example par excellence of the allegorised text, the text
upon which meaning has been imposed, rivalled only perhaps by the myth of Venus’
adultery with Mars. Teskey states the position:

to allegorize a poem — to say it says something other than what it does

say — does not make that poem an allegory. The Christian Fathers’
interpretation of the Song of Songs as an allegory of Christ’s love for
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his church (following Jewish interpretations of the Song of Songs as an

allegory of God’s love for Israel) and Porphyry’s Neoplatonic

interpretation of the caves of the nymphs episode in the Odyssey are of

cultural value in their own right [...] But neither of the works on which

they comment 1s an allegory; for neither work [...] contains mnstructions

for its own interpretation (3).

He goes on to give the example of Spenser’s Error as a figure which tells us not only
what she means, but also how to read other figures in the poem. Error s allegorical, but
she 1s also an allegory. Maureen Quilligan makes a similar point, asserting that the
association of allegoresis with allegory was itself an error. According to her account,
allegoresis arose as a method of interpreting textual agents as personifications, from
which it was assumed that it could also be a method for composing narratives that use
personification. Quilligan suggests that allegories are the only literary form immune to
allegoresis, because they can have no meaning that is not also present in their inscribed
interpretative guides (29-31). Teskey’s need to insist on the ‘cultural value’ of the
products of allegoresis and Quilligan’s location of the origin of the link between it and
allegory in a ‘mistake’ (not a fruitful misunderstanding, her tone makes clear, but a
muddle that needs straightening out) suggest the low esteem in which they hold
allegorical interpretation. Clarke is not unusual in his hostility to allegoresis;” with a few
exceptions,” such hostility has become an accepted part of most critical discussions of
allegory.

For most critics, distinguishing allegory from allegoresis is a way of limiting the
class of works that can be called ‘allegories’, though, as Teskey admits, it cannot limit the
use of the term ‘allegorical’, which still might cover such non-allegories as the Statue of
Liberty or Liberty in Delacroix’s painting Liberty Leading the Pegple (Teskey 3-4).
Unfortunately, while it may appear to keep the allegorical canon within the bounds of

manageability, this approach raises more problems than it solves. The location of the

distinction between allegory and allegoresis in the issue of interpretation is perhaps the
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most glaring of these. If an allegory is a work that, in Teskey’s words, ‘contains
instructions for its own interpretation’, then all allegories contain at least the possibility
of allegoresis. In many medieval allegories, as Russell’s collection of essays makes clear,
these instructions may take the form of an expository scene in which a character is
portrayed in the act of allegoresis. In more recent allegories the act of allegoresis is often
an occaston for dramatic irony, the interpreters pathetically or comically misreading their
proof texts.”* For example, Thomas Kinsella’s poem “Worker in Mirror, At His Bench’
offers 1ronic readings of itself and of the poet’s adoption of more open formal strategies
in the collection of which it is a part, New Poerzs (1973). Taken at face value, the
interpretative guide offered in this and later self-reflexive poems like ‘At the Head Table’
1s distinctly and deliberately unhelpful, but allegoresis 1s nonetheless written into these
texts, telling us how, or, more often, how ot to read” Apart from any other
consideration, if this in itself is enough to make a text an allegory, then the category has
scarcely been limited — every self-reflexive text might, on these grounds, be claimed for
allegory.

Viewing this problem from another angle, we might say that while an allegory 1s a
text which includes allegoresis, an allegorical interpretation includes no allegory. That is
to say, we can provisionally identify a text as an allegorised text and not a composed
allegory when we have certain pieces of information at our disposal: the respective dates
of composition of the allegorised text and the interpretation, data concerning stylistic
features of the interpretation and the text and how these relate to generically similar
works, information on the authors of both text and interpretation and what their
respective purposes might have been in writing them. But this provisional recognition is
dependent on our identifying the meaning in the interpretation as meaning /zposed upon
the text, which allows denigration of interpretation (Kinsella: ‘the real sin is the

imposition of order™) and covertly admits the ideology of the allegory/symbol
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distinction into the debate. Coleridge casts the difference between allegory and symbol
as synonymous with that between imposed and implicit meaning;:

The Symbolical cannot perhaps be better defined in distinction from

the Allegorical, than that it is always a part of that, of the whole of

which it 1s representative — “Here comes a sail,” — (That is, a ship), is a

symbolical expression. “Behold our lion!” when we speak of some

gallant soldier, 1s allegorical. Of most importance to our present subject

is this point, that the latter (allegory) cannot be other than spoken

consciously; — whereas in the former (the symbol) it 1s very possible that

the general truth may be unconsciously in the writer’s mind during the

construction of the symbol; and it proves itself by being constructed out

of his own mind — as the Don Quixote out of the perfectly sane mind

of Cervantes, and not by outward observation or historically.”’

If we are to call allegoresis ‘imposed’ meaning, we must accept the implications of that
designation for ‘implicit’ meaning, one of which 1s Don Quixote springing forth fully
armed from his creator’s head.

To determine whether an interpretative meaning is imposed, we must be able to
recover the text from its interpretations, and read it ‘pre-allegorically’. It would be facile
to say that this is impossible — scholarly opinion counts — but it is not easy. There are a
number of restrictions on the reader attempting to recover an allegorised text, among
which must be counted the availability of the text without the attendant exegetical
material. Many Authorised Version texts of the Song of Songs print its allegorical
interpretation as a gloss; even a text as recent as the Good News Bible (1966) mentions the
allegorical interpretation in its headnote to the book.?® The tendency to remake texts
(especially in translation) to suit contemporaty tastes must also be taken into account.
For instance, Joep Leerssen’s engaging essay on Kinsella’s translation of the Tain Bd
Cuailnge reveals that where textual variants exist in the Irish, Kinsella’s choices reflect the
late twentieth-century tendency to equate bawdiness or brutality with authenticity, just as

Augusta Gregory’s reflect a wholly different set of priorities.29 A similar valorisation of

the erotic, in reaction to a previous generation’s perceived prudery, could also be behind
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Clarke’s intimation that the Song of Songs is ‘merely’ a collection of erotic love-lyrics,
and that any religious gloss a diminution of that ‘mere’, complete status.

A larger difficulty with recovering the ‘pre-allegory’ from the allegorised text is
the mmplicit assertion that the intention discovered thereby is more significant and
valuable than that specified by the interpretation. This is nothing other than allegoresis,
as Van Dyke defines it, ‘the declaration that certain meanings [...] constitute |...] the
text’s intention’ (44) while others are insignificant, imposed. What Van Dyke has
discovered here is not the reason why we should reject allegoresis in favour of a more
holistic reading method, but an uncomfortable truth about polysemy. Multiple meaning
does not guarantee free play or equality between the different significations of a word,
figure or text. On the contrary, we tend only to tolerate polysemy where there is a
corresponding textual assurance that the various different meanings can be unified or
hierarchically arranged in order of importance. In Teskey’s words, ‘[a] polysemous sign
can mean different things in different contexts because all such signs are supposed to
belong to one truth toward which they collectively tend’ (57). Polysemy is the means by
which allegory orders its cosmos: ‘every opposition arising from the contrast of meaning
and life is redistributed hierarchically such that one term is placed over the other. Under
the regime of polysemy, anything that appears to escape or resist the project of meaning
— passion, body, irony — is interpreted as a further extension of meaning’ (Teskey 30).
Suppression of meaning is an inevitable consequence of multiple meaning, even in the
simplest of metalinguistic constructions. Mare is the female of horse, but horse is not
the ‘male’ of mare, ‘horse’ is a generic which includes mares. Any sense of ‘mare’ which
could be an explication of ‘horse’ rather than the explicated other of horse is suppressed.
A rather simplistic interpretation of Animal Farm might conclude that Napoleon the pig
‘s’ Stalin, but in no sense is Stalin Napoleon the pig. Allegoresis operates under the

polysemous regime, and in a fashion very similar to Teskey’s ‘capture’ it treats the text as
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a body which must be made to mean. In order that the text can be made meaningful, its
original 1dentity must be erased; that is, the text must be reduced to mdifferent
substance, signs declared insignificant. Where the original identity of the text is very
strong, as 1n the Song of Songs, the text itself seems to offer resistance to its allegoresis.
The Song of Songs is the Francesca da Rimini of allegoresis, resisting our attempts to
turn its eros5 into agape until we faint with the effort. The ‘ordinary’ noise of texts resisting
their interpretation is the hum of the very debate in which we are now engaged.
(i1)

This discussion of allegory and allegoresis 1s in many ways a discussion about
allusion, about the ‘other-texts’ that writers include, or readers perceive, in their works.
Untl the eighteenth century, ‘allusion’ could be used as a virtual synonym for ‘allegory’.
(The OED now cites this usage as obsolete). The conflation of the two terms goes back
to Quintilian, for whom an allusive quality in a figure is definitive of allegory, making
both proverbs and arguments by example kinds of allegory. The fourth century BCE
theorist Diomedes makes a further distinction, between allegories in which meaning is
arbitrarily imposed and allusion or riddle, in which meaning is simply encoded so that
intellectual exercise is required to understand it. Diomedes adds that texts which
explicitly indicate their own meaning are not allegories.30 Something of this survives in
Puttenham: referring to a poem that contains the phrases ‘clouds of care’, ‘stormes of
strife’ and ‘waves of woe’, he comments, I call him not a full Allegorie, but mixt, bicause
he discovers withall what the cloud, storme, wave, and the rest are, which in a full
allegorie should not be discovered, but left at large to the readers judgement and
conjecture.” (Puttenham 198) Puttenham’s example is worth remarking because of its
peculiar deafness to irony: he emphasises allegory’s relation to ‘dissimulation’, to the
riddle or enigma, while twice using the most hackneyed example — of the ship and pilot —

to illustrate it. Angus Fletcher displays a similar (and uncharacteristic) obtuseness in
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claiming that ‘[e[nigma, and not always decipherable enigma, appears to be allegory’s
most cherished feature’ (73) and yet remarking on the diminishing returns offered the
reader who ‘deciphers’ Yeats’s “Three Movements’ or Brecht’s parables (81-2). This lack
of ironic perception seems to originate in the idea that obscure allusion has always an
exclusive function. Some surprising authorities have been marshalled to support this
view, as Madsen comments:

Huppé and Robertson claim that Augustine sanctioned deliberate

obscurity in poetry because the mind 1s thus engaged in the search for

concealed meaning; literal obscurity necessitates interpretation that

should proceed according to the rule of charity. Augustine’s concept of

charity as the normative meaning to which exegesis should take recourse

is explained by Huppé and Robertson as if it were the hidden essence

encoded by secular poets rather than the exegetical process described by

Augustine (132).”"

Unfortunately, Madsen sees this mispetception as an opportunity to remount her
hobby-horse: the supposed critical definition of allegory solely in terms of pagan
‘fabulism’ and the neglect of Christian figural traditions. Madsen still supposes, however,
that the business of ‘fabulistic’ allegory is to ‘encode’ meanings which are subsequently
extracted by the interpreter. This exclusive, encoding function may play a part in some
esoteric traditions, and Renaissance theory typically presents figural language as a way of
protecting the sensitive matter of poetry ‘from the vulgar judgement’ (Puttenham 198).
However, other functions may precede this exclusive one. Mary Carruthers, in her study
of late classical and medieval rhetoric, The Craft of Thought (1998), suggests that many
enigmatic allegories and fables have a mnemonic purpose, indeed, have their origin in
what she calls ‘mnemotechnic’ — the art of memory.32 The strange and striking enigmatic
image arises, in short, from a clear understanding of how human memory works: we
remember what we find odd, especially when it involves violent transformation ot
appeals to our sexual feelings: ‘[i]t is a principle of mnemotechnics that we remember

particularly vividly and precisely things that are odd and emotionally striking, rather than
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those that are commonplace. Sex and violence, strangeness and exaggeration, are
especially powerful for mnemonic purposes’ (28-9). Carruthers understands memory to
mean not simply the faculty of recalling the past, but the bedrock of all kinds of
intellectual and creative activity: thought, meditation, speech and creative art. In this
sense, memory extends into the future as well as into the past. Carruthers entitles one
section of her study ‘Remembering the Future’ (66) — as she explains, this is not at all a
paradox in terms of pre-scholastic thought, which did not draw the rigid modern
boundary between ‘memory” and ‘imagination’:

[composition] can be presented and analysed as recollective because it

was assumed to involve acts of remembering, mnemonic activities which

pull in or “draw” (fractare, a medieval Latin word for composing) other

memories. The result was what we now call “using our imagination”,

even to the point of visionary experience. But medieval people called it
“recollection” and they were neither wrong nor foolish nor naive to do

»

SO.

(Carruthers 70)
This 1s a convincing rationale for allegorical enigma, but Carruthers’ contention that
allegory’s propensity for violence is simply an azde-memoire may strike some readers as
rather Panglossian. There is nothing benign about a concept of memory which
extends its reach into the future. Such memory is inevitably selective, because it seeks
to be coercive:

God, said the Psalmist, made his works for remembering |...] This is a
statement obvious in memory cultures |[...] as obvious as a statement
that “God made his works to be measured” would be to us now. The
injunction to “remember”, “be mindful of” is characteristic of the
Hebrew Bible [...] This “remembering”, affective [...] and goal-
oriented, bears only partial resemblance to the familiar model of
memory as the mind’s storehouse of things we have experienced in the
past. [...] The matters memory presents are used to persuade and
motivate, to create emotion and stir the will. And the accuracy or
authenticity of these memories — their simulation of an actual past — is
of far less importance [...] than their use to motivate the present and to
affect the future. (Carruthers 68-9)

Remember Jerusalem. Remember the men of ‘98. The kind of memory culture which

Carruthers describes tears experience from the past and foists it upon the future.
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Allegory, enigmatic or not, is deeply involved in this process of taking from the past in
an attempt to control and order the future.

Riddles and obscurities aside, it is easy to see how allusion might be thought a
type of allegory. In both cases we deal with a text that reaches ‘outside’ itself in order to
make meaning, and that engages in a form of capture, taking a piece of an already
existent text, and making it mean something else in a new context. Allusion is one of the
instructions embedded into an allegory to aid interpretation. In many cases, it may be
the first such instruction received by the reader, for it is often in perceiving an archetype
(the forest, the journey, the mountain, the emblematic beast) which is recognisable from
other allegorical works that we intuit that we are reading an allegory. We might argue
that all sorts of literary texts use allusion in this way, or even that it is only by recognising
allusion to other texts that we can understand the new text at all:

Hors de Tintertextualité, I'ceuvre littéraire serait tout simplement

imperceptible, au méme titte que la parole d’une langue encore

inconnue. De fait, on ne saisit le sens et la structure d’'une ceuvre
littéraire que dans son rapport a des archétypes, eux-memes abstraits de

longues series de textes dont ils sont en quelque sort I'invariant. |...]

Vis-a-vis des modeles archétypiques, I'ceuvre litteraire entre toujours

dans un rapport de réalisation, de transformation ou de transgression.

Jenny goes on, in fact, to exclude ‘le citation, le plagiat et la simple réminiscence’
[‘quotation, allusion and mere reminiscence’] from the field of study. He gives as an
example of such non-intertextual allusion Lautréamont’s mocking reference in Maldoror
to Alfred de Musset’s characterisation of the poet as a pelican nourishing her young
with her own blood. For Jenny, this allusion is not intertextual — or is, at best, a ‘weak’
form of intertextuality — because ‘le role thématique de cette image est sans rapport dans
les deux textes’ [the thematic role of this image does not connect the two texts] (262).
Only a single semantic feature — both poems deal with ‘sadness’ — allows its re-use by

Lautréamont (263), but this cannot be claimed as a real connection, since the sadness is

so comprehensively ironised in the later poem. However, as Jonathan Culler notes in
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relation to Jenny’s essay, even a superficial allusion takes something of its source to the
new text:

Lautréamont’s mockery of Romanticism is made possible by empty

allusions to, or if one prefers, misuses of romantic images and topot. If

intertextuality 1s what makes the later text “perceptible” then it clearly

must include these relations to romantic discourse, even the superficial

repetition of the pelican.™
Neither Jenny nor Culler 1s interested in the allegorical significance of the pelican as an
emblem of Christ. Culler calls 1t ‘unusual’ (105), Jenny calls 1t ‘frappante et originale’
[striking and original] before acknowledging its traditional significance in a parenthesis:
‘quoiqu’elle appartienne d¢ja a une tradition chretienne’ [although it already partakes of a
Christian tradition] (Jenny 262). This lack of interest is because, as Culler notes,
Lautréamont’s allusion 1s intentionally emptied of emblematic significance in order to
ridicule his Romantic predecessor, who retained, if not precisely the religious
connotations of the emblem, then at least a feeling of solemnity and sacramentalism.

As we will see in Chapter 3 of this study, Louis MacNeice in Awutumn Sequel has
much the same attitude towards allusion. The poem is full of ‘empty’ allusion, that is,
allusion which does not fulfil, transform or transgress the meaning of the texts to which
it refers, but simply evokes and forgets them. It begins with a characteristic example:
‘August. Render to Caesar. Speak parrot: a gimmick for Poll’.” The Parrot reappears
throughout Awutumn Sequel as a representative of those things which its speaker perceives
as a threat to the poem’s allegorical world of fantasy and Utopian friendship:
automation, depersonalised modernity, the mechanical world. Little, apart from a
certain fondness for neologism, links MacNeice’s Parrot with the figure to whom it
seems to allude, the Parott of John Skelton’s ‘Speke, Parott’.”* Both poets associate
parrots with meaningless prattle and automatic repetition. However, where the

‘nonsense’ of Skelton’s Parott is allegorical speech, devising symbols for topical events

and persons, the prattle of MacNeice’s Parrot is an attribute of an allegorical character,
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representing the noise and meaninglessness of automated modernity. MacNeice’s
reference confounds the expectation that allusion develops our understanding of the
source text, either by elucidating it (Jenny’s ‘réalisation’) or parodying it (‘transgression’).
MacNeice’s Parrot tells us nothing about Skelton’s. It even regresses from Skelton’s —
hardly sophisticated — insight that apparent nonsense may be symbolically meaningful,
to a position that does not question the association of parrots and prattle. This is
particularly evident when we compare MacNeice’s allusion to another, which may, in
fact, have been his original source for the phmsc.37 Cassio, reproaching himself for his
drunkenness, exclaims to lago: ‘Drunk, and speak parrot, and squabble? Swagger, swear
and discourse fustian with one’s own shadow?’ (11.iii.273-5).” Shakespeare’s allusion to
Skelton 1s resonant with dramatic irony: Cassio, lacking all skill in dissimulation,
accusing himself of prattling like a parrot, addresses a master of ‘other-speech’, whose
capacity for suggestion, innuendo and satire far exceeds that of Skelton’s allegorist.

The emptiness of allusion in Autumn Seque/ has doubtless contributed to its
unpopularity with critics and readers. It 1s scarcely surprising, however, that an
allegorical poem should use empty allusion, since this kind of reference replicates the
structure of allegorical imagery itself. To make the pelican signify maternal devotion
and by extension Christ’s blood sacrifice, it is necessaty to forget what is known about
real pelicans: that they do not nourish their young on their blood.” The pelican is
emptied of its true characteristics and refilled with a single metaphorical one. Similarly,
genuine attributes of the parrot are elided and replaced with the half-truth (not all
parrots mimic human speech) which equates them with repetition and prattle.
Allegorical allusion empties its source texts of their previous significance and makes
them mean something else because allegories generate imagery by taking what they
perceive to be ‘other’, outside their textual system, and co-opting it into meaningfulness.

As Teskey comments, “What we call allusion is in truth capture, the process by which a
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work achieves monumentality by taking its substance from the realm of the previously
made’ (162). The unruly negative ‘other’ of an allegory can be, and often 1s, another
text. Furthermore, if allusion functions as an interpretative tool, we find ourselves in
the curious position of using empty travesties of source texts to elucidate the
complexities of the allegorical text.

For all allegory’s apparent deference to hierarchies, its persistent genuflection in
the direction of a transcendental Other, a ‘singularity’, there 1s no corresponding
deference towards ‘tradition’, defined as a literary canon. Teskey notes that the process
by which allegories are made is hostile to ‘the concept of tradition’, which he explains as
‘radifio, a “handing down” or a “handing on” of something through time. [...] Creative
work 1s supposed to conform to this movement. Beneath every act of making we see a
hand reaching back to the past to receive what is handed to it before extending itself
forward to release what it holds to the future’ (158). But this benign model of culture
moving forward in time cannot account for the violence of allegorical making. Teskey
proposes an alternative model, whereby the ‘hands’ of tradition reach back to take their
forms from pre-existent works, and forward, to grasp an unappropriated and
undifferentiated nature which can be imprinted with those forms. Making 1s the
‘perennial assault of the generated on what is established before it in time, on that which
has given it substance’ (162) and it is also a consuming assault upon nature, as a phrase
from “The Dream of the Rood’ reminds us. The wood of the cross remembers being
hewn down, ‘astyred of stefne minum’.*" “The otherness of this voice’, Teskey declares,
is not the transcendental other of allegory; it is not a goal for us, nor are we a goal for it;
it 1s something to which we can only attend, in the brief moment when incommensurate
ways of being encounter each other’ (165). The usual caveat with regard to Teskey’s
criticism applies: here, in addition to the relish with which he evokes violence, there is a

certain sentimentality disguising itself as ecological correctness and rigour. But his basic
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claim, that allegorical making is retrogressive, is convincing. Allegories do not recognise
the monuments of tradition except as material with which they can improvise their own
monumentality.  They become intelligible by stripping other texts of their proper
meaning and breaking down the past into usable fragments, with which they proceed to
construct their new textual system, or cosmos. The feeling that MacNeice’s use of the
parrot emblem represents a regression from Skelton’s, while it contradicts received ideas
concerning the transmission of traditional material, s a sound intuition. It also
intimates that ‘the hierarchizing mode’ maintains within it an unsettling radicalism, to
which we shall return 1n section I11.
(ii1)

This section, however, concludes with a reflection on the choices which govern
the construction of the textual systems of allegories, their intertextual borrowings from
other texts, other allegories and from mythology. Readers, it seems, identify the genre
‘allegory’ by recognising narrative patterns which are common to many different texts.
The subject of archetypal narratives was one of intense interest to mid-twentieth century
theorists.”  Since the 1970s, this interest has dwindled to the point where such
archetypes are barely mentioned. This may be attributed to the establishment of
alternative literary canons, and the increased value placed upon cultural diversity in
literary study. Critics are now more uneasy with a totalised, universal generic model
such as Fletcher attempts to provide, because, as Madsen points out, it contrives both to
expand the allegorical canon beyond usefulness and to ‘build an image of generic
integrity that 1s based upon a severely limited set of textual characteristics’ (25).
Madsen’s utilitarian point — that we must separate allegorical effects from what
MacNeice calls ‘allegory proper’™ — rather contradicts her insistence that ‘Allegory is one
of many genres in which a text may participate, no two gentes being mutually exclusive’

(25). It still leaves us with the question ‘How allegorical is an allegory?” Fletcher’s
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model, though it combines the numinous and the pseudoscientific in a way
characteristic of other mid-century American theory,” also captures something in
allegories themselves: their simultaneous expansiveness and reductiveness, the way they
aspire to include the whole of nature but can accomplish this only by reducing nature to
an indifferent substance out of which abstract meaning can be made.

More urgently, perhaps, recent critics have been uneasy about identifying
characteristic patterns in allegory because it brings them to the edges of the territory of
myth-criticism occupied by Joseph Campbell and Mircea Eliade. The totalising,
universal patterns described by these writers unsettle our ideas of the value of diversity.
They seem to be determined to synthesise a ‘monomyth’ from remarkably diverse
materials. Campbell begins his summary of the universal monomyth as follows:

The mythological hero, setting forth from his commonday hut or castle,

is lured, carried away or else voluntarily proceeds to the threshold of

adventure. There he encounters a shadow presence that guards the

passage. The hero may defeat or conciliate this power and go alive into

the kingdom of the dark (brother-battle, dragon-battle; offering, charm)

or be slain by the opponent and descend in death (dismemberment,

crucifixion). (245-6)

He concludes: “The changes rung on the simple scale of the monomyth defy description’
(2406), but even in those opening three sentences he has rung a remarkable number
himself. It surely matters whether the hero comes from hut or castle, whether he is
lured or carried away or sets out voluntarily, whether he survives the struggle at the
threshold of his adventure or not. In short, the interest of myth lies in the changes rung,
the choices made according to the historical and cultural circumstances under which the
myth developed. As Jenny comments, a literary work acquires meaning in its relationship
with archetypes, not simply through their presence. A monomyth cannot elucidate this
relationship, only state and re-state it.* We might also suspect such myth-criticism of

placing high value on the products of strong cultures while co-opting the myths of more

marginal ones to the dominant pattern.”” Furthermore, the deployment of archetypal
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patterns in literature can facilitate political apathy and assist social control by naturalising
conditions which are in fact socially produced and changeable.

Eliade suggests that traditional societies cope with suffering through a
combination of self-castigation and scapegoating. Any adverse circumstance is held to
result either from the individual or society’s fault (having sinned or displeased the gods)
or from some malign agency (evil spirits, witchcraft). No traditional society considers
suffering meaningless or arbitrary (Eliade 95-102). Ciaran Carson’s well-known protest
against the mythic structures underlying Heaney’s No7h voices a very modern, liberal
concern at this normalisation process:

[Heaney| seems to be offering his “understanding” of the situation

almost as a consolation |...] It 1s as if he is saying, suffering like this is

natural; these things have always happened [..] It is as if there never

were and never will be any political consequences of such acts; they

have been removed to the realms of sex, death and inevitability.*

The poem to which Carson refers, ‘Punishment’, makes a figural connection between
the judicial murder of a woman in Iron Age Jutland (the speaker assumes her crime is
adultery) and the vigilante punishment (by tarring and feathering) of Catholic women
who associated with British soldiers in Belfast. While the speaker of the poem begins by
empathising with the woman being dragged to her place of execution, his empathy turns
to voyeurism and finally, to an understanding of her killers’ motives. As the poem
develops its figural message, compassion drains from the speaker, culminating in the
moment of figural transcendence, when historical context evaporates:

I who have stood dumb

when your betraying sisters

cauled in tar,

wept by the railings,

who would connive

in civilized outrage

yet understand the exact

and tribal, intimate revenge.’

At this point of figural connection, the speaker has undergone a withdrawal of affect:
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his sense of the woman as a suffering human being has all but evaporated beneath his
identification with the power of her tormentors. The signifier of that identification with
primitive ‘tribal’ power is, ironically, ‘civilised outrage’. Instead of removing the
‘political consequences of such acts’ to an invulnerable realm, Heaney has removed the
speaker to a position where he feels invulnerable, defensively armoured by both atavistic
‘tribal’ urges and ‘civilised outrage’ against all affective feeling.* If any consolation is
offered by the figural structures of this poem, it is the consolation of being able to feel
nothing. This total withdrawal of compassion is not a fault in the speaker’s, or Heaney’s
(Carson mixes them up, deliberately) political awareness. Nor 1s it simply an expression
of traditional, ‘tribal’, archaic, normalised suffering. It is a direct consequence of
employing figural allegorism: ‘As a figure that both names and abstracts, allegory is
prone to “forms of violence” akin to those imposed by a tribe or community on a
victim who is punished in the name of, or instead of, everybody else’ (Kelley 8).
Heaney’s ‘poor scapegoat’ is the scapegoat not only of her community but of the poet’s
allegorical expression.

Finally, to admit the importance of archetypes in allegory risks encroaching not
just upon myth-criticism, but upon myth itself. Though there can scarcely be a
‘compositional’ allegory which does not include mythic material, and the (much-
disputed) origins of allegory probably lie in myth, in the defensive allegorising of
Homeric and Hesiodic stories against sixth-century BCE chatrges of their absurdity or
immorality, myth and allegory are not identical. In one sense, allegory is the opposite or
inverse of myth, in that it appears when belief in the historical reality of myths is under
threat or begins to wane. For Teskey, allegorical figures and allegorical narrative are the
result of the overthrow or decay of classical myth: [t/he violent defeat of Prudentius’
Worship of the Ancient Gods is a revelation of what underlies, at various depths, all

allegorical expression’ (55). The apparent revival in the Renaissance of the moribund
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gods represents their co-opting or capture by political authority in the form of the state:
the prominence of the gods in the art of the Renaissance reflects their

role in the conjoining of political authority to spiritually resonant

forms [...] In the relatively secularized culture of the Renaissance, the

classical gods were politically sacred, conferring an aura of mysterious

power on the symbols of the state. (Teskey 79)

That 1s, the gods are not allegorically useful until they are barely twitching. The
galvanising action of allegory on myth does not work until the resonance of myth and
belief in it is in an advanced state of decay.”

Attempts such as Fletcher’s to link allegory directly with myth, magic, ritual and
religion, while useful, should be treated with some caution. Fletcher asserts that ‘the
greatest allegories [...] are governed by that sort of rigid destiny which can only operate
through magical ordinances such as those of the oracle or an all-powerful deity’ (208),
but the political history of allegory — its association with the breakdown of belief
systems — suggests that the oracle or deity does not have the power to muster direct
allegorical agency. That is given over to a mediator, like the Renaissance state, which
actually arrogates the power to itself, while continuing to benefit from the aura emitted
by the discarded and decayed beliefs. This would suggest an explanation for the hyper-
literacy of allegories, which finally differentiates them from myths. Myth does not
necessarily acknowledge an existing body of texts from which it draws its material.
Allegory, on the other hand, is perpetually involved with such texts, constantly judging
the extent to which they should be acknowledged.

Nonetheless, in dealing with allegories, archetypal patterns and conventional
images remain among the reader’s primary hermeneutic tools. Journeys and fights,
forests, mountains, gardens and emblematic animals alert us to the presence of the
allegorical in a text before we begin to see the gaps, the ‘incoherence’ in allegorical

narratives, the perception of which matks the reader’s full entry into the textual world.

For Fletcher, the progress and the battle are the two fundamental patterns of allegorical

31



narrative (151).  Although he does not explicitly refer to it, he seems to divide the
progress into two kinds, the quest and the pageant or procession. The quest narrative is
characterised by an unremitting forward movement towards a goal. This goal may be
represented as a home, often a higher and better home than the one the protagonist
leaves, as in The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), the Celestial City 1s a better home for Christian
than his dwelling in the City of Destruction. Such a progress and return home’ may be
ronised, and the unremitting progress may tend towards the protagonist’s degradation
and ruin. The quest may be regarded as a textual representation of the tendency of
allegory, as a form, to strive after a ‘singularity’, a valorised Other. The pageant works
in a different way. Although the same unremitting forward progress can be observed in
the danse macabre, the medieval ‘testament’ poem, the procession of the Seven Deadly
Sins, or in Fletcher’s example “The Phoenix and the Turtle’ (154), it is not directed
towards reaching a goal, towards a textual representation of the ‘singularity’. Its aim is
to fix the various agents in a hierarchical order, to provide a chain of being or ladder of
perfection on which the desited Other, the singularity, may be approached. The
pageant represents the tendency of allegories to order, to 1solate and fix their imagery
hierarchically. Actual achievement of the goal is of little importance in the pageant
narrative, which might explain the tendency of these kind of progress narratives to
finish abruptly and with an air of deliberate contrivance, like the Phoenix and the
Turtle’, or to remain unfinished. Pageants are closely related to encyclopaedic allegories:
‘These genres [the Dance of Death and the ‘complaint’] are next door to the more
ambitious encyclopedic allegories of the middle ages, which contain all known facts |[...]
beside moral and philosophical lore’ (Fletcher 155). The battle, meanwhile, is
characterised by its symmetry: simply put, it is what happens when an allegorical
protagonist, impelled by the desire to achieve its goal, encounters another body coming

the opposite way. The battle is the textual expression of the self’s desire to master its
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environment and the resistance that environment offers to the self. As such, it includes
the agon and the debate, as Fletcher comments: ‘Promethens Bound, the work Coleridge
took to be the fountainhead of allegory, is written in the debate form. Prometheus Bound
reduces battle to the static suffering of an agon’ (158).

We seldom find progress and battle in isolation from one another. Even
Prudentius’ Psychomachia, felt to be so characteristic of the battle form that its name has
become a generic term, includes progress elements, and as Fletcher comments, “The
Pilgrim’s Progress, for instance, has debates inset into the narrated progress, while The
Faerie Queene, essentially a battle form, mingles pastoral progresses with the “fierce wars”

»

and “faithful loves™ ” (160). Because the two narrative patterns are almost always mixed,
however, the personal preference of a critic can play a large part in determining which is
the dominant pattern in any given allegory. Fletcher feels The Faerie Queene to be
primarily about battles, but MacNeice, who expresses a strong preference for progress
narratives over battles (‘As for Homer, give me the Odjssey every time as against the
I/iad™) avoids the discussion of battles and moments of amorous repose in his Clark
lecture on Spenser, focussing instead on Guyon’s sea-journey to the Bower of Bliss and
Britomart’s progress through the House of Busirane (Varzeties 37-9).

However, if the terms ‘progress’ and ‘battle’ are to cover all forms of allegorical
action, then we must also understand them metaphorically, as mental travel and debate
or dialogue. Fletcher does not see this as a problem: “The progtess [...] does not even
need to involve a physical journey. [...] The whole operation can be presented as a sort
of introspective journey through the self; Kafka’s “The Butrow’ [...] would be a good
instance’ (153). But it is not a matter of indifference whether the journey or fight is
externalised and textually visible, or only perceptible as a journey or fight through the

introduction of a further metaphor. One might solve this problem by asserting that

only textually visible progresses and battles are allegorical, but this produces a variant of

39



the ‘how allegorical?” question: how visible is visible? The reason Fletcher needs to
include mental journeys and battles under his rubric is that he has failed to distinguish
sufficiently not between progress and battle, but between what are termed above ‘quest’
and ‘pageant’. Kafka’s burrow-dweller does not engage in a mental journey, but in an
encyclopaedic pageant, detailing all that can be known from its position in the burrow,
placing itself and its ‘enemies’ on a hierarchical ladder according to whether they will
devour it, or it them.” “The Burrow’ functions as an illustration and a critique of the
practice of allegory, the rigidity and fragility of its structures, its determination to
conquer and consume its environment.

With this distinction between ‘quest’ and ‘pageant’, we return to some of the
issues raised in section 1. ‘Quest’ is another name for sequence, metonymy, deictic
codes; ‘pageant’ for structure, non-deictic codes and metaphor. In his introduction to
the works of the Pear/ poet, Casey Finch adapts Barthes’s distinction between ‘classical’
and ‘modern’ language,” calling them respectively ‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ language, to
suggest a similar area of enquiry. Classical, horizontal language is ‘relational’,
‘earthbound and diacritical: it suggests metonymy and chronometric time: ‘[e]ach
moment in it |...] i1s ranged along a conventional plane that connects it with every other
moment in a causal |...] relation’.” Finch associates horizontal language with the epics
of antiquity, as opposed to vertical language, which is associated primarily with the Old
Testament.”* Vertical language produces meaning metaphorically, relating a word not to
words meaning something different but connected to it, but to other words meaning
something like itself; it ‘leaps upward from a horizontality that would bind it to its civic
and rhetorical duties, from the sheer interconnectedness of things, in order to assume an
epiphanic quality’ (16). The allegory of Pearl, Finch asserts, combines these two kinds of
language in a way which preserves their discreteness: ‘For here we confront these two

modes, the vertical and the horizontal, ranged in a relation to one another which is both
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fused and polarized. Heaven and earth are pressed into a contiguity, even as they
remain starkly separated’ (21). This paradox, which a Christian inevitably relates to the
Incarnation, has a more humble secular function. It opens the possibility of analysing
allegory’s mmposition of structure upon sequence, of pageant-like hierarchies on our
quests for truth. That imposition may be finally inevitable, as Fineman and Teskey
assert. But it seems that all three poets discussed in this thesis pursue allegorical modes
because they believe that they can lead to a form of liberation (a different form, in each
case). It 1s in the paradoxical relations of specificity and abstraction, metonymy and

metaphor, rigidity and movement, that we might seek such a freedom from ‘capture’.

III: DECORUM AND DECORATION

For the rhetoricians of the Renaissance, public speech that did not employ figurative
language was a ‘disgrace’ to its speaker (Puttenham 151), a disgrace of the magnitude of
‘the great Madames of honour’ (149) wandering around naked. ‘Decoration’ and
‘decorum’ share more than a distant etymological connection:”

Even so cannot our vulgar Poesie shew it selfe either gallant or

gorgeous 1f any lymme be left naked and bare and not clad in its kindly

clothes and coulours, such as may convey them somewhat out of sight,

that 1s from the common course of ordinary speech and capacitie of the

vulgar judgement, and yet being artificially handled must neede yeld it

much more bewtie and commendation. This ornament we speake of is

given to it by figures and figurative speaches, which be the flowers as it

were and coulours that a Poet setteth upon his language of arte, as the

embroderer doth his stone and perl, or passements of gold upon the

stuffe of a Princely garment. (150)
This kind of figurative explanation of the importance of figures has usually been taken
to mean that the unadorned sense, the plain and sober ‘content’ of a poem, is
analogous to the naked body; figurative language to the clothes that adorn but partially

conceal it. As such, it gives rise to the notion that MacNeice articulates, then

repudiates, in Varieties of Parable: “we tend to feel, “Oh the poetry’s just there to sugar
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the pill,” as if the poet had started with a naked message and then coldbloodedly
decided to dress it up in such and such a way.” (31) But Puttenham’s figure for the
practice of figurative language is more complex than this, since it immediately fulfils its
own definition by obscuring slightly what it describes. What precisely 7s the naked
body of poetry that is to be concealed by figures? It may be a ‘message’ of the kind
that MacNeice refers to, the sort of thing that can be conveyed in a prose paraphrase.
Then, however, Puttenham refers to this thing that 1s ‘dressed’ by figures as the poet’s
‘language of arte’, which is odd, if what he means is the bare sense of that language, not
its artistic expression. There is a further figurative slippage as Puttenham refers to
figurative language as the decorative elements, gems, peatls and cloth of gold
embroidered onto the plain ‘stuff’ of a garment. Now the garment, which in the first
metaphor stood for figurative language, stands for the thing that is ornamented by
figurative language, and it is still no clearer what that actually is. Since this passage
occurs at the beginning of the third book, entitled ‘Of Ornament’, of the Arze of Poesie,
we might conjecture that the thing being cloaked is the subject of book two: poetic
proportion, metre, rhythm, shape. If true, this would bring Puttenham’s concept of
ornament close to the structuralist understanding of allegory. But it is not true:
Puttenham understands proportion to be another form of ‘exornation’ existing
alongside figurative language (149). Puttenham structures his illustrative metaphor to
suggest that the body of poetry, this substance which is supposed to be decorated by
figures, is an elusive property. One thing we can say (almost) for certain is that it is a
female body.

This elusive quality is perhaps to be found in all metaphor: it is a result of the
attempt to make an experience of consciousness (perceiving the sense, or essence of a
text) converge with a physical object (a body, or a suit of clothes).” It emerges in a very

particular form however, in allegory, or to be more precise, in personification.
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Personifications of abstract universals raise the problem of tautology. What is Justice?
Justice 1s just. But, as Teskey points out, this logical and philosophical problem has an
imaginative corollary in the literary study of allegory:

What is the nature of a subject [...] of a predicate that relies on itself?

What sort of body does Justice have? [...] the event of self-predication,

whereby Justice is said to be just, leaves a residue that is not justice but

the thing in which Justice must inhere in order to be true to itself. The

logical absurdity is transformed by the poets into a kind of metaphysical

wit, creating a sutrface noise that we are to suppose that allegory will

recuperate at a point farther in (22-3).

The recuperation is actually an illusion. The figure simply moves to a further level of
abstraction — Teskey’s example is of Spenser’s Disdayne, who disdains to be called
Disdain. A similar, less witty, movement characterises Puttenham’s elusive ‘body’ of
poetry, as it effectively disappears from his figural illustration of figurative language,
leaving a ‘residue’, however, in the empty suit of clothes which has now become the sign
of the thing which figurative language ‘decorates’.

The question “What sort of a body does Justice have?” may seem a trivial and
quibbling one, and so it is, in a philosophical context. It becomes more immediate and
pertinent in allegorical literature because that body must be described by the allegorist (if
not visualised by the reader). The form Justice, to put it in Platonic terms, needs matter
to imprint. Teskey suggests an ingenious reason for the feminine gender of most
personified abstractions. Personification of an abstraction as feminine both provides
matter for form to shape and raises potentially unruly feminine bodies from their place
outside and beneath the allegorical cosmos to a secure position within it. ‘It seems that
by conferring on personifications the feminine gender matter is surreptitiously raised up
from its logical place, which is beneath the lowest spedes, into the realm of abstractions.’
(Teskey 23) Convention, both grammatical (in Latin, abstract nouns are feminine) and

philosophical (the ancient association of matter with femininity and form with

masculinity) thoroughly supports this movement. There is nothing particularly odd,
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then, in a male protagonist being represented as a instance of an abstract universal which
is personified as feminine, as Guyon is represented by Alma as a lower instance of the
abstraction Shamefastnesse, You shamefast are, but Shamefastnesse itself 1s shee’ (FQ
11.x.43 19).”" Nor is it unusual for Puttenham to represent the body of poetry as
feminine, analogous to the bodies of ‘great Madames of honour’. Spenser, though, is in
control of his figures in a way that Puttenham 1s not. Shamefastnesse’s furious (and
immodest) blushing is the only textually visible sign of resistance to her capture and
raising into the realm of abstraction, and this resistance or ‘noise’ 1s itself immediately
captured and exploited by Alma as the manifestation of a truth: ‘She is the fountain of
your modestee’ (FQ 11.43.8).”® The bodies of the ‘great Madames’ similarly resist being
made to signify the meaning of poems, but Puttenham lacks the art to make the
resistance, in turn, mean something, so the suit of clothes vacated by the body of poetry
simply replaces it in the metaphorical structure.

The allegorical universe — which we have referred to as a ‘cosmos’ — demands
that its signs be polysemous, and that their meanings be arranged hierarchically. It is a
rigid and authoritarian place, above all concerned with fixing figures in a chain of being
or a ladder of perfection. But it is also a place of perpetual dramatic action: action that is
present as ‘noise’ in even the most fixed and stratified emblem, action which makes even
the most flat and undeveloped allegorical character seem to have a violent will of his or
her own. The typical allegorical protagonist, in Fletcher’s words, ‘is a conquistador; he
arbitrates order over chaos by confronting a random collection of people and imposing
his fate upon that random collection’ (69). This does not simply apply to the hero of an
allegorical fiction: all the figures in an allegory take part in this imposition of order. As
they encounter other bodies, allegorical persons seek to assimilate those others to
themselves. ‘Each is like a wilful personality asserting itself to produce a generalized

system [...] Allegory in this way allows its creator a maximum of will and wish-
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fulfillment with a maximum of restraint, a paradoxical combination that cannot fail to
fascinate the reader.” (Fletcher 69)
Fletcher explains this paradoxical combination of will and restraint in terms of

’ and the ‘cosmic image’. Allegorical figures behave like people

the ‘daemonic agent”
possessed by daemons (39). They compartmentalise function, are obsessive in their
pursuit of a goal, they act compulsively and do not ‘change’ in the sense of novelistic
development, though they do undergo metamorphoses. They seem to be controlled by
‘something outside the sphere of [their] own ego[s|” (Fletcher 41). They may become
wholly identified with their daemon, like Spenser’s Malbecco. Malbecco begins his story
as a type, the jealous and impotent cuckold, and ends it as Jealousy personified: ‘he has
quight/ Forgot he was a man, and Gealosie is hight’ (111.x.60, 11.8-9). This is a rare
example, but always a possibility ‘when an allegory works at the extreme edge of
abstraction’ (Kelley 32).” More common is what Teskey calls ‘hierarchical, animated
idealism’, whereby ‘[a] certain agency is attributed to abstractions that, in predicating
themselves, overflow their limits and cascade into the world, where they take up a partial
residence 1n things.” (17)

Fletcher points out that the word daemon originates in the Greek for ‘to divide’:
daemons decide the fate (divide the lot) of allegorical protagonists, but they also divide
the allegorical cosmos into compartments, as the psyches of the lover and his lady are
divided into landscapes and personifications in Le roman de la rose. Daemons represent
one further division: that between humans and gods. In classical thought, daemons
occupied an intermediate position between the divine and the mortal, and according to
Fletcher, the allegorical agent assumes something of this quality: ‘not quite human, and
not quite godlike’ (61). Believers in daemonic agency come to see themselves in such an
intermediate position, and consequently emphasise the rank of others in a hierarchic

order. Their compulsive movement brings them to a point of stasis: the daemonic agent
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hypostatises into the cosmic 1mage. ‘By such a process agency becomes confused with
imagery and action becomes a diagram. The hypostatized agent is an emblem.” (Fletcher
69) The confusion of agency and imagery is an abiding characteristic of allegory.

Images can be daemonic (for the iconoclast) as agency can become cosmic. The
aspects of Fletcher’s theory of daemonic agency consequently have their counterparts in
his theory of cosmic imagery. For instance, where daemons compartmentalise function,
images are isolated from one another, producing either diagrammatic or surrealistic
effects (98-108). Fletcher derives the term kosmos from Aristotle’s Poefics, where it
appears as one of the eight types of poetic language, using it to signify both the
allegorical universe and the individual ‘ornament’ or signifier that places a figure within
that universe, macrocosm and microcosm (Fletcher 108). Any attribute or stylistic
device which performs this hierarchic function is a &osmos, the carapace and joints of the
metamorphosed Gregor Samsa no less than talismans, heraldic devices or astrological
constellations (Fletcher 143-4). In the allegorical cosmos, there 1s no such thing as an
image employed just for decoration: * “Mere” ornament no longer exists, in this view’
(125). As Fletcher implies, with use of the word ‘mere’, which has the archaic meaning
of ‘complete’, we might also say that all ornament is mere ornament. No allegorical
ornament signifies anything in particular. If it does, it ceases to be an ornament and
becomes an agent, galvanised and weirdly animate. Allegorical ornament is a pure
signifier of status. Puttenham’s illustrative metaphor, which (perhaps inadvertently)
implies that figures are extraneous ornaments attached to an insubstantial body, may not
be as remote from twentieth-century theory as we might at first think.

However, Fletcher’s master tropes of daemonic agency and cosmic imagery are
not comprehensive or definitive.  Kosmos endorses and legitimates the microcosm-
macrocosm analogy, which, as Teskey shows, can be read as simply a front for the self’s

illegitimate desire to master, even to devour natute. Daemonic agency is also
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problematic. It implies that hypostasis is the only goal of allegory, that a figure who has
become its daemon, like Malbecco, represents the sina que non of allegorical expression.
Malbecco exhibits that ‘fascinating’ combination of ‘will’ and ‘restraint’ very clearly, but
both qualities appear in him in their most stunted forms: not so much will and restraint
as wilfulness and constraint. He only ‘fascinates’ in the sense that he inures us to the
violence of capture. His grotesque and stereotypical antics — not for nothing does
MacNeice consider him a ‘humour’ (Iarietzes 40) — occupy us while his human body is
taken over by an abstraction. Against Malbecco we might set other Spenserian figures,
equally ‘allegorical’, but whose trajectory seems to be in the opposite direction, away
from daemonic possession. MacNeice compares Malbecco, a representative of ‘the
Spenser of the humours’ (I arieties 40) to representatives of ‘the Spenser of the dreams’,
Guyon and Britomart (Varieties 37-9). Kelley, too, chooses Britomart as an emblem of
the allegorical tendency that resists daemonisation. Though Britomart has many of the
characteristics of the allegorical protagonist that Fletcher describes — she progresses
steadily towards her goal of union with Artegall, she carries cosmic ornaments, which
can, on occasion, achieve a kind of agency of their own, she even embodies an
abstraction, Chastity — she does not appear to be possessed. She even ‘develops’
psychologically, from being a lovesick ‘silly Mayd’ (FQ 11Li1.27) into a mature awareness
of her destiny as the founder of a British royal line, all the while ‘teading’, not always
correctly, the signs and visions she is given. The psychological developments evidenced
by such episodes as Britomart’s seaside lament (FQ 111.1v.8-10) and her adventutes in
Busirane’s house (FQ 111.x1.22-111.x11.44) do not show that Britomart somehow exceeds
her allegorical presentation, since they are mediated entirely through allegorical devices.
Kelley comments, “Thus, if Spenser offers an interiorized Britomart who eventually
achieves her mature identity, he does so by beginning with a conventional emblem which

he then appropriates to instruct [her]” (34).
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The differences between Malbecco-type and Britomart-type allegory lead Kelley
to suggest that besides Fletcher’s daemonic conception of allegory, there exists a second,
complementary definition:

A second definition is suggested by [...] de Man’s reading of allegory as

a figure of narrative (and reading) in the rhetorical tradition inaugurated

by Quintilian and Cicero. This allegory is ever and shiftily narrative in

its compulsions as it urges readers to read a figure one way and then

another, but always figurally, with the conviction that figures never stop,

but always succeed each other. De Man’s contention that referring

elsewhere (or deferring to somewhere else) it itself a narrative, temporal

or temporizing gesture reiterates in a modern key the definition offered

by classical rhetoricians, for whom allegory is an ironic, extended figure

that refers elsewhere (35).

There are a number of reasons, however, to be wary of this definition of a type of
allegory that allows for a certain degree of freedom from daemonisation and hypostasis
through reading and narrative, referral and deferral, which, for convenience and brevity,
we will call ‘temporising’ allegory, as opposed to Fletcher’s ‘daemonising’ allegory.
Kelley’s alternative definition risks endorsing a postmodern enthusiasm for ‘allegory’,
defined as self-reflexiveness and combinatorial play, which finds it everywhere and

' More seriously, the conviction of

refuses to confront its political problems.(’
temporising allegory ‘that figures never stop’ could itself be read as a form of daemonic
possession and unremitting propulsion: characters like Britomart, who ‘read’ their
surroundings to discover their destinies are possessed by that reading, rather than by an
abstraction. What we imagine to be psychological development is actually the resonance
of continual exegetical activity. Possession by reading gives us the impression of a more
lively or more interiorised character than possession by abstraction, but all possessed
characters end by being fixed in a hierarchy. If Malbecco is Jealousy, Britomart is
Genealogy. All her maturational developments are harnessed to the fulfilment of her

role as the wellspring of the Tudor bloodline. Her part in the narrative concludes with

her restoration of patriarchy (FQ V.vii42) which is the necessary precondition to her
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achievement of that role. Daemonic, hypostatic allegory seems always to contrive a way
to dominate its temporising, narrative counterpart even as it draws on its repressed
power.” If allegory offers any opportunity for liberation from rigidity, hierarchy and
hypostasis it is more fleeting, more elusive than Kelley’s ‘second definition’ suggests.

It is perhaps helpful here to return to Fletcher’s attempt to explain the appeal of
allegory with his triad of will, restraint and fascination. We have already seen that he
conflates wilfulness, which consists in exerting control over and finally consuming nature
and other bodies, with will, which might take the form of liberating oneself from the
need to control and consume. Restraint, likewise, 1s confused with constraint, a set of
authoritarian and arbitrary prohibitions upon behaviour, when restraint might equally
take the form of what Teskey calls ‘prudent, empathetic restraint, sophrosyne’ (166). Our
fascination with allegory, whereby we are acclimatised to its structures and inured to its
violence, is the product of its wilfulness and constraint. Will and restraint, especially
applied to our capacity for fascination, might produce something different: a critical
interest that 1s alert to allegory’s project of capture. Will, restraint and critical interest are
not characteristic of allegories; Teskey cites sophrosyne as an explicitly non-allegorical way
of being.” However, it is certain that in its wilful attempt to encompass and constrain all
of nature, the whole cosmos, allegory encounters real will and restraint. It is in these
encounters that readers’ critical interest develops.

From this point of view, Kelley offers better evidence that allegory does offer an
opportunity for liberation in her convict